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Overview

Media policy impacts our daily lives. Whether and how we can access the internet; how much our cell phones cost;  who can broadcast , when and where: the U.S. government, through legislation, FCC regulations, and Department of Justice enforcement, sets the parameters of media access.

If media access is threatened, we need to know how, when and why. We need media—we need reporters—to educate and inform us about media policy. Yet substantive coverage of media policy is rare. There are many reasons for this insufficient coverage, some political, some having to do with resource allocation (very few media outlets have the resources to maintain a media policy beat). The main problem, however, is the highly technical nature of media policy, and the difficulty journalists face connecting these abstract policy issues to the lives of 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). The program 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 convesation about media reform in order to support a more just media policy.

After a successful four-month pilot, we are ready to launch an ongoing project designed to raise media policy issues to a new level of pubic awareness. 

Here’s one example of how MPREP works: in 2011, an Bay Area-based low-power TV station serving the Filipino community felt increasingly threatened by the lack of federal protections against the reallocation of their spectrum to other broadcasters. A Bay Area-based reporter, Eric Arnold, was interested in stories about media policy. Despite their shared geography, it was the MPREP program that brought source and reporter together  (via allies at the Center for Media Justice and Free Press). And it was MPREP training that gave Arnold the tools (and sources) to understand the FCC rules. The result was a story (http://bit.ly/pNLoPD) that localized an abstract media policy issue, drawing a clear connection for the first time between FCC rules, low-power TV, and the implications for local ethnic communities.

As this example shows, the success of the MPREP program is based on the collaboration the Media Consortium fosters between media outlets, policy advocates, and grassroots activists. Journalists need advocates and activists to explain complex policy issues and to connect them to sources in local communities who can share their stories. Meanwhile, advocates and activists need journalists to tell those stories to draw attention to their work. MPREP makes this marriage happen.

The real promise of the Media Reporting and Education Project, however, goes beyond the usual exchange of sources for publicity.  What Media Consortium members seek is a way to leverage our 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 a grassroots activist points a reporter to an individual—maybe a member of the ethnic press—struggling with some aspect of media policy. The reporter begins an investigation and realizes that an obscure proposed FCC ruling will have an outsized impact on the ethnic press. The reporter contacts allies at several advocacy organizations, who decide this issue feeds into a larger campaign they have been planning. The reporter’s editor  is briefed on the campaign, and agrees to time the appearance of the reporter’s story with the campaign launch. Doing so gives the story much more impact (and more views), and helps advocates engage the public. 

What if this effect could be multiplied? What if both reporter and advocates also contact a larger circle of allies at media outlets and media policy activists groups? What if several other media outlets 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. The result of this barrage of stories would be to grow audience, 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 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.

What is the Media Consortium?

The Media Consortium is a national network of independent media outlets dedicated to supporting and  growing the independent media sector. By amplifying independent media's voice, increasing its collective clout, and leveraging its audiences, the Media Consortium believes the independent sector can and will have an increasingly powerful and significant impact on public debate. The Consortium accomplishes this mission by fulfilling five strategic principles:
· Foster Collaboration and Coordination 

· Build and Diversify Media Leadership

· Focus on Audience Development 

· Bring Money and Attention into the Sector 

· Support Innovation in Journalism and Business Models 

The Media Consortium "...echoes the low-cost, high-reward forms of online organizing that liberal groups excelled at in the 2008 election," wrote Harvard University's Neiman Journalism Lab in a July 2009 article. The Media Consortium now counts as its members over 50 leading independent journalism organizations that work in print, online, on television and on the radio. Our current members include:

· AlterNet

· American Forum

· AINN-The American Independent News Network
· The American Prospect

· Balcony Films

· Brave New Films

· Berrett-Koehler Publishers

· Care2

· Campus Progress

· Change.org

· The Chicago Reporter

· ColorLines

· Democracy Now!

· Earth Island Journal

· Feministing

· Free Speech TV

· Free Speech Radio News

· Feet in 2 Worlds

· G. W. Williams Center for Independent Journalism

· GlobalVision/Media Channel

· Grist.org

· GRITtv

· In These Times

· Inter Press News Service
· LinkTV

· Media Venture Collective

· Mother Jones

· Ms. Magazine

· The Nation

· The Nation Institute

· National Alliance for Media Arts and Culture (NAMAC)

· National Radio Project

· New America Media

· The New Press

· Oakland Local

· Orion Magazine
· The Progressive

· Public News Service

· Rabble

· RealTV/IWT

· Regional News Network

· Texas Observer

· Truthout.org

· The Uptake

· Utne

· The Washington Monthly

· Western Citizen

· Women’s Media Center

· The Young Turks

· YES! Magazine

The Media Consortium tested the Media Policy Reporting and Education Program as a pilot project in Spring/Summer 2011, and brings that successful test to the structure and implementation to this proposal. In addition, the Consortium has a proven track record of implementing programs that engage our members in educational and collaborative reporting opportunities, and has created new media initiatives to build the impact of our members’ reporting on specific issues. We understand the reporting strengths and support needs of each of our members. Our past work on editorial collaborations and educational programs sets us up to be the ideal organizers for this program.

Why is an Ongoing Program on Media Policy Necessary?
The Media Consortium’s Media Policy Reporting and Education Pilot Project taught us a number of important lessons about the media policy beat. The fact that nine outlets produced over 80 stories on media policy in four months, reaching a combined online audience of 1.7 million and a radio audience (through Public News Service) of over 11 million, proves that investing in reporting on media policy will produce results. The pilot project also revealed a real excitement on the part of independent media to get involved in what they see as a key issue for their audience and their own industry:

[We gained] the knowledge and understanding that a vigorous, growing and effective movement is afoot to amplify the voice of the people on media and communications—Lark Corbeil, Public News Service

The project also led to an understanding by even our bigger outlets that they need to do more to fully cover media policy: 

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. We are good at media criticism/politics. The things that we do not so well are business reporting, like the merger stuff. We haven't been on top of that. –Nick Baumann, Mother Jones
What made the pilot project successful? Clearly, the fact that outlets were paid for reporting on the beat helped, though several outlets pointed out that the funds involved were not enough to make a significant difference to their bottom line:
$5000 is really not enough to produce 2-3 in-depth/investigative reporting stories and at least two add'l news stories a month for 3 months. It normally would take 2-3 months minimum and that amount of money to produce one good investigative story, including travel and research expenses.—Linda Jue, George Washington Williams Center for Independent Journalism

Participants in the pilot project noted that the main benefit of the program was the connections Media Consortium staff made between outlets and media policy sources. However, unlike other stories in which the connection alone is sufficient, journalists participating in our pilot project suggested that what made this project work—and what they wanted more of from the project—was the Media Consortium staff’s expertise in helping activists translate their work into terms journalists could understand and use. Here’s advice Nick Baumann of Mother Jones gave on how we could better manage conference calls between policy experts and journalists:
My general advice is just that there should always be just 10-15 minutes tops of people introducing their information etc., and if possible, any extra information provided in advance in written form. Then the rest of the call should be question and answer in some sort of moderated fashion. There should be someone [i.e. TMC staff] whose job it is to encourage discussion/follow up on interesting angles.
The pilot showed that activists and journalists can’t just “hook up”—they need an intermediary. The Media Consortium plays that role. The heart of our proposed program is the work our staff will do to increase collaboration and understanding between activists and journalists in order to pave the way for a more just media policy.
What will the Media Policy Reporting and Education Program Look Like?
The Media Consortium is proposing an ongoing Media Policy and Reporting Program 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 briefings and up to 3 quickly organized breaking news briefings;

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

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 Twitter, Facebook, YouTube and Tumblr;

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.

The following articulates how each piece of this program will be organized and implemented, and how it supports the program’s larger goals.

Educate Reporters on Media Policy

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 our allies and supporters including the Media Democracy Fund, Free Press, the Benton Foundation and the Center for Media Justice, as well as draw on our own pool of resources to recruit a range of media policy experts—beltway advocates, technologists, on-the-ground activists, policy makers and more—to join TMC members for regular webinars that will help inform members’ reporting and analysis. 

At the close of our pilot program, participants indicated that they wanted more background materials and more tightly organized conversations with media policy experts. In our proposed program, TMC staffers will coach policy experts before each webinar to  ensure that they translate technical issues into human stories. In addition, policy and technology experts will be asked to provide briefing papers that reporters can read in advance of the webinars, and these papers will again be reviewed first by TMC staff to ensure that they meet reporters’ needs. In order to better serve reporters with multiple levels of experience, TMC will create parallel tracks within the calls, with the first half of the call designed as a “101” to introduce reporters to vocabulary and players, and the second half diving into more technical details. Finally, again responding to reporter feedback, at least 20% of the webinars will be devoted to Q & A. 
Webinars will be scheduled once a month throughout 2012. Nine of the slots will be planned in advance by TMC staff; other slots will be left open to allow for breaking news so that we can quickly brief reporters about high-impact issues. For example, if there is breaking news in March about a new megamerger, the regularly scheduled webinar would be moved to April, and TMC staff would go into overdrive to assemble a breaking news webinar or conference call for March. A minimum of 12 webinars/conference calls will be held through 2012. 

Organizations selected by TMC to participate in the pilot program 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 list serv to help support the reporting for 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. The database will be open and easy to edit so that information is kept current and the database will remain an ongoing resource, even when and if this program ends.
Increase Volume and Visibility of Media Policy Coverage

Keeping citizens apprised of their rights and ability to access information requires ongoing coverage of media policy. It is hard to understand the implications of breaking news in the media policy environment without the deeper contextualization that can be provided by investigative reporting, analysis, and regular coverage of the media policy beat. Yet independent media operations run lean, and often don’t have the resources to invest in this kind of ongoing coverage. 

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 money for up to 12 Media Consortium member outlets on multiple platforms to commit to the program for a one-year period. The exchange of money creates a contractual relationship with program participants, allowing the Consortium to specify that reporters attend webinars, that outlets produce a minimum nunber of reports, and that outlets participate in metric analysis of their reporting. A full description of the application process may be found in Appendix A.
Consortium staff have found that the contractual relationship created by this funding mechanism also incentivizes collaboration. Participating media outlets maintain complete editorial control over their product from inception to publication. Outlets often find, however, that they can increase the impact of their reports by partnering from the outset with other media outlets or even with advocacy groups on the timing and distribution of their reports. 

One outlet that participated in the pilot project and watched how this kind of collaboration helped their peers learned that lesson:

We had a good package we produced …as part of the project and I wish we had coordinated better with other TMC entities to promote the package and get new pick up. We should have done more planning on our end for that.

In 2011, the Media Consortium has used this model to encourage collaboration with nonprofit policy advocates as well as media outlets. That kind of collaborative opportunity will be “cooked” into this program, as Media Consortium staff will facilitate communications between our advocacy partners and member outlets about upcoming media policy campaigns and investigative reports. The result will be better-sourced higher-quality reporting, better distribution of reporting to new audiences, and better leveraging of both advocacy and media resources to raise the profile of media policy within public debate. 

The Media Consortium’s current MediaWires program provides the perfect opportunity to raise the profile of the media policy program’s reporting. Every day, The Media Consortium’s social media curator pushes out content on the Media Consortium’s Twitter and Facebook channels. 

In addition, the Media Consortium will set up a media policy Tumblr, which will organize and aggregate media policy reporting from our members—unlike the excellent but highly technical daily enewsletters from Benton, the Media Consortium Tumblr will focus on stories of ordinary people impacted by media policy, and invite Tumblr users to share their own stories.  This interconnectivity gives the media policy stories their best chance of going viral.

Finally, the Media Consortium will offer headline widgets for breaking news. We believe the Tumblr will also serve this purpose, but if the tool is not robust enough, we will supplement it with a weekly blog.

Our best tool for visibility, however, will be our allies in the advocacy world. 

Increase Collaboration Between Media Outlets and Media Policy Advocates

Media outlets understand how to investigate and analyze stories; activists understand how to bring stories to the grassroots to make change. Those of us who care about media policy will have a greater impact if we can work together.

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. Media Consortium outlets prize their independence above all else—they are no more likely to take direction from activists than they are from for-profit corporations. Meanwhile, activists want to throw themselves 110% into a campaign, and become frustrated when reporters who “are on their side” insist on pointing out the negatives of a particular approach. Unlike the media who make up the right-wing echo chamber, independent media outlets will not take marching orders from anyone!

There is a pathway to joint work, however. It consists in avoiding the echo chamber model and instead creating a safe space in which organizations can build trust in each other. All the players are aware that they are living in a Venn diagram—that they have deep, overlapping interests. To build trust, they need to test what it would mean to enter into that area of mutual interest while having their rope safely anchored to their own institution. As trust builds, media outlets will become more willing to share editorial calendars, letting activists and policy makers know what kinds of stories they are working on, and when they might be released; activists and policy makers will become more willing to bring media outlets into their early strategy sessions for campaigns, maybe even building campaigns around investigative reports. 

The Media Consortium has begun to facilitate these kinds of trust-building relationships through the media policy pilot project and our campaign cash work. We have asked Free Press, Benton and the Center for Media Justice to sign on as supporters of this proposal to demonstrate to members as well as funders that we believe a project with high impact depends upon this kind of collaboration. The project will encourage that collaboration in several ways:

1. The scheduled webinars, with their free-form Q&A, will introduce reporters and activists not just as source/writer but as colleagues with shared values;

2. TMC’s media policy Tumblr, like our other social media, will feature the work of our allies in policy and advocacy as well as the work of our members, giving the two more access to each other;

3. TMC will create, in addition to a shared listserv, a TMC media policy Google+ circle, which will give activists and reporters a chance to network with each other in the digital space, including via spur-of-the-moment video “hangouts.”  

4. Most importantly, TMC staff will arrange concrete situations in which media and policy folk must work together, such as planning joint conference panels or shared events. Often, it is this kind of mundane logistical work which builds the personal relationships that lead to trust between organizations. 

Breaking news stories will give us our best chance at creating impact, an impact that will be strengthened if we can quickly collaborate with activist allies. The Media Consortium’s collaboration around the 2010 protests in Wisconsin demonstrated that we could act with lightning speed to jump on an issue. We anticipate that several such breaking news events will occur around media policy in 2012, and we have made accommodations in this proposal for TMC staff time so that our staffer can immediately jump on these events, network with allies, and help our members produce substantive news stories, all within a week’s time. 

Measuring Success
Success means accomplishing our three goals:

· to educate a cohort of reporters on media policy; 

· to build stronger collaborative bonds between independent media and media policy advocates;

· to impact the national conversation about media reform
Educate a Cohort of Reporters

The “final exam” in this program will be the output of the reporters themselves—we expect to see up to 300 pieces of high quality reporting coming out of 12 educational sessions with reporters from our 12-13 participating outlets. We will issue a qualitative survey to reporters upon entrance to the program, mid-way through, and at the conclusion of the program, to measure their expertise in media policy. We will issue a quantitative survey to program participants to measure if they fulfilled the goals for quantity and  type of stories that they had expressed in their applications.

Build Stronger Collaborative Bonds

Currently, TMC staff and staff at our allies have cordial relationships, but we have not yet been able to work closely on specific campaigns. The measure of success will be one or more campaigns that are created jointly by media outlets and activists organizations. 

One model is the recent ALEC campaign, which represented a significant collaboration between Common Cause, People for the American Way, and the Nation. With this program, however, we are trying to break out of the mold of offering “exclusivity” to one media outlet, and instead stressing the powerful impact that can be made by a large number of outlets reaching diverse audiences simultaneously. This program will offer a test case of that new model—and could have far reaching implications for the progressive world if successful.

Impact the National Conversation about Media Reform

We know our stories have impact. 
While we are hesitant to make any claim that our reporting led to legislative action, one story we felt played a significant role in a positive policy outcome was our reporting on low-power FM radio station use in urban areas. Our continuing reporting may have heightened awareness on the use of the radio signals and influenced the FCC and Court of Appeals rulings that ultimately opened up new opportunities to small radio broadcasters in urban areas.—Nadia Prupis, Truthout
We believe that a collaboration like the Media Policy program has more impact, by flooding the wire with reports on policy and through the collaborative efforts between media outlets and between media outlets and advocacy groups. The difficulty is always to measure that impact. For this program, we will measure the spead of Media Policy reports by inserting  a “ping” software tag in every story published digitally as a result of this program. The tag will enable Media Consortium staff to record opens and click throughs directly, maintaining a dashboard that will allow us to measure pickup and compare audience readership/viewership for different media policy issues. 

In 2012 we will also be participating in an experiment with John Schwartz and Prof. Gary King to measure the impact of memes through digital space, comparing the spread of a meme from a report by one member outlet vs. the spread of a meme when a number of outlets collaborate on a story. That experiment will be running off its own set of collaborations, but Prof. King has expressed an interest in testing his model with some of the media poliy reporting. We will keep you apprised of the progress of that project in 2012. 

Conclusion

BUDGET

	Media Policy Reporting and Education Project
	
	

	Expenses: Year One
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Revenue:
	
	
	
	
	

	MDF
	
	$125,000
	requested
	

	Funding Exchange
	
	$25,000
	requested
	

	Benton Foundation
	
	$20,000
	requested
	

	Subtotal: Grants
	
	$170,000
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	TMC Members
	
	$75,000
	in-kind
	
	

	Experts for webinars
	
	$5,000
	in-kind
	
	

	Subtotal: In-Kind
	
	$80,000
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total Revenue
	
	$250,000
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Expenses:
	
	
	
	
	

	Personnel:
	
	
	
	
	

	TMC Staff
	Salary
	$48,000
	
	
	

	
	Benefits
	$12,000
	
	
	

	Social Media Curator
	
	$20,000
	Push out content via twitter, fb, tumblr

	Experts for Calls
	
	$5,000
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Webinar software
	
	$600 
	$50 per month
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Travel
	TMC staff
	$1,500 
	Conferences/visit allies

	Hotel/meals
	TMC staff
	$1,000 
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Seed Money for Media
	
	
	
	

	Text-based outlets
	
	$80,000
	@$8K per 10 outlets
	

	Video-based outlets
	
	$56,000
	@$28K per 2 outlets
	

	Radio-based outlets
	
	$14,000
	@$14K per 1 outlet
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Fiscal Sponsor Fee
	
	$11,900
	
	7%
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total Expenses: 
	
	$250,000
	
	
	


Appendix A: Application Process
Requirements for Applicants:

· Member in good standing of the Media Consortium

· A budget

· A description, quantitative and qualitative, of their typical audience
· A narrative decribing a member outlet’s current media policy reporting, specifing if they are hiring a freelancer or dedicating work of a current reporter’s time to the issue, what expertise that reporter may already have around the issue, and which issues within media policy they are likely to cover and what ones they want to learn more about.

· What form the reports will take: blog/short news briefs, longer investigative pieces, video, radio, or a combination thereof. 
· A projection of how many pieces they are likely to produce

· A marketing/promotion plan for media policy reporting.
Media Consortium staff will work with its coordinating committee to decide which outlets will participate in the program. We will use our previous experience to choose the participants, taking into account:

Diversity—The Media Consortium is dedicated to ensuring that even within a small group, a variety of media organizations are represented and a variety of audiences reached. This means that we will look at diversity of primary platform (print, online, video, audio, etc.), diversity of audiences (grassroots activists or beltway insiders?), and range of issues that each participating organization is likely to cover under the media policy umbrella. 
Willingness to Collaborate—A key element of this program is the collaborative opportunities between activist organizations and media outlets. We will prioritize outlets that are willing to share editorial schedules with activist organizations and consider the benefit of timing publication to coincide with activist campaigns.

Ability—All media organizations in the program must be able to demonstrate that they can quickly integrate the reporting with their current work. For this program, we will prioritize outlets that dedicate a current reporter to the program rather than hiring a freelancer. Outlets must also demonstrate the ability to promote the reporting throughout the program’s duration.

The application process, from invitation to determination of final applicants, will take six weeks. Process will begin as soon as the grant is approved, so that members are available to begin at the start of the granting period.
