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Media Policy Reporting and Education Project

Media policy impacts our daily lives, often determining whether and how we access the Internet; how much our cell phones cost; who can broadcast what through which medium. Too often, poor policy decisions threaten the media access many of us take for granted—and most at risk are those living in low-income, rural, and ethnic communities.

When media access is threatened, the public needs to know how, where, and why. We need media—we need reporters—to educate and inform us about media policy. Clear and substantive coverage of media policy, however, is rare. There are many reasons for insufficient coverage. Some are political, some due to simple economics. The main reasons low-resourced independent media outlets are prevented from investing in this coverage include the highly technical nature of media policy, and the difficulty journalists face in connecting abstract policy issues to the regions and citizens most impacted by them.

The Media Consortium, a national network of over 50 independent media outlets, is addressing the need for better media policy coverage through our Media Policy Reporting and Education Project (MPREP). MPREP has three central goals:

1. Educate a cohort of reporters on media policy;

2. Build stronger collaborative bonds between independent media and media policy advocates;

3. Impact the national conversation about media reform in order to support a more just media policy.

After a successful four-month pilot completed in July 2011 with the support of the Media Democracy Fund, The Media Consortium is ready to launch an ongoing project designed to raise media policy issues to a new level of pubic awareness. 

The Media Consortium and Media Policy

The Media Consortium is a national network of independent media outlets dedicated to supporting and growing the independent media sector. Because we believe our stories have the power to create real change, our aim is to build the independent media sector so that it is powerful enough to compete with corporate media for attention and impact. 

Since its debut in 2005, The Media Consortium (TMC) has built a vigorous network of 50 independent media outlets. This past year, due to the intense work of the TMC staff, our media outlets have learned to collaborate with each other in order to leverage their power, bringing multiple perspectives together to create a megaphone that mainstream media cannot ignore. When 15 TMC outlets collaborated to cover the Wisconsin protests in early 2011, they brought to light a story the mainstream media had completely missed. When our members published multiple stories around campaign financing, they put corporate funding of elections into a spotlight too bright for the mainstream to evade. 

It’s time to leverage the collective power of the independent media to turn that spotlight on media policy. The Media Policy Reporting and Edudation Pilot Project demonstrated that our member outlets are eager to pursue these stories when given training and resources. Over just four months in 2011, nine outlets produced over 80 stories on media policy, reaching a combined online audience of 1.7 million and a radio audience (through Public News Service) of over 11 million, proving that investing in reporting on media policy produces results. 

Indeed, the MPREP pilot only whetted our members’ desire to learn more about media policy and rethink their internal editorial strategies:

My top takeaway from the program was that there are a lot of different ways to cover media policy, and that we were already doing some very well but others not so well. And we got to see good examples of how other people are covering those issues. –Nick Baumann, Mother Jones
Participants in the pilot project agreed that the pilot’s success depended not just upon the internal networking power of TMC outlets, but upon the connective tissue that The Media Consortium is building between media outlets, policy advocates, and grassroots activists. Journalists need such advocates and activists to explain complex media policy issues and to connect them to sources in local communities who can share their stories. Meanwhile, TMC staff found that advocates and activists were happy to serve as experts on calls and webinars because they need journalists to tell those stories to draw attention to their work. The MPREP pilot project made that marriage happen.

Our Theory of Change

As we look to the future, we believe that the real promise of MPREP goes beyond the exchange of sources for publicity. The vision of The Media Consortium—and our members--is to leverage our collective reporting to create real change. We believe we can best achieve that impact by developing closer partnerships with our allies in the advocacy world. 

Imagine that a grassroots activist who served as an expert during a MPREP webinar points a MPREP reporter to a rural community struggling for broadband access. The MPREP reporter, as part of his investigation, calls on his sources at several advocacy organizations. The policy advocates realize that this story feeds into a larger campaign on broadband access they have been planning. Here’s what’s different: Because of a relationship built between the media outlet and the advocacy organization, the reporter’s editor is briefed on the campaign. She trusts the advocacy group, so she agrees to time the appearance of the reporter’s story with the campaign launch. The story gets more views for the outlet, helps advocates engage the public, and thus has a greater impact on the policy debate. 

What if this effect could be multiplied? What if several other media outlets are alerted and begin to plan stories on the issue, also timed for the campaign? When the campaign launches, there would then be a flurry of stories, all created independently of the campaign, all coming from different perspectives, but all supporting the campaign’s main issue. This barrage of stories would grow audience understanding of complex policy issues, which would in turn raise the issue to prominence in mainstream media, multiplying its impact. 

This kind of deep partnership cannot happen overnight. Shared values and mission are not substantial enough bridges to cross the divide between the very different cultures of independent media and policy advocates and activists. There is a pathway to joint work, however. It consists in creating a safe space in which organizations can build trust in each other. That is the true promise of the Media Policy Reporting and Education Project—it is a collaboration that builds trust between media outlets, policy advocates, and grassroots activists and thus opens up a pathway for creating the kind of impact that leads to real, lasting social change.
Project Description

The Media Policy and Reporting Program aims to increase reporting, education, and collaboration around media policy issues, with the ultimate goal of creating more impact for media policy in public discourse. To achieve its goals, the program will:

Educate Reporters on Media Policy

· Train a cohort of 12-20 reporters on a variety of media policy issues through 9 scheduled in-depth webinars and up to 3 quickly organized breaking news briefings;

· Develop an open-source media policy database to help reporters source stories;

Key to the short and long term success of this program is enabling reporters to understand the intricacies of media policy. To that end, The Media Consortium (TMC) will work with allies and supporters, groups such as the Media Democracy Fund, Free Press, the Benton Foundation and the Center for Media Justice, to recruit a range of media policy experts to participate in regular webinars that will help inform TMC members’ reporting and analysis.

Organizations selected by TMC to participate in MPREP will be required to attend all webinars, but the sessions will also be open to all TMC members and allies. The sessions will be recorded and links will be distributed out to The Media Consortium listserv to foster reporting on media policy at other organizations.

In addition to the webinars, The Media Consortium will expand our database of media policy sources for reporters. This database contains names and contact information for media policy experts, as well as information about their area of expertise and will remain an ongoing resource, even if this program ends.

Benchmarks:

· Survey program participants to evaluate program structure and, specifically, webinars and conference calls as educational tools.

· Fully functional database representing a diversity of media policy sources.

Increase Volume and Visibility of Media Policy Reporting

· Support regular and consistent reporting by 12 multiplatform media outlets on media policy;

· Push out stories on media policy through social media, especially via Twitter, Facebook, and Tumblr;

To encourage a deeper investment in the media policy beat, the Media Consortium will use a significant portion of the grant monies we receive for this program to establish a reporting fund dedicated to media policy issues. From this fund, TMC will provide matching funds for up to 12 Media Consortium member outlets to commit to the program for a one-year period. Outlets will be chosen via an application process, with an eye to capacity as well as diversity of platform and audience.

The reports our outlets create will be pushed out via the Media Consortium’s social media channels, including a media policy Tumblr, which will focus on stories of ordinary people impacted by media policy, and invite users to share their own stories. This interconnectivity gives the media policy stories their best chance of going viral.

Benchmarks:

· 200+ pieces of high quality reporting coming out of 12 educational sessions with reporters from our 12-13 participating outlets. 

· Quantitative analysis of MPREP story click-thrus through the use of a pixel ping HTML tag embedded in every digital report.

· Quantitative analysis showing a significant increase in number of click-thrus on the media policy Tumblr

· Qualitative evidence of the spread of media policy stories through the mediascape via syndication of stories, interviews with MPREP reporters, retweeting of media policy tweets and so forth.

Increase Collaboration Between Media Outlets and Media Policy Advocates

· Forge stronger connections between media policy advocates and independent media outlets, particularly through joint work on conference panels and other concrete projects;

· Collaborate with media policy advocates on breaking news and campaigns.

During our 2011 MPREP pilot project, The Media Consortium was fortunate enough to work with experts from the following organizations: Benton Foundation, Center for Media Justice, Free Press, Media Access Project, Media Literacy Project, Media Mobilizing Project, Native Public Media, Prometheus Radio, Teletruth, and Vermont Workers’ Center. We are already in talks with several of these organizations for 2012, and aim to deepen our relationships with them through the coming year. We also plan to reach out to at least ten additional media policy organizations, seeking to ensure we are reaching all populations impacted by media policy.

We have also received material support from some of these allies. The Benton Foundation supported the pilot program with a small grant, and we have requested another grant from them this year. This fall, the Center for Media Justice has worked with us on a LOI to the Funding Exchange to seek additional support for the MPREP project. We continue to seek additional funds to support this project. 
In 2011, the Media Consortium used conference calls to encourage collaboration with nonprofit policy advocates as well as media outlets. That kind of collaborative opportunity will be amplified in this program. In addition to breaking news conference calls, initial contacts between advocates and media will come through webinars and joint PR efforts. We will also use social networks like Google+ to build affinity circles. 

Through 2012, we will develop this trust-building process with opportunities for advocates and media to work together in concrete ways, on conference panels and at events. In the end, it is the actual work media outlets and media policy advocates do together through the MPREP program that will build the relationships necessary to amplify the impact of both groups.

Benchmarks:

· Increase the number of media policy organizations participating in MPREP

· Deepen our relationships with current organizations

Success in 2012 will mean meeting these various benchmarks. Success over the long-term will mean realizing our theory of change: reaching the point where media outlets and policy advocates alike become aware they are living in a Venn diagram—that they have deep, overlapping interests—and build enough trust that they can enter into that area of mutual interest while having their rope safely anchored to their own institution.

The Economic Climate

The Media Consortium faces a funding environment where it has become increasingly difficult to obtain general support funding. It is also increasingly difficult to locate new funders, as many are cutting back or only supporting their current grantees. 

We are responding to this environment by focusing on project-based funding, which matches our new emphasis on editorial collaborations, and looking to new funders, including smaller funders like Funding Exchange. We also are speaking frankly with our members about locating a stream of external revenue that could provide up to 25% of our ongoing support. 

The Media Democracy Fund’s support for the MPREP pilot project was critical to helping us formulate our theory of change and move our project forward. We ask you to continue that support by providing us with a grant of $75,000 to fund MPREP in 2011.
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