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INTRODUCTION  

 It was not so long ago that journalism was defined by morning and evening editions of 

the local newspaper, storied broadcasters on the four television channels, and iconic glossy 

magazines filled with luxurious advertising. That time has come and gone. Digital technologies 

have upended journalism in innumerable ways. Cable news transformed the news cycle into a 

24-7 affair. The internet allowed instantaneous publishing and for news to spread around the 

world at lightening speeds. Mobile phones quickly became hand-held computers with constant 

internet access. The power to publish is now in the hands of every person with a smart phone. 

The immediate power to publish coupled with the worldwide reach of social media platforms has 

completely transformed what it means to be a journalist. This is a gift and a curse to 

professionally trained journalists and newsrooms. On the one hand, it increases competition; on 

the other, it enables journalists to collaborate and work to engage the public to create better and 

stronger communities.  

 For too long journalists were comfortable sitting atop their newspaper mountains 

dictating to the public what is newsworthy. Citizen publishers armed with laptops and cell 

phones are able to break news, cover police shootings, and offer their points of view — all 

without the help of traditional media. These perspectives and voices are critical, especially as 

traditional newsrooms across the country dwindle. It is time for them to become purpose-driven 

professional listeners who actively hear the questions and concerns in the community to find 

story ideas. These journalists then must follow tried-and-true reporting methods to explain and 

add context to the issue at hand. But the process does not stop there. Journalists must circle back 
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to the audience, inform them that the reporting is finished, ask them for feedback, engage them 

in conversation around the published work.  

 The public journalism movement of the 1990s laid the groundwork for how to put these 

ideas in action, but it was met with sharp criticism from journalists fearing the work being 

viewed as propaganda.  Digital technologies in newsrooms have become the norm. As these 1

same newsrooms continue to shrink, it is time to revisit and iterate upon the ideas from the public 

journalism movement. In the following the pages, we will ask: How can newsrooms use 

traditional and new journalistic tools to deepen connections with the community and increase 

meaningful public engagement and subscription in published products? We will first lay the 

theoretical groundwork viewing community journalism’s effectiveness and merits with regards to 

the dual-responsibility model and functionalism. We will then reflect upon the public journalism 

movement in the United States during the 1990s, lessons learned from non-profit newsrooms 

about fundraising and monetary engagement, and recent research in audience building and 

engagement on digital platforms. 

DUAL-RESPONSIBILITY MODEL IN COMMUNITY JOURNALISM 

 The core function of journalism is to help create an informed citizenry. “To become 

informed and active citizens, the public needs to obtain news that is compressive and conveys 

facts and outcomes. Citizens need to understand how and why particular decisions on public 

issues were made, the parties involved in the decision-making process, why particular actions 

 1. John, Burton St. "Newspapers Struggles with Civic Engagement: The U.S. Press and the 
Rejection of Public Journalism as Propagandistic." The Communication Review 10, no. 3 (2007): 249-70. 
doi:10.1080/10714420701528099.
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were taken, and their consequences, especially any perceived as unjust.”  Social researchers at 2

the University of Chicago theorized in the 1940s that major cities would become “Great 

Communities” comprised of hundreds of smaller groups with various relations.  For this theory 3

to work, these pluralistic groups needed to work together in collaboration to form the “Great 

Communities.” The media serves as an intermediary between groups in this model. News reports 

about community happenings are critical for broader understanding of the different groups and 

their role in the society at large. These Chicago School ideas morphed into what media theorists 

know as Social Responsibility of the Press, which calls for an independent media that holds 

social institutions to task while providing objective, accurate news reports, lending a voice to all 

people in the community — not just the elite groups that have previously dominated the cultural 

conversation.  4

 However, social responsibility theory is too idealistic. It places the burden of connecting 

these micro-communities on the journalists. It does not account for other pressures that reporters 

and editors face on a daily basis. These include but are not limited to financial threats to their 

industry and concerns that publishing critical reports on powerful elites in the community could 

result in the shuttering of their publication. In short, social responsibility theory only considers 

the journalists’ responsibility to the public in making editorial decisions. The theory was 

developed when there were more than 50 companies that owned many American news outlets. 

 1. Adkins-Covert, Tawnya, Denise P. Ferguson, Selene Phillips, and Philo C. Wasburn. "News in 
My Backyard: Media and Democracy in an “All American” City." The Sociological Quarterly 41, no. 2 
(2000): 227-44. doi:10.1111/j.1533-8525.2000.tb00093.x.

 2. Baran, Stanley J., and Dennis K. Davis. Mass communication theory: foundations, ferment, 
and future. Stamford, CT: Cengage Learning, 2015, 72. 

 3. Ibid., 73.   
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News consumers often had choices of which city newspaper they would read or which nightly 

broadcast they would trust. In the more than 50 years since social responsibility theory first hit 

academia the media landscape has changed drastically. Massive media conglomerates are 

gobbling up local news outlets and consolidating them leaving these “Great Communities” to be 

served by shrinking regional publications. To accommodate for these radical shifts in media, we 

lean on the newer dual-responsibility model developed by Terry Adams-Bloom and Johanna 

Cleary in 2009. Their model revises social responsibility theory, clearly marking the role of 

fiscal, as well as social, responsibility in news decision making .  5

 Dual-responsibility theory combines the “high ideals and First Amendment 

considerations of social responsibility theory while recognizing the economic realities of today’s 

mega-corporate environment…wide berth for ethical business practices and good corporate 

citizenship lessens the importance of pure capitalism.”  It accomplishes this by integrating 6

“stakeholder theory” from modern business literature. This theory calls for companies to 

“operate in the best interests of all those who their stakeholders.”  When applying this to 7

community journalism, stakeholders may include those who are focused on profits like company 

shareholders, publishers, CEOs, other corporate underwriters. Importantly though it accounts 

also for the journalists producing the news reports, community leaders, and lay people who may 

or may not read the news product. Accounting for community members who may not be core 

readers or regular news consumers is critical in our modern media landscape. Marginalized 

 4. Ibid., 78. 

 5. Adams-Bloom, Terry, and Johanna Cleary. "Staking a Claim for Social Responsibility: An 
Argument for the Dual Responsibility Model." International Journal on Media Management 11, no. 1 
(2009): 1-8. doi:10.1080/14241270802518356, 2.

 6. Ibid., 3. 
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groups have long suffered from lack of representation in the news media and popular culture. 

The advent of the internet increased the prevalence and success of efforts within marginalized 

communities to counter this abysmal failing of traditional media to authentically represent their 

needs.  These efforts will be discussed at length in subsequent sections of this paper. 8

 Consider that when media companies utilize dual-responsibility theory, and in turn 

stakeholder theory, they are able to incorporate “a commitment to the public good that outweighs 

short-term individual self-interests.” On first read, it sounds like dual-responsibility theory 

strikes the right balance of journalistic ideals and the realities of financing modern journalism. 

However problems begin to arise when researchers begin applying the theory to current 

publishing methods and attempting to define the communities different publishers serve. Adams-

Bloom and Cleary acknowledge that the internet could make a publication’s “community” the 

entire world. “Space is no longer strictly tied to one physical place; hence, community becomes a 

problematic term when talking about news media and digital technology.”  Adams-Bloom and 9

Cleary focused their research and modeling on broadcast news. It is easy to see how cable news 

and the internet make tracking audiences with Nielsen ratings alone difficult. However, for local 

newsrooms, especially text-based newspapers, defining core communities may be more feasible 

than ever in the digital realm.  

 Real-time analytics on digital stories allow newsrooms to track at the IP address level 

where readers are physically located. Digital analytics tools like Google Analytics and Parse.ly 

reveal “how users interact with websites and mobile apps by automatically recording aspects of 

 7. Luce, Ann, Daniel Jackson, and Einar Thorsen. "Citizen Journalism at The 
Margins." Journalism Practice 11, no. 2-3 (2016): 266-84. doi:10.1080/17512786.2016.1222883.

 8. Ibid., 3.
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users’ behavior and then combining and transforming the behavior into data that can be 

analyzed.”  This detailed knowledge can be sorted and used to determine who is reading what 10

types of stories at what times of day. This data about readers is powerful. It is information that 

advertisers want to know about who they can target. Media companies have long used 

demographics to set advertising rates and make editorial decisions. Detailed analytics offer more 

information about news consumers and their habits than ever before. They also show publishers 

who is talking about their stories and on what digital platforms.  The availability of this rich 11

data reinforces the need for dual-responsibility theory in modern newsrooms. Journalists and 

media companies must exercise extreme responsibility and care when handling this data.  

Balancing the ability to customize news presentation to audience habits and the responsibility 

journalists have to serve their core function of creating a more informed citizenry must be part of 

editorial decisions. 

FUNCTIONALISM IN COMMUNITY JOURNALISM 

 If we consider that community journalism has multiple stakeholders: journalists, readers, 

advertisers, corporate owners. Then we must also consider that those stakeholders each serve a 

different function within the community organism. Journalism cannot exist within the 

community without readers or viewers. Journalism also needs the community to provide material 

about which to cover. Without the community there is no media. Journalism is also dependent 

upon advertisers and underwriters — the financial backing can come in the form of individual 

 9. Beasley, Michael. "How Web Analytics Works." Practical Web Analytics for User Experience, 
2013, 25-48. doi:10.1016/b978-0-12-404619-1.00003-4, 1.

 10. Hanusch, Folker. "Web analytics and the functional differentiation of journalism cultures: 
individual, organizational and platform-specific influences on newswork." Information, Communication 
& Society 20, no. 10 (2016): 1571-586. doi:10.1080/1369118x.2016.1241294, 1573.
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subscriptions or in many cases in the United States, massive corporate underwriting to off-set the 

lack of print and digital advertising. Those advertisers need the community to buy their goods or 

services. Every aspect of the media ecosystem is connected. Again, consider the core function of 

journalism: creating an informed citizenry. As previously established, to be informed the public 

must be able to obtain news that is comprehensive and offers facts and outcomes. The public 

must be able to understand why community institutions, i.e., government, non-profits, 

businesses, etc., make decisions that affect the community. Like dual-responsibility theory, 

functionalism and communication systems theory assume that communities are pluralistic. 

Journalists also must consider their functions and dysfunctions through the various lenses of their 

individual community stakeholders. Functionalism conceives of social systems as living 

organisms whose various parts work, or function, together to maintain processes.  “Community 12

information sharing involves the operation of civic organizations, media, and the school system 

as mechanisms for generating and sharing information and educating the public on major issues 

os that it might ‘make balanced judgments and avoid contentious disputes.’”  All aspects of the 13

community are connected often most directly through the media because of the media’s inherent 

role of taking in, repackaging, and rebroadcasting information necessary to the core functions of 

the whole community organism. Communication systems theory narrows the scope of 

functionalism to focus specifically on the news media by examining the mass communication 

process as composed of interrelated parts that work together to meet some goal.  Even more 14

specifically, researcher and media theorist Charles Wright outlined four key functions of media 

 11. Baran, et al., Mass communication theory, 94. 

 12. Adkins-Covert, et al., "News in My Backyard,” 229. 

 13. Baran, et al., Mass communication theory, 94. 
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in his 1959 book Mass Communication: A Sociological Perspective: surveillance of the 

environment; correlation of the parts of society in that environment; transmission of social 

heritage from one generation to the next; and entertainment.  In layman’s terms, media 15

functions to explain the community; provide context about the community’s sub-groups and how 

they fit together to form the larger community; offer historical knowledge about the community 

and societal norms; and entertain and amuse the community members.  

 Take for example a local news reporter or team taking community officials to task 

through thorough investigations. The reporters and editors seek to shine a light on corrupt 

practices in the community’s governmental body. Most would argue that corruption is a 

dysfunctional part of society and that efforts to uncover and eliminate it would therefore be 

highly functional for the community. The journalists in this case are operating at the highest 

expectations of the profession. Likely they are also employing dual-responsibility theory 

considering how reporting this story will affect the community and the news organization’s 

bottom line. This practice is also likely functional for the news organization’s financial backers 

and advertisers assuming they also believe in holding truth to power and eliminating corrupt 

aspects of the government. But what about a section of the community that has been the 

beneficiary of this particular corrupt politician’s actions? Would those members of the 

community continue to view this journalistic effort as functional and operating in their best 

interest? Likely not.  

 One would expect that the internet and digital journalism offer great opportunities for 

previously marginalized groups to join in the work that newsrooms are doing to report on 

 14. Baran, et al., Mass communication theory, 118.
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communities around the world. However, more than ever, marginalized groups in communities 

across the United States and around the world are often highly skeptical of traditional media and 

continue to struggle to make their voices heard by the mainstream. A key criticism of 

functionalism is that it is overly accepting of the status quo.  This is demonstrated in established 16

media organizations’ roles in shaping how society views social inequality and regularly 

problematic representations of marginalized groups.  “Professional journalists have often sought 17

to preserve their status by explicating how their work differs from amateurs, articulating the 

opposition to or superiority over citizen journalism, for example, either on philosophical or 

practical grounds.”  Contemporary journalism studies often ask “who counts as a journalist, 18

what counts as journalism, and what is appropriate journalistic behavior.”  These questions 19

inherently push already marginalized voices in the community to the outside. How are journalists 

expected to adequately understand, empathize, and report on issues that are the most important to 

these marginalized sub-groups of their community if they lack any access to or understanding of 

the people who make up the group? Some argue that newsrooms should balance their majority 

opinions and experiences by training "citizen journalists.” Luce explored this consideration in 

her case study in the United Kingdom offering people with physical disabilities and the homeless 

short-term journalistic training. The goal was to give these marginalized members of the 

community the tools and training to report their stories and to ask the questions most important 

to their immediate group of peers. The case studies were intended to confront some of the 

 15. Ibid., 119. 

 16. Luce, et al. ”Citizen Journalism at The Margins.” 266. 

 17. Ibid., 268

 18. Ibid., 268
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criticisms of functionalism by increasing the number of voices, they would be able to offer the 

community a more complete picture of itself and simultaneously broaden the understand of how 

journalism is defined. However, Luce and her research partners found that without larger 

institutional support the participants expressed concern about potential negative damage that 

could be done to them and their lives if they actively participated in citizen journalism.  20

Technology used to be a primary barrier for marginalized groups to publish their own stories, but 

those barriers have for the most part been lowered significantly. Some may still face 

exclusionary web design or unaffordable devices or internet access, but for the majority of 

people in American communities technology has evened the playing field.  What has not 21

changed are the feelings of fear and paranoia for marginalized groups seeking to gain a public 

voice. The responsibility then falls on the established media to improve its function for these 

sub-groups within communities and serve the ecosystem as a whole.  

 These theoretical discussions leave us to ask: How can traditional newsrooms expect to 

serve their whole community, not just the traditional view points of the elites? How can they 

reach out the marginalized communities to increase their function and value? Are there product 

deficiencies that technology or best practices can solve? Research on the American public 

journalism movement in the 1990s, its recurrence in the early 2000s, and non-profits news 

organizations offer some answers to these questions.  

 19. Ibid., 269, 274. 

 20. Ibid., 268. 
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PUBLIC JOURNALISM MOVEMENT IN THE UNITED STATES 

 Public journalism, also known as “civic journalism,” entered the mass media 

conversation in 1993. Jay Rosen, a media scholar and professor at New York University, helped 

coin the term and advocate for it to spread in newsrooms across the country through his then role 

as the director of the Project on Public Life and the Press. Rosen has continued his scholarship 

on public journalism since the 1990s. Most recently, Rosen launched The Membership Puzzle 

Project in collaboration with Dutch media start-up De Correspondent and funding from the 

Knight Foundation and Democracy Fund to examine what a news organization built on trust 

might look like and how American news organizations can improve membership models to 

replace declining advertising revenues.  Public journalism was developed to counter an 22

observed disconnects between journalists/news organizations and the citizenry/communities, and 

between the American people and public life.  Rosen’s early writing on public journalism 23

echoes the arguments established in functionalism: journalism cannot remain valuable unless 

public life remains valuable.  He explains further: 24

“If public life is in trouble in the United States, then journalism is in trouble. Therefore, 
journalists should do what they can do support public life. The press should help citizens 
participate and take them seriously when they do. It should nourish or create the sort of public 
talk that might get us somewhere, what some of us would call a deliberative dialogue. The press 
should change its focus on the public world so that citizens aren’t reduced to spectators in a 
drama dominated by professionals and technicians.”  25

 21. Rosen, Jay. "This is what a news organization built on reader trust looks like." Nieman Lab. 
Accessed November 28, 2017. http://www.niemanlab.org/2017/03/jay-rosen-this-is-what-a-news-
organization-built-on-reader-trust-looks-like/.

 22. Nip, Joyce Y. M. "Exploring The Second Phase Of Public Journalism." Journalism Studies 7, 
no. 2 (2006): 212-36. doi:10.1080/14616700500533528. 213.

 23. Rosen, Jay. "Public Journalism: A Case for Public Scholarship." Change: The Magazine of 
Higher Learning 27, no. 3 (1995): 34-38. doi:10.1080/00091383.1995.10544661. 

 24. Ibid., Rosen. “Public Journalism.” 35. 
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Put more simply the goals of public journalism in helping democracy are threefold: 

 1. connect the community; 

 2. engage individuals as citizens, and; 

 3. To help public deliberation in search for solutions.   26

 Public journalism also necessitates clear definitions of citizenship, community and 

deliberation. These definitions offered by Rosen and other researchers are demonstrative of the 

clear lines between public journalism and theoretical applications of dual-responsibility theory 

an functionalism. Rosen’s defines “citizen” as being differentiated from “consumers” or 

“clients.” This distinction is critical when considering public journalism through dual-

responsibility and functionalism. From Rosen’s definition, for people to be positioned in the 

community or ecosystem as “citizens” means that journalists and the community at large treat 

them:  

• As making individual contributions to public life.  

• As potential participants in public affairs.  

• As citizens of the whole community, with shared interests.  

• As a deliberative body—also defined as a public with issues to discuss.  

• As choosers, decision makers.  

• As learners with skills to develop.  

• As connected to a specific place and responsible for a specific place.   27

This definition asks community members to deliberate with others — it goes beyond asking them 

to express their opinions; it involves demanding “a certain standard of citizenship—which 

 26. Nip, ”Exploring The Second Phase Of Public Journalism.” 214. 

 27. Rosen, Jay, Davis Merritt, and Lisa Austin. Public journalism theory and practice: lessons 
from experience. Dayton, OH: Kettering Foundation, 1997. 17.
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includes civility, mutual respect, informed participation, a willingness to listen and respond.”  28

This detailed definition of citizen is critical as we iterate upon the public journalism model. Our 

society has become even more splintered and divisive in the 20 years since Rosen laid out this 

definition. If members of the community are not willing to listen and contribute to the discourse, 

how invested are they really to the health of the community ecosystem? 

 Communities have long been defined by physical, geographic similarities between 

citizens. Public journalism literature from the 1990s describes the community as “associated with 

the geographical area in which the news organization distributes its news product, and is meant 

to be the location of public life.” The definition of community must be updated to allow for how 

authentic and diverse communities form in the digital space. It is more productive to consider 

existing research on how nations form. Literature “contends that a community is imagined by its 

members as a mental construct through the sharing of common forms, further diminishes the 

importance of a locality as a component of a community.”  In her journal article “Exploring The 29

Second Phase Of Public Journalism,” Joyce Nip outlines four shared values that define 

communities in both the physical and digital spaces:  

 1. A sense of belonging among members.  

 2. Shared forms among members.  

 3. Interactions among members.  

 4. Social ties among members.  

These concepts better connect citizens as defined by Rosen above. They also enable researchers 

to further consider how community is defined. Communities both physical and digital remain 

 28. Nip, ”Exploring The Second Phase Of Public Journalism.” 214-215. 

 29. Ibid., 215.
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pluralistic, as described by the dual-responsibility and functionalism. The same questions about 

journalistic obligations to citizens, the larger community, and other stakeholders when reporting 

and publishing hold true. Functional analysis will still depend upon the lens through which a 

particular decision is analyzed. What the connective tissue between the pluralistic groups will 

vary, but at the core of every community must be some sense of shared belonging and research 

would then content that these community members should want at some level to work toward 

improving the community.  

 However, community members can and will disagree on the best actions to take toward 

improving the community. This is where public journalism’s insistence upon public deliberation 

is key. “To deliberate is not just to ‘talk about problems. To deliberate means to weigh carefully 

both the consequences of various options for action and the views of others.”  This is where 30

public journalism departs from traditional journalistic methods. In the traditional journalism 

model, the reporters and editors act as gatekeepers and filter world events to select what is 

important, and report them for a specific audience.  Government officials and those with 31

specific titles are the primary sources. Lay people are rarely interviewed.  The selective 32

sourcing and filtering of world events by journalists set the community agenda, maintains the 

status quo, and creates a feedback loop that largely cuts out non-titled citizens. Public journalism 

seeks to change that.  

 30. Rosen, et al., Public journalism theory and practice: lessons from experience. 35.

 31. Nip, ”Exploring The Second Phase Of Public Journalism.” 216. 

 32. Ibid., 216. 
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 “Public journalism his to engage the people as citizens both in the news-making process 

and the use of the news.”  Early iterations of public journalism in newsrooms sought to 33

determine concerns of the community through town hall meetings, citizen panels and polling.  34

Information gleaned from these methods would be used to set the reporting agenda and reporters 

would loop back to the citizens and share their findings during the reporting process. Journalists 

continue to act as gatekeepers in this model as they choose how to edit stories and which to 

publish.  They also have complete discretion over how stories are framed. The audience can 35

respond to published work, but it is up to the established journalists to respond or change course 

based on the feedback. 

 Critics of public journalism saw defining communities, especially in the digital age, as 

highly problematic. “The proliferation of the Internet and an internal dissatisfaction with the 

movement contributed heavily to the undertaking’s ultimate demise,” Patrick Ferruci concluded 

in his 2015 paper.  Others criticized the public journalism as potentially entering to the sphere of  36

propaganda because the focus on engagement with the community so altered journalistic routines 

to compel reporters to become activists on behalf of democracy and self-governance.  Both 37

these criticisms have merit, but encourage iteration on the basic ideas outlined by Rosen in the 

1990s. However, some newsrooms, especially those in non-profit or public media, have seen 

 33. Ibid., 216. 

 34. Ibid., 216.

 35. Ibid., 216. 

 36. Ferrucci, Patrick. "Public journalism no more: The digitally native news nonprofit and public 
service journalism." Journalism: Theory, Practice & Criticism 16, no. 7 (2014): 904-19. doi:
10.1177/1464884914549123. 904. 

 37. Ibid., 905. 
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success iterating on the public journalism model both in engaging audiences for reporting 

purposes and for increasing fundraising to remain financially viable and valuable to their 

communities.  

PUBLIC JOURNALISM ITERATION TO DRIVE ENGAGEMENT 

 In many ways, non-profit newsrooms like The Texas Tribune, St. Louis Beacon (now part 

of St. Louis Public Radio), and WBEZ Chicago, were trailblazers in iterating upon the most 

successful aspects of public journalism. The core mission of non-profit newsrooms requires that 

they engage with the public as citizens who expect and have a thirst for deep discussions about 

the community. Often it is when you add profit expectations to the mix that public journalism 

can find resistance. Market theory says that consumers decide quality and value, producers 

respond to consumers’ needs and desires, a market will self-correct if not fulfilling those needs, 

consumers have a freedom of choice, the market allocates society’s resources efficiently, and 

producers possess a motivation to succeed and innovate.  Therefore hearing from readers, 38

viewers, and listeners is key to knowing about the health of the media market.  

 To fulfill these obligations to the community news organizations must proceed with 

caution utilizing both functionalism and dual responsibility theories to make news decisions. 

Tawnya Adkins-Convert and her research partners examined how news events are covered by the 

local newspaper in an “All American” city in their report, “News in My Backyard: Media and 

Democracy in an ‘All American’ City.” They studied coverage of public issues in “Sagamore,” a 

midwestern community, from March 1, 1996 through February 28, 1997. The analysis employed 

by Adkins-Convert is instructive for future researchers when considering whether or not 

 38. McManus, John H. Market driven journalism: let the citizen beware? Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage, 1994.
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journalistic work is creating higher levels of civic engagement. They examined four potential 

ways that news coverage in a community can fail functionalism. The first is examining at how 

news is “personalized:” Events are presented as reports about individuals and as human interest 

stories, the historical, institutional and political conditions establish the social context. “Political 

processes, power relations, and economic forces underlying events tend to be ignored. ” News is 39

“dramatized:” events are represented as stories constructed to present controversy, conflict 

problems and solutions, and emphasize rising and falling narrative arcs. “Abstract, technical, and 

ambiguous aspects of events are seldom discussed.”  The news is “fragmented:” Information is 40

presented without clear connections. “The media present events rather than issues.”  The news 41

is “normalized:” Official sources are prioritized over the community, which provides an air of 

authority and security. Injustice at the hands of authority is rarely reported.  In the case of 42

Sagamore, the researchers found that their local media outlets were failing functionalism. “In 

American journalism, ‘why’ is the question most often left unanswered, or answered with an 

insinuation.”  The media outlets in Sagamore left too many things unanswered. They “failed to 43

provide a ‘marketplace of ideas’ in the sense that readers were not offered a choice from among 

alternative accounts of the events.”   44

 39. Adkins-Covert, 231. 

 40. Ibid., 231. 

 41. Ibid., 231. 

 42. Ibid., 231. 

 43. Ibid., 241. 

 44. Ibid., 241.
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 This is why more recently available engagement and listening tools are critical to 

newsrooms. It is impossible for journalists to have a similar experience to every member of their 

community. Journalists must trust and rely upon the citizens to help make the media system work 

better. Journalists must be prepared to actively listen and to authentically hear their audience’s 

concerns. Media outlets must know when they are not answering the why questions. Hearken is 

an audience listening tool developed by WBEZ Chicago. Journalists “invite users to nominate 

and vote on questions they’d like answers to, and even participate in the reporting process.”  45

The answers to the questions are then published as stories. WBEZ’s Curious City program uses 

the platform to explore questions that actual listeners want answered. Including questions like 

“What’s at the bottom of the Chicago River? and What’s with all the gym shoes hanging from 

power lines? The show’s producers also get frequent questions about city services, like what 

‘really happens' to stuff in recycling bins.”  It is the epitome of public journalism. Hearken 46

founder Jennifer Brandel calls the journalism created through Hearken “people powered.” Public 

media has seen that audience members who participate in Hearken-backed stories are more likely 

than others to become sustaining members or subscribers. This is where public journalism and 

engagement are taking media — to a space that news outlets are reinforcing their function in the 

community; empowering the audience; and proving value the value of journalism to the 

community, and diverse voices to the news outlets. 

 45. Wenzel, Andrea. "Lessons in audience engagement from Chicago's Curious City." Columbia 
Journalism Review. Accessed December 07, 2017. https://www.cjr.org/tow_center/lessons-in-audience-
engagement-from-chicagos-curious-city.php. 

 46. Ibid. 
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CONCLUSION  

 Newsrooms cannot continue to operate in a vacuum if they expect to survive. Without 

buy-in from the communities they serve as well as financial backers, they fail their core function 

to better inform the community. Dual-responsibility model allows for journalists and media 

companies to be mindful of all stakeholders: the journalists, the community, and the 

shareholders. Applying the engaging and community-based principles of public journalism will 

not have success in for-profit newsrooms without the dual-responsibility framework. Journalists 

must be empowered to weigh all factors of the decisions they are making. This also must be 

considered through an ethical framework, such as the Society for Professional Journalists code of 

ethics. If news outlets stop reporting on subjects that may be unpopular with readers, 

homelessness for example, then the journalists are failing the community. They will be failing to 

serve even their most basic function. However, journalists must also regularly ask themselves if 

they are functional for all sub-groups in the community they serve. If not, how can they solicit 

meaningful feedback from the community about how to improve? This is where the tenants of 

public journalism are key. Digital technologies like social media, the Hearken platform, and web 

analytics make it easier than ever to understanding an audience and hearing directly from 

members about their needs, concerns, or ideas. Only if groups are invested in the health of their 

news organizations as a key pillar of their community wellbeing will media thrive.  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