A transcript of Midtown Wednesday: “Citizen Journalism Accelerates New Networks” January 25, 2006, Myers University, Cleveland, OH

David Stack, Plugged in Cleveland [ http://www.pluggedincleveland.com]

Norm Roulet, REALNEO [ http://www.realneo.us ]

Ken Warren, Lakewood Observer [ http://www.lakewoodobserver.com ]

Bill Callahan, Meet the Bloggers [ http://www.meetthebloggers.net ]

George Nemeth, Meet the Bloggers 

Moderated by Jack Ricchiuto

Questions:

· How is citizen journalism an innovation?

· How do you think it can drive new innovations?

· How would you describe your markets?

· How do you think citizen journalism might change mainstream media and journalism?
· What do you see the role of media in new models of economic development?
QUESTION: How do you think of what you’re doing as an innovation and how would you describe your early adopter market?

NEMETH: I don’t think of this as an innovation; just applying applications. It’s a participatory thing – for example, the people who I met and at networking events. My family is late adopters. It’s your personal acquaintances that are your early adopters.

CALLAHAN: I have spent the last 25 years in assisting conventional Cleveland neighborhood activities; by training, I am a community organizer. I started blogging 3 years ago when I realized the need to write the conversations down I was having with myself as I rode around the neighborhoods. This is another communication network you can have an impact on. 

It is an innovation by gaining access to a social discussion circle. This is quicker and works more smoothly than [traditional methods].

WARREN: The Lakewood Observer might classify as a “User Innovation.” This is really tribal communication – the smoke signals and drums in Lakewood neighborhoods. These are captured on the web and in print. The Lakewood Observer [LO] was started by people who were tired of not having issues they care about covered in the traditional media, such as the Plain Dealer and Lakewood Sun Post. In this sense, the Lakewood Observer might be framed as a “demand led” innovation. As an open source experiment in citizen journalism, the Lakewood Observer taps diverse kernels in innovation, with individuals expressing both disruptive and sustaining currents. Can we move this innovation to a business model – if we are building the airplane as it is taking off? Because the Lakewood Observer taps new supplies of unpaid raw story-telling capacity and community intelligence on a voluntary basis, mixing observation and participation, yielding both more subjects and more objects, we are seeing a post-professional, post-ethical, post-business innovation model emerging.  I am not sure about putting the LO together as a business model because of the tremendous draw on volunteer resources. The LO captures the consciousness of the community and is a huge experiment.

ROULET: REALNEO is working with the Mayor of Euclid to experiment with the technology and the end user. We’ve seen a diverse group all across the region.

STACK: Our site is more commerce driven, connecting people together. Plugged in Cleveland is innovative in that there isn’t a lot of [social interactions going on as described by other speakers]. We add features as they are needed, and as they are adopted. If something doesn’t work or people are not using a feature it will be dropped and we go with something else. By getting people to adopt and use the site makes it more innovative. Getting more people to adopt the services on the site accelerates the connections.

NEMETH:

RICCHIUTO: Some people talked about innovation and some not doing innovation. Warren talked about LO as an alternative that is grass roots and citizen fed making it a different process that the more engineered media environment.

One of the ways innovation bubbles out is through the process of legitimizing. What do you think people can and cannot count on for the publication to produce? What is it that as a user, I know I am going to get when we turn on, for example, Channel 5? What is predicable and what is not predictable? What can be controlled in your environment and what cannot? 

CALLAHAN: This is good to ask the Meet The Bloggers (MTB) [start up] community. We didn’t start out by saying,  “What are our rules?” We said, “What is it we need to accomplish.” Although, Bill did write rules the other day. Here they are:

1) Anyone who participates is welcome to come and ask a question.

2) We will ask the question and the people will answer the questions.

3) The questions and answers will be published in its entirety.

Whether this is journalism or just (?) – people will judge for themselves. MTB will offer the voice of interviewees. This came about because it just seemed the most natural way.

ROULET: We are all involved in first person garbage in and garbage out. This is a whole new place for content to be managed whether it is on a Blog, video, or other medium.

NEMETH: I get so many unexpected questions and answers. Can always count on being surprised.

WARREN: The surprise factor is one of the key points in citizen journalism. 

CALLAHAN: What makes it work is the nature of the medium. You can’t write links on hard copy. We just wrote a piece with a lot of links and people commented on how well it was researched – it really wasn’t, it was just well linked.

NEMETH:  I always joked about this: that the Plain Dealer had no links.

STACK: People are surprised about the shortness of time in response to their posting information. Many people are new to posting and they are surprised by [process]. This just reinforces the medium and encourages people to do more postings in the future.

RICCHIUTO: Is it too early to talk about the impact of what you doing – quality of life, dialogue, the way people are linked…how would you measure success for your enterprises?

ROULET: What is interesting, is that the Plain Dealer is posting segments of blogs. My experience in the past is having used this [technology] at a high level in San Francisco motivated me to do it here. What the bloggers are doing is not particularly innovative; but rather having the people who are together here in this room, is innovative.

NEMETH: Rob Hawkins is at REALNEO now because he found it on Brewed Fresh Daily in Japan. The impact is cumulative and is because of the accumulated details over time.

CALLAHAN: Linux’s motto is: the more bugs you have and the more people looking at it the better. The mechanism of having lots of people having individual mission coming in and out of [a working space] is Linus [Torvalds] law. I am not sure how we have seen how this works, and in economic development. It is going to be interesting to see how this connects to place.

NEMETH: How does this connect to place? When you start talking about places, I am not sure if bloggers have a sense of what is going on in the area or what we are talking about…I am kind of convinced the Plain Dealer is reading BFD every day because I see related articles covering similar subjects in the newspaper after it has appeared in the blogs.

WARREN: Each story has impact for the LO. On the economic side: did a rich story on a local chocolatier whose business went up 200%. But they did not advertise in the LO and there was no reciprocity. We have been able to generate enough flow to keep businesses interested. Psychological soulful citizen journalism could be amplified in Lakewood – but with what kind of affect? People love it. Now they have an imago cranking out from their neighbors.

There is a dialogue that is disrupting and sustaining. Someone is doing a story on fire department overtime. The story must have integrity.  Keeping the balance of conservation of the status quo and disruption is a tension in the paper. 

Should traditional media love or fear citizen journalism? People should love this because it creates a fierce sense of loyalty because the voice of what you have given them matters. This is a double edge sword both ways…you want to develop the loyalty and take the risk or you can’t take the risk.
Question & Answer

People come at community experience from all points.

NEMETH; the actual monetary exchange has been minimal. As MTB grows people expect services and upgrades that they may be accustomed to on the web in other sites. 

A lot of the Internet entrepreneurs are going through this now: how to remain competitive and still be able to pay for the services.

GLORIA FERRIS: Discussion can go on about a topic with no participation on the part of the originating source, but inevitably the core person shows up in the blog.

What are we doing to safeguard our freedom - - 

Norm: the reason

To think about how we remain free is to look at control.

RICCHIUTO: it is the illusion of control. You cannot control self-organizing systems.

Should we be journaling more or less? 

The more people take advantage of the better

I-OPEN: Thank you. You have provided us with knowledge and tools to move forward. We ask you for your guidance on next steps. How can I-Open and open source economic development strengthen your work? How can we work together to accelerate change, to support a free and open democratic process? How can we take a closer strategic look at how citizen journalism affects markets and politics? 

Mark Leftkowitz: Do you care about strategic change?

Media and tools

Facilitating positive change and community change

Create systems to support positive change? 

We have a whole array of entry points and there is something for everyone

CALLAHAN: there is something going on with multiplicity of things going on
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