Welcome to The Big Thaw.  It's happening all around us, and every day it's decreasing our quality of life.  No, it's not affecting the air we breathe or the water we drink.  Instead, The Big Thaw is damaging the very heart of our democracy.  

So what is The Big Thaw?  As the business and editorial structures that have historically sustained our traditional media system melt away, new innovations in reporting and monetization are rapidly transforming the business.  The Media Consortium (TMC), a network of the country’s leading progressive, independent media outlets ranging from Mother Jones, The Nation, AlterNet, Feministing, ColorLines, to Link TV and others, just released its year-long study, The Big Thaw: Charting a New Course for Journalism.  We commissioned this study because we want to lead our members and other independent media outlets into a new era of sustainable and powerful journalism.  You can read the key four recommendations from the study here.
The Big Thaw puts the problem plainly:

“While changes to the news industry advanced at a glacial pace for many years, [...] transition can come as quickly as the levees that broke in New Orleans. Trigger events cause sudden floods before a new system is in place to prevent it.  News organizations are facing flash floods and many are in a mode akin to sudden-death, wilderness survival. Laurence Gonzalez, in his book, Deep Survival: Who Lives, Who Dies, and Why, explained that those people who most quickly surrender to their new circumstances, take decisive action, and believe anything is possible are the ones most likely to survive. Each independent media organization must answer two questions in order to survive, 'What will you be standing on when the flood reaches you?' and 'How will you boldly move to higher ground?’” 

If we don't find a way to collectively move journalism into that next era, we will lose what's left of our fourth estate and ultimately our democracy.

Journalism organizations, bloggers and journalpeneurs (trailblazers of new models of journalism and entrepreneurship) are going to have give consideration to the new realities of our media environment, including the commitment to the new era a phase of "anywhere, anytime, anyone" media production and consumption. Today, media can be accessed anywhere – from your computer to your phone to your Kindle. That media can be accessed anytime—where you can watch your favorite show early in the morning or late at night. And anyone -- you, me, or a group of us -- can be productive and participatory members of a journalistic endeavor.

New and emerging media trends (the move to mobile, the demographic revolution, the rise of journalpeneurs and everyday citizen journalists, the impact of technology on immediacy –  think Twitter) are shifting how journalism is created and who it reaches.  Journalism organizations also have to shift their competencies.  Primarily they have to get serious about community.  Many people in the media industry talk about building community, but what does that really look like? “The word ‘membership’ has a nice feeling, but what media outlets usually mean by this is: Give me money and we’ll give a product or access. But real membership is about coming together on shared projects, and this is extremely rare,” said Clay Shirky, author of Here Comes Everybody, in The Big Thaw. “The convening power of media organizations is a power they haven’t used because of their model, but the potential is huge.”   

But how will media organizations survive?  There have been many in the industry looking for the silver bullet. But let's be clear. Not. Going. To. Happen. Instead, we need to look at this conundrum as if we were trying to cook the perfect stew: a lot of ingredients, combined together to make a warm and filling winter food. In other words, we need to look at a lot of different revenue-generating options that work together to build on an organization’s strengths and that start filling in the gaps.  The Big Thaw details multiple options:  from membership-based models to micro-fundraising, to non-profits business models, and strategically increasing opportunities for online advertising.  Also included is the idea of building on co-opetition among media outlets, instead of competition. This is the concept of finding the right places for media producers to work together in all aspects of their business. 

This is how and why The Media Consortium was formed four years ago. While we define “progressive” broadly, as many individuals and organizations relate to the term differently, our members actively champion to hold government, corporations and other institutions accountable.  Media Consortium was formed in the spirit of cooperation and to collectively build the impact, audiences and sustainability of our members.  This kind of cooperation has led to unprecedented initiatives that are strengthening progressive, independent media.

But it's not enough to respond the realities around us that are already happening.  We need to collectively understand the transformations coming five to ten years down the line. There are plenty of uncertainties that are still big picture questions from Will paper last? to How will the internet affect diverse perspectives?  Then there are the more baseline issues of What will be the role of government in supporting journalism? (one critical thing they need to do now--support Net Neutrality) to How will philanthropy adjust its role in supporting journalism over the long term?  

To survive and thrive after “the big thaw,” media-makers need to shift our understanding of journalism: Who produces it, what the audience wants, and how they want to consume it. Now is the time to stretch creative boundaries and evolve so that we can strengthen independent journalism for the long-term. And journalism consumers must think deeply about what they willing to do to support an independent press. Together, we can chart a new future for journalism.
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