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BRINGING THE ELECTION HOME

Amanda Lucier

David Rees, Chair

ABSTRACT

The road to success for photographers pursuing major photographic projects in 

modern newsrooms is often difficult. Using in-depth interviews, this paper 

explores the challenges faced by five accomplished photographers as they 

navigate the decision-making channels in their newsrooms. By developing strong 

ideas, cultivating personal motivation, identifying newsroom allies, and sharing 

works-in-progress, the experiences of these photographers illuminates a path to 

success for photojournalists launching their own long-term projects at 

newspapers.
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Chapter One: Introduction & Methodology

I have always been drawn to photojournalistic projects that reveal in their 

execution a profound and well-researched understanding of the topics they 

address. When I arrived for my internship at The Dubois County Herald, I wanted 

to take advantage of their Saturday Feature, a photo-driven story published every 

Saturday. Covering five issues with the aim of educating voters in Dubois County 

matched my interest in politics and my desire to make national topics relevant to 

a local audience, and my proposal was met with enthusiasm. Issue reporting and 

research gave structure to my shooting, an provided our readers with coverage 

that involved a level of analysis not regularly present in the Saturday Features. 

While there were challenges in the reporting of the series, including time, and 

access, none came from within the newsroom. Editors and writers alike were 

supportive of the project from the onset, and worked in tandem with the photo 

department to produce integrated stories, policy analysis and data presentation.

While my experience pitching, shooting, and editing the Bringing the Election 

Home series was smooth, I recognized that the Herald was a unique place, and 

that the process was not always as seamless for my colleagues across the 

country. I pursued a line of inquiry for the analysis component of my project that 

would help other photojournalists identify paths to success for their photographic 

projects. I studied how stories are proposed, approved, and finally published 

through interviews with Mona Reeder at the Dallas Morning News, Barbara 
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Davidson at the Los Angeles Times, Preston Gannaway at the Concord Monitor, 

Craig Walker at the Denver Post, and Ross Taylor at The Virginian-Pilot. I want to 

continue work on long-term stories throughout my career, and hope that this 

analysis will serve as a toolkit for future projects.

I arrived to my internship in June, and began work on this series on July 7th. The 

first story was published on September 27th. One challenge in this project was 

the short period of time I had to find and shoot these stories. For certain issues, 

like healthcare, we scrambled to find appropriate subjects. For others, like the 

economy, we chose subjects quickly, and as a result there were not as many  

strong visual opportunities as I would have liked. As with many stories, a greater 

period of time to work would have benefited the quality of the images available 

for the final edits.  I was satisfied with each of the cover images, but not with the 

strength of the stories as a whole. Working on five stories simultaneously, while 

still covering a full range of assignments for the daily paper, was an exercise in 

time management. 

Working closely with the writers on each of these stories was often a benefit. I 

had an especially close working relationship with the writer Mike Morris. He and I 

would meet and review each other's work: I would edit his copy while he 

evaluated the images and their connection to the narrative we discussed. 

Ultimately, it was in the meetings and in the long drives to assignments that the 
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stories really took shape. We share a love of details, and would point out to one 

another the gesture of Ernie Brames as he combed his hair across his forehead, 

or leaned against the barn door. That kind of reciprocal writer/ photographer 

relationship made for some of the best working experiences I've had.

I also built strong relationships with my subjects, and made it a priority to sit 

down with a wide edit of my images and check and recheck my caption 

information alongside my subjects. In every case, information was corrected and 

deeper information gleaned from these ad-hoc photo elicitations. When leaving 

Ernie Brames's house after going over captions he remarked on his experience 

of the project: "Amanda, a friend is someone who you trust and respect. I have to 

say I both trust and respect you and Mike, and will always consider you as 

friends." While we often debated the issues of ethanol policy with Ernie, and 

strove to present a balanced view of the issue, we also wanted to represent 

Ernie's life and farm as thoughtfully and accurately as possible. We were always 

honest about our reporting, and this allowed Ernie to be honest about his life and 

business. 

I also learned the value of tenacity. When Mike Morris came back from a trip to 

jail, having interviewed a particularly promising subject for the immigration story, 

he was dead certain that we wouldn't get access to his family. Justin Rumbach, 

my editor, and I had a strong intuition that if I had the chance to meet the family, 

I'd be able to explain my intentions and gain access. Mike was skeptical, but 
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Justin encouraged me to persist. By the following week Mike and I were on our 

way to the subject's home to meet with his wife and children. As many roadblocks 

as we encountered, there were few situations in which patience and persistence 

didn't pay off. 

I was astounded to have the level of access I had in the Dubois County Jail. 

Though many people in the newsroom thought it would be impossible to 

photograph in the jail, I ended up riding in a squad car, transporting Marco, our 

subject, to his court hearing. All it took was a phone call and a couple of good 

faith visits, where I'd just hang out at the jail. Some of our success with access 

resulted directly from the great relationship the people of Dubois County have 

with The Herald.

 

Looking back over the project, I am astounded with how easy it was to execute. 

An idea with clear relevance to readers and the support of a photo editor was all 

it took to get the green light for a five part series, to run sequentially. The ease of 

the process-- where the challenge was in making compelling photographs, not 

navigating bureaucracy-- was due entirely to the ethic of narrative 

photojournalism central to the mission of The Herald. 
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Chapter Two: Field Notes
Part One | Energy

We found Ernie Brames, our subject for the ethanol story, through the writer Mike 

Morris, who was on the lookout for a farmer whose livelihood was affected by the 

new ethanol subsidies. I think he found Ernie through another farmer at a country 

agricultural meeting. Ernie was the perfect fit-- not only was he a third-generation 

hog farmer, but he was also active in lobbying his legislators against ethanol 

subsidies. Reporting this story involved many trips out to Ernie’s farm, and tours 

of the whole operation, from the top of a grain silo at dawn, to the farrowing sows 

to the waste containment ponds. I climbed up the ladder to look out over Ernie’s 

farm, and was amazed by the stillness and sense of meditation he had up there. 

The story was easy to  shoot, because opportunities for action and meaning 

presented themselves all the time. His wife worked the books, his grandchildren 

came out and fed the hogs, and we even followed Ernie up to Indianapolis for a 
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networking opportunity. Ernie kept notes in yellow legal pads, which he brought 

out for Mike to look over when they would have their long talks. He was a perfect 

subject in a sense. He knew exactly how ethanol policy affected him and his 

business, and he was able to point Mike in the right direction in terms of 

questions to ask and issues to analyze. I think Justin and John Rumbach were 

both happy to see that we were covering energy in a way that would make sense 

to our readers-- hog farming was a traditional occupation in Dubois County, and 

I’m sure many of our readers to easily relate to the story.
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Field Notes
Part Two | Economy

The Economy story was by far the most difficult to photograph, in large part 

because the topic was vague-- we were trying to do a story about a middle-class 

or lower-middle-class family having trouble to make ends meet, but found it 

somewhat difficult to identify a truly compelling narrative. Out of all of the stories, 

this was the least successful visually. I tried a variety of approaches to make my 

shooting more dynamic. I spent time in the home, went shopping with the family, 

and tried to convey a sense of quiet struggle in the images I made. Very little 

happened in terms of events that might move the story forward. I remember 

being frustrated and spending lots of time of the floor of their one bedroom 

duplex, just waiting and hoping that something might happen. As I look back on 

it, I’m proud that we kept after this story that was visually difficult to tell. Little 
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things felt like major successes-- a line of baby shoes, the father, exhausted, 

coming home from work. 

Often when we were editing these stories for the series, we looked for a main 

picture. . .  THE picture that would anchor the story and make a big impact on the 

front of the Saturday Feature. This picture, above, was the easy favorite, and fit 

well with the rest of the series in terms of mood and composition. If we had more 

time to identify subjects, I would have tried to find a different family in more of an 

immediate crisis, but in the final analysis, this worked out.
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Field Notes
Part Three | The War in Iraq

Anthony Hurst left Iraq in 2006, but still felt the effects of the war. He worked in 

Fort Knox in Kentucky, which initially felt like it would be problematic, as there 

was little time to photograph him interacting with his family. It turned out that 

element-- his traveling to his job and experiencing mini homecomings 

periodically, was a great asset to the story. Jasper is by no means a military town, 

but there were a number of families whose lives were directly affected by the war 

in Iraq, including a number of National Guard soldiers who had been deployed. 

The process of photographically reporting this portion of the series was 

straightforward. I spent time with the Hurst family both with and without Anthony, 

and there were many times where his shoulder injury was apparent. He talked on 

the phone with some of his Army buddies often, and could be seen rubbing or 

stretching his shoulder, which clearly still bothered him. There were likely 
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psychological aspects of his war experience that I wish I had been more attuned 

to. Now, years later as I reflect of my reporting, I wish I had been more sensitive 

to the psychological effect of war, which are often more pernicious than the 

physical scars.
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Field Notes
Part Four | Healthcare

The Cox family of Holland, Indiana was the perfect family for the healthcare 

portion of the series. The four children-- Jaycia and her triplet sisters all suffered 

from vision problems that required a patchwork of insurance policies and state 

aid to cover. Here was a family doing the best they could with what they had-- 

any major change in healthcare policy would directly affect them. The activity in 

the house was constant, and it made for easy picture making. All I had to do was 

wait. There would be dinner, naps, and running around. I was able to follow

Tonya, the mother to her meeting at the WIC office, and to a doctor’s 

appointment with Jaycia. The edit for this section was particularly difficult, 

because there were many pictures that would fit well in the story. Justin and John 

Rumbach are methodical editors, and made sure that no images repeated points 

made by other images.
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These pictures were not included in the final edit, but were among my favorites. It 

is clear, though, that Justin and John chose the right image for the front of the 

paper, because of its graphic elements. Had there been a need for multimedia, 

this story would have been an easy fit. I recorded some audio, even, in an 

ambient and kind of haphazard way, in case I wanted to work on multimedia. The 

demands of covering five stories simultaneously made it tough to imagine also 

working on a multimedia component. Looking back, I am grateful that I had the 

chance to really tackle long photo stories in this way, without worrying about the 

additional component of multimedia. I developed my skills as a shooter.
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Field Notes
Part Five | Immigration

I am amazed we got to do this story. Mike Morris and I wanted to focus on the 

population of illegal immigrants in Dubois County, but didn’t quite know how to go 

about it. These pictures felt like miracles-- we were allowed in the jail, in the 

squad car while Marco Vanegas was transported to his court hearing, and, most 

miraculous of all, his wife and sons welcomed us into their home. The ethics of 

this kind of reporting were something Mike and I talked about. The last thing we 

wanted was to get Norma Vanegas, the wife, in trouble, so we discussed back 

and forth how to best report their story without endangering them. We let them be 

our guides, and also discussed it with Justin and John Rumbach. No harm ever 

came to them because of our story. We spent many afternoons in their 

Huntingburg home, and Norma was an accomplished cook. They were growing 

tomatoes and peppers in their back yard, to use in their home cooking, and it was 
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impossible to refuse the food that Norma prepared. It was some of the best food 

I’ve ever had, and it was clearly important to her that she be able to welcome 

guests into her home. Refusing it would have separated us even more. 

Though I speak a little Spanish and she speaks a little English, the language 

barrier never seemed to be a problem. When Mike interviewed her for the story, 

he enlisted the help of Sister Mary Judith Fleig, a court interpreter, offered her 

services for free. We saved their story for the last, because it was the most 

difficult to report. I’m so glad we had the time to report it.

You could feel the absence of Marco, his hat hung on the wall, which the boys 

would periodically take down and wear for a moment. My heart leapt out of my 

chest when they took that hat down, but the room was dark and I didn’t get any 

good pictures of that exact moment. What a regret. I did get the picture on the 

next page, which I was happy with.
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Field Notes: Initial Proposal
National Politics in the Life of Dubois County

This is the proposal I presented to Justin Rumbach in July of 2009:

Abstract

As the presidential election approaches, a number of issues will be debated 

nationally, identified by the candidates and their constituents as the issues most 

motivating to voters. These issues will have unique manifestations in Dubois 

county.  This proposed series of five essays will connect local voters with the 

national debate by examining a number of topics in the national spotlight with 

rigorous emphasis on their local impact.

Issues

Selecting issues before the campaigns unveil their platforms at their conventions 

involves statistical analysis and some guesswork. The topography of the national 

political landscape can be roughly surveyed through an examination of national 

poll data. In a CNN poll, when asked " what of the following issues will be the 

most important to you when you decide how to vote for president?", 42% of 

respondents identified the economy as the most important issue. Following the 

economy, 24% listed the war in Iraq, 12% listed health care, 11% listed terrorism 

and 8 % listed immigration. 

(http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2008/issues/index.html) 

16

http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2008/issues/index.html
http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2008/issues/index.html


The weight voters give to certain issues has changed since the last election, and 

this shift in values is important to consider when attempting to predict the pivotal 

issues of this election. According to a poll by the Pew Center for People and the 

Press, energy saw the greatest change, with 23 % more respondents listing the 

issue as "very important" to their vote. The economy rose in importance for 

voters; 10% more respondents cited the issue as very important to their voting 

choices. Social Security, the environment, taxes and health care also grew in 

importance. In contrast, fewer respondents were concerned with terrorism, 

abortion and gay marriage, among other "moral values."  

The importance  of the economy and energy will be undoubtedly consequential to 

voters this election. The war in Iraq will also play a role in the national debate. 

The two additional issues chosen for this project are health care and immigration, 

as both are relevant to the lives of readers. Health care as a topic is increasingly 

important as our population ages, and immigration is a perennial topic of debate 

in our county.

Story Ideas

1. Economy

Dubois county's personal income per capita in 2005 was higher than the Indiana 

state average, (http://www.fedstats.gov/qf/states/18/18037.html) and the 

unemployment rate was lower, with only 3.7% unemployment in May 2008, as 
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compared with a 5% national average. Nevertheless, with consumer purchasing 

power weakening, normal household expenses are likely becoming challenging 

for middle class families in the county. 

Story Ideas: 

Working family that now needs governmental aid

Contacts: Tri-Cap: Jane Chappell (retired) or the current Executive Director.

2. Energy

The issue of ethanol, and the competition of corn for fuel or consumption, is a 

frequently examined topic. Obama favors the federal subsides for ethanol, while 

McCain would abolish them. Beyond corn, the issue of energy is involved in 

myriad ways for Dubois county residents. The price of gas and our reliance on 

coal-fired power are both important considerations.

Story Ideas: 

A farmer who is making the choice between livestock and corn, given the 

demand for corn for ethanol and expense of feed. 

A profile of someone who makes their living driving a gas-powered vehicle: 

trucker?

3. Health Care

The candidates differ on their proposals to reform health care. John McCain 

favors a plan where a current income tax credit for people with employer-

sponsored health coverage would be replaced by a refundable tax credit towards 
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the purchase of private coverage. Barack Obama, on the other hand, suggests 

creating a plan similar to the coverage members of Congress receive, with an 

ultimate goal of universal coverage.

Story Ideas:

A family where the parents cannot afford to purchase insure for their kids, yet 

earn too much to qualify for Medicaid.

A small business that can't afford to provide insurance plans to its employees/

owners

4. War in Iraq

The candidates are at odds over recommendations for dealing with the war in 

Iraq. Obama supports a timetable for withdrawal, while McCain refuses the idea 

of a timetable, and advocates a wait-and-see approach that takes into 

consideration the security situation. As of June 25, 4,110 members of the U.S. 

military have died in Iraq.

Story Ideas:

The recruiter: how difficult is it to be a recruiter in Dubois county?

R&R: find out when military personnel get reprieve from the 18-months tours and 

come home

5. Immigration

Both candidates have a history of supporting illegal immigrants, and their 

positions do not differ radically. Both McCain and Obama supported a bill that 
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would have expanded guest worker programs, offered amnesty to thousands of 

illegal immigrants, and strengthened border controls. Either candidate would 

bring a more tempered approach to immigration to the White House.

Story Ideas:

A profile of a family where the children were born in the U.S., while the parents 

are foreign-born. 

Final Product

The five issues of economy, energy, the war in Iraq, health care and immigration 

will be explored through five picture stories. These stories can be published in 

the form of daily features or longer features for print, but will also be collected in 

a multimedia presentation in advance of the election. A Flash project will house 

the five chapters in a simple stage that can incorporate audio interviews and 

linked text. 
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Field Notes: Interviews

Spring 2009:

Began interviews for Professional analysis component of MA. Interviewed Chris 

Wilkins of Dallas Morning News first, and then Brad Loper and Mona Reeder. 

Used the following rough list of questions:

Can you tell me about the initial inspiration for the project?

Was everyone in the newsroom supportive?

Did you involve other parts of the newsroom?

 How did you choose between the various statistical measures?

 What was the process of identifying subjects for each topic? To what extent were 

the editors involved in choosing subjects?

 In the print version, a small number of images stand in for the whole story. You 

organize the coverage in seven areas: teen pregnancy, poverty, Income gap, 

pollution, healthcare, and justice (two pages). Page by page, what elevated these 

images above the rest? Why did you choose them?
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Now let's talk about the online version. There are again seven topics, though they 

are slightly different from the print version. DId you know you would have a 

multimedia component from the beginning?

During the initial shooting and editing, was the multimedia piece considered? 

That is, were there two edits going on: one  for print and one for multimedia?

 Did you work to create a relationship between the two versions, or do you view 

them as catering to different audiences?

 What are the strengths of the multimedia presentations?

Interviews took place in the conference room at the Herald over the phone, and 

the interviews were recorded and transcribed. I then headed to a summer 

internship at the Dallas Morning News, and then was hired at the Virginian-Pilot 

in Norfolk, VA in the fall of 2009. The project lapsed until the spring of 2012/ 

spring of 2013.

Spring of 2012

Interviews resume for analysis component. Questions are reformed to address 

the issues of moving major photographic projects through newsrooms. Focus 

initially on Barbara Davidson’s Caught in the Crossfire, which won the Pulitzer in 

2011. Interviewed editors Alan Hagman and Jeremiah Bogert and then Barbara 

Davidson.
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Fall of 2013

Interview Preston Gannaway and Ross Taylor of the Virginian-Pilot in a small 

office at the paper. Expanding list of people to interview to get a broader sense of 

the challenges photojournalists face. Record and transcribe.

Spring of 2013

Interview Tim Rasmussen and Craig Walker of Denver Post. These are the final 

interviews for the project. Record and transcribe.
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Chapter Three: Evaluation of Project

I arrived in Jasper, Indiana with the aim of evaluating the way multimedia 

journalism would change the landscape of a small, print-only paper. The website 

for The Herald was scheduled to debut during my internship, and I was excited to 

watch this “new” technology transform a place where the time-honored tradition 

of the still picture story was deeply entrenched.

As the timeline for the launch of the website extended beyond my 13-month stay, 

my interest in multimedia waned and I found myself busy with stories and daily 

work. I learned through immediate exposure the way picture stories could be 

conceptualized and executed in an environment that supported-- indeed, 

required-- this kind of endeavor. When Justin Rumbach asked me to stay on for a 

second, six-month internship, he told me that he didn’t want my optimism and 

heart to be crushed by the realities of the next mid-size metro daily I would likely 

end up at. I didn’t know what he meant, but I happily stayed on at The Herald. As 

I spoke more with photojournalists at larger papers, I heard of the difficulties they 

encountered pursuing projects that were embraced in Jasper. If someone like 

Mona Reeder struggled to find support for her work, then how would I fare when I 

left the idealistic bubble of The Herald?
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I needed a map to navigate bigger newsrooms. I wrote this analysis to identify 

patterns of success in the processes of photographic projects I admire, and I 

hope the lessons shared by those I interviewed will prove valuable to our fellow 

photographers. A great photographer may make beautiful images, but it takes 

perseverance to see projects succeed. Since I began this project I’ve been a staff 

photographer at a major metro daily, and have new and intimate understanding 

of what it takes to keep after great stories. I would sometimes return to these 

interviews and read them over, looking for guidance from photographers who’ve 

fought through opposition to their stories and come out with stunning and 

powerful work. 

I would encourage readers of this analysis to spend time with the interview 

transcripts. Each photographer, and their editors, give accounts of the process 

that are at turns inspiring, funny, frustrating and illuminating.

The topic of multimedia in newsrooms is still a interesting avenue for research, 

but I feel lucky that my research was redirected. I had the opportunity to ask 

some of my favorite photographers HOW there were able to complete their major 

projects. Though it may sound counter-intuitive, it is a relief that their struggles 

are so similar. Now, when I encounter any road bumps during the course of a 

story, I recognize them and remember that ultimately these obstacles can be 

overcome.
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Chapter Four:

Photo Essay: Bringing the Election Home
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Chapter Five: How Major Photographic Projects 

Move Through Newsrooms

Introduction

Newspaper photographers often feel marginalized within a newsroom, though 

their work fills the same space, addresses the same issues, and adheres to the 

same rigorous journalistic principals as its written counterparts. For some, the 

perception is that photography is a service, not a craft, or that it’s a means of 

illustrating a story rather than a platform for storytelling in and of itself.

With shrinking newsrooms, scheduling is less flexible, and this creates a tension 

between editors and photographers as the demands on time and resources are 

more pronounced. In addition, the structure of some larger newsrooms makes 

the recognition of photographer-generated ideas difficult. How can photographers 

position themselves to get their stories and images to lead coverage in the 

newsroom? What is the path to success for major photographic projects?

This paper will examine strategies for the success of some of the most powerful 

projects in the last few years. Interviewed are: Mona Reeder of the Dallas 

Morning News, a finalist for the 2008 Pulitzer Prize for her project The Bottom 

Line, which examined how many Texans are at significant disadvantages 

compared with national averages; Barbara Davidson of the Los Angeles Times, a 

2011 Pulitzer winner for her project about the innocent victims of gang violence, 

called Caught in the Crossfire; 2008 Pulitzer Prize winner Preston Gannaway of 
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the Concord Monitor for Remember Me, a story about a mother’s terminal illness 

and the family she leaves behind; Craig Walker of the Denver Post for his 2010 

Pulitzer Prize-winning story Ian Fisher, an American Soldier, which follows a 

young man who joins the Army at the apex of the insurgency and watches him as 

he grows up; and Ross Taylor’s A Chance in Hell at The Virginian-Pilot, a story of 

a combat hospital in Kandahar, Afghanistan and the grave injuries the medical 

personnel there deal with on a daily basis.

1. Where Ideas Come From

For many photographers, ideas for major projects came from the interaction with 

the community through daily assignments. Photographers, more so than many 

reporters, spend most of their time on the street, covering various topics and 

developing face-to-face relationships with a cross section of the community. For 

this reason, they can identify emerging themes in daily coverage. In the case of 

Barbara Davidson’s Crossfire, an investigation into Los Angeles gang violence 

and its victims for the Los Angeles Times, the idea emerged from a series of 

inter-related assignments. Davidson photographed Rose Smith, a young woman 

paralyzed from the waist down from a gang-related gunfight on her street. After 

the story ran, Davidson maintained her relationship with Smith, and when, seven 

months later, she was assigned a high-profile story about Jamiel Shaw, who was 

shot and killed while his mother served in Iraq, she noticed a pattern.
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For Mona Reeder of the Dallas Morning News, the genesis of her project Bottom 

Line came after a story about homelessness fell flat after publication. Reeder 

was concerned with the lack of public response, and she reached out to one of 

her contacts, a social worker. “He handed me this piece of paper and said, ‘Well, 

take a look at this! It’s not just the homeless, we can’t get people to care about 

anything in Texas.” The paper was a list of where Texas ranked nationally on a 

number of social issues. “I was stunned,” Reeder said. “I had never seen it 

altogether like that. I thought, ‘Oh my god that’s it! It needs to be published 

altogether for the greatest impact.’ Surely people can’t ignore this when they see 

it all together like this.”

The idea for Preston Gannaway’s Remember Me came from a friend of the 

subject, who approached reporter Chelsea Conaboy about Carolynne and Rich 

St. Pierre and their children, who were dealing with Carolynne’s terminal cancer. 

The vision for the story was relatively fluid. With the support of their editors, 

Gannaway and Conaboy would follow the story of Carolynne’s illness, her 

treatment and the effects on her husband and family as her condition worsened. 

The initial pitch was for a feature story on a young couple dealing with terminal 

cancer. Gannaway recalls:

They knew Carolynne’s cancer was terminal, and their youngest kid was 4 

at the time, and I think they were really afraid that EJ, the youngest one, 

wouldn’t remember Carolynne when she was gone. And so the original 

agreement was that we would give Rich all the pictures, and he would 
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have it all stored so that after Carolynne was gone, he would have this 

documented.

The Concord Monitor, with its small photo staff of five -- an editor, three 

photographers and an intern -- had a precedent of photographers working on 

feature stories for months, so it was normal for Gannaway to take on this kind of 

project. “Dan (Habib, the editor) always really encouraged us to have at least one 

if not two projects going at all times,” recalls Gannaway. “He really pushed 

narrative photojournalism. So he would make sure that we all had a story and the 

reason why I got this one was it was just my turn for a story. It was luck of the 

draw.”

After a trip to Iraq in 2010, Ross Taylor knew he wanted to work on an overseas 

military story and bring to bear the lessons he learned from that initial trip. He set 

his sights on Afghanistan and explored various embeds that would resonate for 

the readers of The Virginian-Pilot in Norfolk, Va. He and reporter Corinne Reilly 

approached a number of potential subjects, but Taylor was methodical in his 

intent to create an opportunity for strong visual storytelling, and settled on the 

combat hospital. For Taylor, the initial task was creating a reporting opportunity 

where he knew he could take compelling images, and then let the stories and 

subjects define the project’s scope.

In the case of Craig Walker’s Ian Fisher: An American Soldier, the original idea 

for the project -- a story following a young soldier through boot camp and combat 

and a return home -- came from a group of editors sitting at a bar after the 2007 
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State of the Union address. Tim Rasmussen recalls the evening: “President Bush 

was giving his address to explain the surge in Iraq, and at the time the war was 

going very poorly and nobody knew if this thing would work. One of the editors 

asked, “Who the hell would sign up now?” and the director of photography here 

was John Sutherland, and he came up and said ‘You know, that’s a great idea. 

Let’s follow a kid from high school to a war zone and home.’”

At the Denver Post, photographers are expected to come up with story ideas, 

Rasmussen said:

A lot of the best parts of my career -- the best projects that we’ve worked 

on in the newsroom -- have almost always come from the photo 

department. This idea and many others . . . all came right out of 

photographers dreaming up ideas out of what they saw in the street, what 

they knew, what they were interested in, things they wanted to tackle.

For Rasmussen, Craig Walker, with his experience in Iraq and Afghanistan, was 

a natural fit for the story. “I felt he was kind of an untapped talent at The Post, 

and immediately Craig was on top for all of us. It was kind of perfect. At the time 

we didn’t even know how perfect the combination was.”

2. Self-motivation and Belief

While a good idea in the hands of a talented photographer is the essential 

component of a successful story, not everyone in a newsroom will agree that the 

idea is as compelling as the photographer does. For a photo-driven story to 
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succeed, the photographer must have a dogged determination that persists in the 

face of obstacles.

Editors are meant to be skeptical. Integral to journalism is a kind of push-pull 

dynamic, where a skilled editor makes the reporting process more rigorous by 

hitting hard with questions the reporter hasn’t considered. A reporter or 

photographer dedicated to telling a compelling and important story will welcome 

this debate. After all, these exchanges make our stories stronger, give them 

direction, and answer the questions of our readers. Most of the time, the tangible 

work of photography is done in the field, with a lone photographer in a corner 

immersed in the story. It is crucial for a photographer to step out of that 

experience and evaluate what happened, what they saw, and what their images 

mean. We should welcome conversations about our stories, because we want to 

make them better.

At times, though, input from an editor feels less like a challenging obstacle 

course and more like a brick wall. Stories or ideas are often dismissed entirely by 

editors who aren’t convinced of their merits. When faced with these situations, 

devotion to the story and belief in yourself make the difference between 

frustration and good work. A photographer who isn’t convinced of the integrity of 

a project won’t fare well running the gauntlet of newsroom scrutiny, nor, perhaps, 

should they. A good story, whether it was embraced at the start of the process or 

lauded at the end, is still a good story. The photographer must decide which 

stories deserve this kind of devotion in the face of obstacles.
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Tim Rasmussen recalls consistent opposition from some people in the newsroom 

while Craig Walker was reporting Ian Fisher: An American Soldier. The idea was 

not widely accepted, and, as the timeline of the project expanded, and reporters 

were assigned and then reassigned, it was sometimes a challenge to defend the 

project’s importance. Rasmussen is reflective about the nature of the challenge. 

“Opposition is opposition, and it’s not opposition. Newsrooms have to be filled 

with contrarians. They have to have people who are critical thinkers, who look at 

something critically and say ‘this is the right path.’” Surprisingly, photographer 

Craig Walker wasn’t present in the meetings where the validity of the story was 

questioned.  Rasmussen says:

I don’t believe in destroying hope. My role is to remove obstacles for 

photographers, to give them the equipment and the time they need to 

make great pictures and to challenge them and hold them accountable to 

that challenge. If I give you everything you need, then it’s your job to give 

us back great photography.

Walker remembers, “No one ever told me to stop, so I didn’t.” Hand in hand with 

Walkers’s commitment to reporting the story came a certain kind of insularity 

from the naysayers in the wider newsroom, which contributed to the success of 

the project. 

Looking back on the process, Walker says now that the things that frustrated him 

the most in reporting turned out to be the elements that made the story great. 
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He remembers:

There were times when I doubted it would be published or not. . . but I 

always believed it was a good story. I would get frustrated about the things 

that made it a good story like him breaking up with a girlfriend . . . when he 

went to basic training and he started looking for a way out. [Those 

situations turned out to be] important to the story-- that whole struggle, the 

growing up and responsibility. It turned it into a story that anybody could 

relate to. A story about growing up.

Mona Reeder’s The Bottom Line was initially rejected in an open brainstorming 

session in the newsroom, but she persisted over years to report it. The 

opposition was rooted in a belief that exploring the measures by which Texas 

failed was simply too negative. Reeder describes her experiencing pitching her 

idea to the newsroom as a “humiliating smack-down.” Nevertheless, she pursued 

the project. She recalls:

I was gonna do it. I was convinced that this was a great project. I was 

completely convinced. And the more research I did, the more excited I 

became, and the more determined I was that I was gonna do it and show 

'em all anyway. And I did.

Reeder pursued the project over a period of years, detoured periodically by other 

projects and major news events, including hurricane Katrina in 2005. She 

continued to pursue the project because of her deep commitment to the issues 

49



and her desire to present an under-reported reality of Texas to the readers of the 

Dallas Morning News.

A Chance In Hell was initially expected to yield a small handful of pictures for the 

daily paper, but Ross Taylor shot thousands and then toned hundreds of pictures 

because he believed the story he had was an important one. Before the trip, 

people around him tried to temper Taylor’s expectations. He recalls:

I kept hearing from all of my photojournalist friends - you know, you’re not 

going to get US service members. You’re not going to get names. They’re 

going to clamp down. So I went just thinking well, we’ll see what we can 

do. I think if we can get people to believe in us, we can get in there.

Taylor believed that, given the right situation, he could tell a story that no one had 

seen before. 

Preston Gannaway’s Remember Me was published as a series over time, so the 

opposition did not seem as concentrated. The Concord Monitor ran five different 

stories over a year and a half, and Gannaway and Conaboy would report and 

then come to a decision that something important had changed within the 

narrative, and then pitch another installment. The most challenging time for 

Gannaway was after the death of Carolynne St. Pierre, when she and Conaboy 

wanted to pursue the story, though they had outside pressure to end it. She 

recalls, the “pressure to stop is a little probably harsher. You know, after 

Carolynne died, Chelsea and I really wanted to keep working on it, and so it was 
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hard to get time during that period.” Other resistance to the story came from a 

handful of editors who questioned whether a story about a single family had 

broad enough reach to justify the amount of real estate it took in the paper. 

Gannaway recalls:

It was a very personal story, just really just about one family. So the irony 

of that is after you know, the Pulitzer, you know, once the audience 

expanded, it was very personal. The themes that the story touched on 

were so universal that people really responded to it. But there was that 

little bit of resistance initially.

While Gannaway encountered the most pushback towards the end of her project, 

Barbara Davidson had to overcome obstacles during the proposal phase. At the 

beginning of Caught in the Crossfire, Barbara Davidson got feedback that 

continuing work on the story of Rose Smith might not be the best use of her time, 

as the paper had devoted a full page to the initial story. Davidson maintained a 

relationship with the young woman and continued reporting what she knew would 

eventually be a big story. Her initial proposal to her editors was met with a tepid 

response. Davidson recalls:

This is a big newspaper, and the standards in this department are very, 

very high, and it’s difficult to get a story approved. It’s just because they 

only want the best. The LA Times is very willing to spend resources on 

stories, but they really want those stories to be the best and perhaps ... my 

proposal wasn’t effective enough. 
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Perhaps it was a bad time of the year. Perhaps there was a level of being 

desensitized by the issue.

After Davidson put in work to create images, the support of her department 

crystalized. In fact, the LA Times devoted seven pages to Caught in the Crossfire 

in the A section of the paper and the resources to produce a 30 minute 

documentary video.  Throughout the process, internal motivation guided 

Davidson to tell stories of “the most vulnerable people caught up in conflicts.”

“Whether an editor was interested or not, I was going to tell this story, even for 

myself,” Davidson says. “You know, I’m a documentary photographer. This is my 

vocation. This is my calling. This is why I do what I do. If I find a story that really 

resonates with me, I’m going to pursue it.”

In each of case, the photographer’s belief in the value of the story provided the 

drive to follow the idea, even if it wasn't widely accepted at the start. Belief in a 

project is not the only variable in the process, but it is the key to its success.

3. Identifying Allies

If you have a great idea, and you believe in your great idea, chances are that 

someone in your newsroom will support you behind the scenes. These people 

will rally around you and will encourage your project, help you find the time to 

pursue it, and go to bat for you when you must overcome skepticism about your 

story. Each of the projects explored here had allies in the newsroom, from within 

and outside the photo departments where the stories originated, who helped 
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ensure publication.

A photo editor, and especially one with input in assignments, can be a powerful 

ally. Barbara Davidson credits the assignments editor for helping her get on the 

ground when the news of gang-related shootings broke. In this way, she 

supported not only the daily paper but also her project. She was able to meet 

new contacts, make compelling pictures and go deeper into the landscape of Los  

Angeles, in part because she had the support of her photo editors and of the 

assignments editor, who was plugged into every story within the purview of the 

photo department. The photo editor Jeremiah Bogart would counsel Davidson on 

the day-to-day aspects of her reporting, looking at images as they came in and 

helping her identify new coverage opportunities. “He was always very 

encouraging to me. I would show him pictures. I would brainstorm with him. He 

kept me calm and on track, which I think was really important for me.” Later, 

photo editor Mary Cooney and then department head Colin Crawford would 

oversee the “big picture” of the project.

Preston Gannaway credits her editor Dan Habib as a strong ally, who set the 

expectation for long-form narrative in the photo department, and recognized the 

time commitment needed to tell good stories. “It was a very small operation, so 

Dan and I worked very closely and he coached me throughout the entire project,” 

Gannaway says. She described the project as her first experience with a 

profoundly intimate story, and turned to Habib with questions about the 

methodology of documentary photography. Gannaway reflects on her personal 
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and professional development as a photographer during her time at the Concord 

Monitor. “I just would not be the journalist I am now if I hadn’t been in that 

nurturing environment.” In addition to Habib, Gannaway also enjoyed a close, 

collaborative relationship with the writer Chelsea Conaboy. “Chelsea and I 

worked very much as a team, and she and I were talking constantly about this. I 

mean we worked together.” Toward the end of the project, when Carolynne St. 

Pierre died, Gannaway and Conaboy saw the value of continued coverage, and 

advocated for the chance to take their storytelling even further.

It may be that a person outside of the photo department is best-suited to 

shepherd a project through a newsroom. For his A Chance in Hell project, Ross 

Taylor worked closely with the military team and military editor Meredith Kruse in 

the planning stages of the project. At The Virginian-Pilot, the Military team is 

notoriously strong because so much of the local coverage in the paper involves 

the Navy’s massive presence in the area. Taylor had worked with Kruse as the 

point person during his time in Iraq and felt that a project with her at the helm 

would be especially successful. For Taylor, working across departments made 

the most sense because of his experience in completing a similar project. “Each 

workplace has a different pathway, and understanding this would be one thing I 

would encourage,” Taylor says. “If you don’t know the pathways and you’re quiet 

and you’re shy, you’re just going to become a bouncing buoy in the tide of the 

newsroom” Because so much of the success of the project hinged on the initial 

planning and buy-in for an expensive overseas trip, Taylor worked closely with 

the people outside of the photo department who had the ability to negotiate for 
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the expense and then worked across departmental confines as the final product 

was edited and produced.

Mona Reeder didn’t have support for her project until Leslie White, now the 

Director of Photography, took the position in 2006. They discussed the idea soon 

after Reeder began formulating it, but White, then an assignments editor, was not 

in a position give Reeder the green light. Once she received the go-ahead to 

devote more time to the project, Reeder sought out photo editor Chris Wilkins. 

She says of Wilkins:

He's an amazing editor of pictures. He was there to corral me; to keep me 

focused and to keep me on track with the schedule. It's such an unwieldily 

large project that you had to really be hyper-organized and hyper-vigilant 

about staying on track, and knowing what's important and what's 

superfluous, what you can do without.

4. Showing Your Work

In each of the projects examined here, a turning point occurred when images 

were presented. If you believe in an idea and in your ability to execute it, then the 

work will make the argument for you. Not everyone speaks a visual language or 

can imagine the possibilities of powerful images when a photographer makes a 

written pitch. The challenge is that, in most cases, you must produce work under 

the radar and then present it, which means working on a project without the 

guarantee that it will be published. Formulating a great idea, believing in your 
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story and your abilities to execute it, and identifying allies in your newsroom, 

make it possible to create excellent work, even if you aren’t sure yet of how it will 

be received.

Ross Taylor spent only 10 days shooting in the hospital in Kandahar, but the 

project ended up as a series over five days in the newspaper, and then published 

as a special section later that year. Taylor came back from his trip knowing the 

quality and force of the content he and produced, and he got the message that 

the paper would have room for three or four pictures. “I remember thinking, ‘No, 

there’s no way that that can happen.’ ” So he started editing and toning pictures, 

then called a meeting for higher-level managers and editors. He remembers the 

process this way: 

I like the art of problem-solving. So it doesn’t throw me. …  Our problem 

was that people didn’t understand what we had. We can tell them we’ve 

got good things. We can tell them what this is, but we’ve to figure out a 

way to get them to believe in it. So I thought, ‘Well, I’ve got to bang some 

pots.’ So if you walked into a newsroom banging pots, people will say, 

what the hell is Amanda doing banging pots? So I wanted to bang pots. So 

I set up a meeting. The more we showed, the more it grew. I remember 

thinking I’m surprised at how hard I’m having to fight for the content of my 

life, the project of my life.

For Taylor, though the process was challenging, what propelled his success at 

the end was the significance and quality of the story and passion to “bang pots” 
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throughout the newsroom so that the work got attention. The ability to execute an 

idea and deliver exceptional images wasn’t enough; Taylor had to work to get 

those images seen, to show his work.

Support for the project turned around when Davidson brought in pictures to show 

to her editors, and the stories in her proposal came to life. She recalls:

When I brought them the photos, the proof was in the pudding. They could 

see, ‘OK, she’s not photographing gang members hanging out on a street 

corner. This is Melody Ross whose family came from Cambodia to escape 

the killing fields.’ They could see. It wasn’t just reading a page-long 

proposal about this project. They could see the pictures.

After Mona Reeder found space and support for her project in the opinion section 

of the paper, she and Chris Wilkins prepared a slideshow. They had been 

working under the radar, and felt it was time to show the work, to give the section 

editors a sense of the scope of the project. Reeder recalls that time:

We just kept it low-key and we worked all year under the radar until, you 

know, December. We went upstairs to the glass offices and I ran a 

slideshow of 100 black and white images with no audio, no music, no 

nothing. I made them sit through that slideshow. And I just answered 

questions as they had questions. And they were just completely blown 

away, and in love with the project.
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Though some editors still opposed the project, Reeder cemented enough support 

for publication. After it garnered awards and attention, many of those with doubts 

congratulated Reeder and praised the project.

For Craig Walker, working under the radar and showing exceptional images as 

they were made proved a successful strategy. Rasmussen recalls, “whenever he 

made stellar benchmark images, I would print them and take them to the editor. I 

would show benchmarks. As he made some of the more incredible images I 

would take them and use them to keep people’s interest.” The project occurred 

over a period of turmoil in Denver, with both the competition from and eventual 

closing of the Rocky Mountain News, and the Democratic National Convention. 

Newsroom interest waned in the project over time, but Walker continued to work. 

Two reporters had been assigned and then taken off the project, and Walker and 

Rasmussen were still working to convince the city editors that the story was 

worth telling. The turning point in support came when Meghan Lyden pulled 

together 10 videos to show to Greg Moore, the editor of the paper. Even after the 

story ran, and many people were on board with the project, there were still some 

non-believers, as Rasmussen characterizes them -- up until the moment the 

story was awarded the Pulitzer in 2010.
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5. Lessons Learned

While we might hope that the hardest part of a photographic project would be in 

the shooting, the real difficulties lie in navigating the variable interests and values 

of decision makers in the newsroom. The successful photojournalist will expect 

resistance and view it as a necessary part of the process, chose allies and keep 

working. Barbara Davidson, in reflecting on the lessons she’s learned in pursuing 

projects throughout her career is instructive:

The moral of the story here is if you’re a serious journalist, and you believe 

in your stories, you’re going to do anything to make that happen. 

Photojournalists need to empower themselves more. You’re not a service 

department. You’re not a service person. You’re not there just to illustrate 

a reporter’s story. You’re there to create and find your own stories.
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Appendix: Literature Review & Proposal
Innovation Diffusion & the Rise of Multimedia in Newsrooms

I. Introduction

The field of innovation diffusion attempts to describe the process by which 

innovations are spread and adopted within social systems. Put simply, innovation 

diffusion asks: how do new ideas become mainstream, and why are some more 

successful than others? As newspapers cast their nets wide to embrace 

innovations that can stem the tide of decreasing subscriptions and revenue, there 

are some organizations that have been quick to adopt multimedia as part of their 

news coverage. These early adopters are innovators themselves, constantly 

changing the innovation of multimedia as they use it. Multimedia news on the 

Internet can be described as a discontinuous innovation. That is, “it involves the 

establishment of new consumption patterns and the creation of previously 

unknown products.”1 Multimedia, viewed through the lens of the economic history 

perspective of innovation diffusion2, is a continual innovation that changes and is 

modified by its creators continually. While the first model of the computer may still 

be described as a “computer,” the range of changes the product has gone 

through render the contemporary version of the “same” innovation virtually 

unrecognizable as akin to its predecessors. This project will attempt to map those 

transformations, relying on a professional analysis that will trace the diffusion of 
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multimedia in newsrooms, with particular attention paid to the elements of the 

multimedia processes that cause greater segments of the newsroom to adopt 

multimedia as part of the news communications process.

As newspapers continue to embrace multimedia as a new way of communicating 

the news, different outlets put the medium to use in different ways, either 

responding to the needs of their audience, or adhering to some institutional 

paradigm of multimedia coverage. This project will identify a number of early 

adopters of multimedia in newspapers, and attempt to trace the evolution of the 

medium over time. Richard Koci Hernandez, of the San Jose Mercury News, 

Robert Hood of MSNBC.com, Zach Wise of the Las Vegas Sun, and Rob Curley 

of washingtonpost.com, are four possible targets of the professional analysis. All 

are on the forefront of multimedia in the service of newspaper websites, and all 

have experimented with different types of multimedia. Their experiences of the 

ways multimedia has changed over time can illuminate some of the transitions 

the Jasper Herald may experience as it begins utilizing the Internet as a 

component of its newspaper.

II. Innovation Diffusion: A Theoretical Framework

Early innovation diffusion research examined the diffusion of agricultural and 

medical innovations, from the smallpox vaccine to bulk milk tanks and fertilizers. 

The seminal study in the field of innovation diffusion was the Iowa Hybrid Seed 
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Corn Study, in which rural sociologists Ryan and Gross investigated the non-

economic behaviors of Iowa corn farmers that impacted the economics of corn 

farming. Hybrid corn was a beneficial innovation, allowing farmers to significantly 

increase their crop yield. Because of the obvious benefits, Ryan and Gross 

hypothesized that farmers would widely and rapidly adopt the innovation.  

Surprisingly, it took an average of 12 years for the innovation of hybrid seed to be 

widely diffused through Iowa, and seven years for the average farmer to fully 

adopt the innovation by planting all of his acreage with the hybrid seed. Ryan and 

Gross, through interviews, learned that while farmers initially learned of hybrid 

seed from commercial seed deals, the factor that was most important in their 

eventual adoption was conversations with peers and neighbors. Thus, Ryan and 

Gross concluded that the farmers’ decision to adopt the innovation was 

dependent on a variety of sources and channels.3 Further work in the field of 

innovation diffusion, including James S. Coleman, Elihu Katz and Herbert 

Menzel’s 1966 study of the use of tetracycline among physicians, further refined 

the theory. The study proved that, as with the Iowa Corn Study, awareness-

knowledge was initially created through mass media channels, but adoption of an 

innovation was influenced by interpersonal communication. In this way, diffusion 

was identified as a social process4.
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The great scholar of innovation diffusion, Everett M. Roger’s 1963 book Diffusion 

of Innovations, describes four crucial elements to innovation diffusion analysis: 

“(1) the innovation, (2) its communication from one individual to another, (3) in a 

social system (4) over time.”5An innovation is defined as an idea that is perceived 

as new by the individual that encounters it. In this way, the objective newness of 

an idea is irrelevant; it is the individual’s unfamiliarity to the idea that makes it 

new. Diffusion is defined as “the process by which an innovation spreads.”6 

Rogers states that human interaction is at the core of the diffusion process, 

referring to the interpersonal exchange of ideas that communicates the 

innovation. Within the current system of communication, and specifically the 

Internet, we can extend this definition to include a variety of social websites7 that 

allow individuals to share information with a broad audience. Rogers defines the 

social system within which innovation diffusion takes place as “a population of 

individuals who are functionally differentiated and engaged in collective problem 

solving behavior.”8
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As innovations are diffused over time, adoption occurs. Adoption, according to 

Rogers, is defined as “the decision to continue full use of an innovation. The 

process of adoption involves five stages: awareness, interest, evaluation, trial 

and adoption. (p. 17) Adoption deals with relationship of the individual to the 

innovation, while diffusion refers more broadly to the spread of ideas within social 

systems. (p.18) An individual can be described according to her innovativeness, 

or the measure by which she is early in the process of innovation relative to other 

members of her community. (p.20) Adopters have been categorized according to 

their roles in the process of innovation diffusion, but there is not a broad 

consensus within the literature on the terms used to describe categories of 

adopters. We might be generally interested in the moment when a “typical” 

newspaper reader adopts multimedia as a medium they use to consume news.

Rogers suggests five adopter categories that are useful in comparing the 

innovativeness of individuals within a social system, with respect to the new idea 

they encounter. The first category, that of the Innovators, is populated by 

individuals characterized by venturesomeness. These are the evangelists of the 

new idea, who often have sophisticated technical abilities that allow them to 

understand and apply the innovation. Richard Koci Hernandez of the San Jose 

Mercury News is a perfect example of this category. He and his colleagues spent 

long hours acquiring the necessary technical acumen to launch their own website 

that featured multimedia, before their paper would give them the space to do so. 
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Photographers and editors are forced to learn the skills of the new innovation, 

because these skills are part of the way they tell stories and communicate ideas. 

The second category of adopters, that of the Early Adopters, can be described as 

those individuals who are not as innovative as those in the first category, but are 

ahead of the general population in terms of their wiliness to try out new ideas. 

Rogers suggests that these individuals are often in positions of leadership, and 

speed the diffusion process because of their rank. An editor that encourages 

more multimedia on the part of the photo staff may be considered an Early 

Adopter.

The third adopter category is the Early Majority. These are individuals in the first 

segment of the general population, who are relatively open to innovation. They 

can be compared with the fourth category of adopters, the Late Majority, who are 

skeptical of new ideas. These individuals will not adopt the innovation until a 

majority of their peers have. The final category of adopters, the Laggards, is the 

last to adopt the innovation. These are individuals that are ”alienated from a too-

fast moving world”9 and tend to socialize with others that share the traditional 

values they themselves hold. A Laggard in the newsroom in a position of power 

can hamper the diffusion of an idea within an institution.
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III. Innovation Diffusion and the Web

Multimedia on the Internet is only as good as the infrastructure that supports its 

delivery. It is therefore significant to explore the availability of broadband 

connections and the relationship of rural populations to the Internet in evaluating 

the potential success of multimedia presentations at a paper like the Herald.

The availability of broadband Internet service in rural America has increased in 

the past decade, but the adoption of the service by individuals in rural areas lags 

behind that of urban individuals. Rural Internet penetration continues to trail 

urban penetration by ten percentage points.10 Younger people are more likely 

than elderly adults to go online, and the elderly population in rural communities is  

proportionally higher. Additionally, rural opinion of the Internet is mixed. According 

to a study commissioned by Pew Internet & American life, half of rural residents 

express “mixed feelings” towards technology and the Internet, compared to 32% 

of urban users and 27 % of suburban users. Of interest to this project is the 

finding that those rural users with experience with technology and the Internet 

are more likely than others to express positive opinions of these services and 

products. That is to say, once individuals in rural communities have familiarity 

with Internet services, they have greater allegiance to these services, and a more 

positive relationship than do their urban or suburban counterparts.
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What causes the slower adoption of Internet service in rural communities? A 

2007 paper by LaRose et al. suggests that there are many advantages to be 

gained by rural communities in the adoption of the Internet, though there are 

significant demographic “handicaps” that prevent swift adoption. The authors 

write “if rural broadband is at least a partial solution to rural problems, then 

demographic explanations of adoption have a circular reasoning flaw: the 

Internet cannot solve enduring rural problems until the very same enduring 

problems that also inhibit Internet adoption are overcome.”11 To resolve this 

paradox, the study suggests an alternate way of describing the cause of the 

urban-rural broadband gap: an analysis based on the diffusion of innovations. 

The study briefly explores the reasons rural communities may be resistant to 

adopting the Internet, and suggests ways that these challenges can be 

overcome. Using innovation diffusion as a theoretical model the authors explore 

the five characteristics affect the adoption of an innovation: relative advantage, 

compatibility, complexity, trialability and observability, and concludes that that 

rural community institutions might “connect potential users with previous 

broadband adopters to stress the benefits of broadband usage and bolster the 

self-efficacy of novices.”12 
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The importance of considering local context when evaluating diffusion of 

innovations is stressed in Richard K. Ormrod’s article “Local Context and 

Innovation Diffusion in a Well-Connected World.” Ormrod argues that in a world 

that is increasingly interconnected, where the flow of information is constant, the 

importance of local conditions increasingly influences the adoption of 

innovations. Focusing on two products, air conditioning and home food freezers, 

Ormrod shows that while knowledge of these innovations was widespread, the 

factors influencing their adoption in specific communities was largely dependent 

on a series of local factors. It is important for this project to pay close attention to 

the nuances of the local environment in order to evaluate the factors affecting the 

diffusion of multimedia. 

A study of the adoption of multimedia storytelling in a local news context is 

auspicious, as there is a growing body of literature that deals with the decline of 

(print) newspapers and the rise of the online presence of news outlets. As Adrian 

Holovaty said in his 2006 Commencement Address to the University of Missouri’s  

Journalism School, “Rarely is an entire industry in a position such that it needs to 

completely reinvent itself.”13 Holovaty, developer of the hyperlocal site 

EveryBlock, is among the group of innovators that are bringing local news and 

local features to newspaper websites, reinforcing print news content and 

extending it with web-specific applications using maps and databases.
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Thomas E. Patterson discusses three studies that examine the future of 

America’s local newspapers, and concludes that the rise of web-based news 

(from a variety of outlets) diminishes the reach and success of local (print) 

newspapers. Younger people are less likely to access local newspapers.14 

Patterson writes, “only one in 12 young adults and only one in 20 teens rely 

heavily on the newspaper—meaning they read it almost daily and do more than 

just skim a few stories while doing so. Although most young Americans do not 

attend closely to any daily news medium, the newspaper is their least-used 

medium.” Not only do newspapers not reach younger audiences, local 

newspapers in particular face challenges from national outlets and their easy 

accessibility through the Internet. The Internet “has weakened the influence of 

geography in the selection of a news source. When people go to the Internet for 

news, they can just as easily navigate to a source outside their community as 

one within it, bypassing a local site in favor of a known site elsewhere.” Though 

national websites with recognizable brand names appeal to audiences, it might 

be the case that in a market with a reliable and traditional paper, like the Herald, 

this “brand name” affinity translates into online use by people in the local area.

69

14 Using a sample of 1,800 Americans and a variety of survey methods, we 
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teenagers (ages 12-17), young adults (ages 18-30), and older adults (31 years of 
age and older). Noteworthy is the inclusion of teenagers, who are rarely included 
in national polls. 



While the subscription rate of print newspaper declines, the importance of local 

news is increasingly stressed by online proponents like Rob Curley, who took the 

Lawrence, Kansas newspaper and created an online presence that generated 

hyperlocal content and drew in an increasing readership. So relevant is the topic 

of local news that the Harvard Nieman Reports devoted its entire Winter 2007 

issue to the question “Is Local News the Answer?” 

Curley writes of the newspapers of his youth, and the content that drove him to 

reading them.  High school sports, religious events, local calendars and 

restaurant reviews are some of the topics that Curley mentions as being relevant 

to a local readership. Now at the Washington Post, Curley draws on these 

experiences, striving to bring local content to online editions of the newspaper. 

Put simply, “In today’s world of labels for everything, people call this “hyperlocal” 

journalism and tend to act like it’s something very new. Trust me, this ain’t new. If 

anything, it’s old school local journalism.” A crucial element of this hyperlocal 

journalism is what Curley refers to as “multimedia overkill” Curley writes:

Using photo galleries, video, audio and other multimedia tools, 

we’re focused on telling the stories of the Loudoun area in 

innovative ways. .  Along with our stories of the county fair, we had 

daily photo galleries and videos. And we shoot four videos for our 

high school game of the week: a highlights’ video, an interview 

video, an analysis video with a Post reporter, and the halftime 

show.
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My favorite multimedia packages are done by former Washington 

Post photo editor (and former Lawrence Journal-World managing 

editor) Bill Snead, who puts together weekly packages, which are a 

huge hit on the site. (His stories and images often end up running in 

the print edition of The Washington Post.) He’s done a story about 

being a first-grader in Loudoun, being a woman police officer/

member of the SWAT team, being a life-long resident of rural 

Loudoun, as well as elaborate pieces featuring photos from nearly 

every high school prom in the county and even local weddings.15

The response to the reality of declining readership in the print editions of 

newspapers, according to Curley and other pioneers of Internet news, is not to 

declare the newspaper “dead”, but rather to look back to successful models of 

local news and reinvigorate them in the Internet. The Herald continues to be 

successful in its coverage of local news, and this bodes well for its transition to 

Internet content delivery in a world where hyperlocal news is increasingly valued.

IV. Methodology

This project will primarily focus on the first categories of Adopters and their 

relationship to the systems within which they operate. What strategies do the 

71

15 Rob Curley. “Childhood Memories Kindle Hyperlocal Strategies.” Nieman 
Reports, Winter 2007.

http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/billsnead/
http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/billsnead/
http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/news/2007/aug/29/firstgrade/
http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/news/2007/aug/29/firstgrade/
http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/news/2007/aug/12/loudoun-swats-only-female-member/
http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/news/2007/aug/12/loudoun-swats-only-female-member/
http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/news/2007/aug/01/marions-marvelous-journey/
http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/news/2007/aug/01/marions-marvelous-journey/
http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/photos/galleries/sets/prom-photos/
http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/photos/galleries/sets/prom-photos/
http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/news/2007/aug/23/couples/
http://loudounextra.washingtonpost.com/news/2007/aug/23/couples/


Innovators use in bringing multimedia into their newsroom?  What challenges do 

they face?  The interviews will be presented in podcast format, similar to Richard 

Koci Hernandez’s current podcasts on Multimedia Shooter (http://

www.multimediashooter.com/wp/). The project may be broadened to include 

additional categories of adopters within the newsroom at the Herald, in order to 

map, in a comprehensive way, the field of reaction multimedia projects are 

subject to. What projects are viewed as successful by those who are later to 

adopt multimedia storytelling? What prevents these individuals from buying-in to 

new technologies and new forms of news presentation? 

Below is a list of potential questions to pose to the individuals included in the 

Professional Analysis component of this project.

What was the first multimedia project you worked on?

What was successful about it?

What was unsuccessful?

What was the most recent multimedia project you worked on?

How was it different than the early projects you worked on?

Who watches your multimedia?

Does your editor support the time and resources it takes to produce multimedia?

Why is multimedia effective as a storytelling tool?
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