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ABSTRACT 
 

 

Even after more than 10 years, the Internet has not replaced the newspaper. In fact, 

research suggests a strong complimentary relationship between online and printed news. 

Information seekers or newshounds will seek out information in whatever form they can 

find it. The key to involving these people in the news is interactivity, or allowing people 

to choose and submit their own news and receive and offer feedback to newsmakers. 

Citizen journalism offers one highly interactive forum. 

Through a survey of the registered users of Northwest Voice, one of the first citizen 

journalism efforts in the United States, this study examines how traditional news use, 

such as reading newspapers and watching television news, influences whether a person 

will visit or contribute to an online interactive forum. A survey of the most active visitors 

and contributors suggests traditional media use will strongly predict whether a person 

will visit a citizen journalism site. In fact, the main reasons for visiting a citizen 

journalism site, the study suggests, are to find information not typically supplied by the 

mainstream news media, such as local and neighborhood news. Factor analysis indicated 

the two reasons people registered were to connect with their friends and neighbors and to 

have an alternative to the traditional media. Respondents also demonstrated their 

dissatisfaction with traditional media for not providing the feedback and interactive 

elements citizen journalism provides. No connection was found, however, between media 

use and likelihood to contribute.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

Media executives expected more from the burgeoning new medium called the 

Internet in 1994, Crosbie (2004) explained. “In that heady era, many new media pioneers, 

professors and pundits actually believed that online publishing could supersede print 

publishing by 2004 – or at least by then would have reversed 40 years of declines in most 

newspapers' circulations and readerships.” Neither has happened. Stempel and Hargrove 

(2004) argued the Internet has yet to become a major player in the news business because 

“many people who use the Internet never use it for news” (114). The media companies are 

partly to blame because when they started those first online forays in 1994, they did little 

research into whom their audiences would be. Singer (2003) reported that 1,200 newspapers 

had established Web sites, but most of these sites relied on “shovelware” or a daily 

repurposing of print stories. Crosbie (2004) added that most Web sites depended on 

newsprint editions for content and financial support. They may not have even wanted to 

succeed, Barnhurst (2002) writes. “The confusion and difficulty of using the Web edition, to 

say nothing of the discomfort involved in reading much text on a computer screen, suggest 

that newspaper publishers have built a leaky vessel, designed to push readers toward the 

firmer ground of the printed product” (488). 

But no publisher is ready to give up on his Web site just yet. The Internet may still 

represent the future of the news industry, but in order to realize its potential, editors, 

publishers and reporters need to better understand and accept their role in the technological 

age.  Singer (2002) said, “Newspapers have struggled with a potential transition from their 

role as guardians of what enters the public to builders of a virtual commons.” Creating this 
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virtual commons starts with understanding a new organization’s core audience, both in print 

and online. Surprisingly, these audiences might be the same. Stempel, Hargrove and Berndt 

(2000) found that although fewer people read a newspaper or weekly news magazine or 

watched TV news programs in 2000 than five years ago, they could not attribute this to the 

rise of the Internet. “Those who use the Internet as a source of news are clearly information 

seekers,” they wrote (77). “In any case, there is a complementary rather than competitive 

relationship among Internet news, newspapers and radio news. If publishers and station 

managers stay aware of these new developments, they will be able to maximize the 

relationship” (78).  

The advantage the Internet has that could be the key to attracting audiences to both 

print and online offerings is interactivity, and while the definitions of what makes a medium 

interactive differ, for news organizations it must mean more than adding a few graphics 

(Sundar, 2000) or a discussion board (Rafaeli, 1988). It means involving readers and 

journalists in an open and ongoing dialogue. Media are only interactive if they offer the 

potential for immediate, two-way exchange (Downes & McMillan, 2000). Citizens should 

have the chance to take control of the news. Reporters, on the other hand, must transform 

into content editors who guide readers through the process, but this too represents a danger 

for the traditional media company. “Interactivity may represent a threat to institutions and 

professional communicators at the same time that it creates new opportunities for invididuals 

participating in a collaborative and interactive environment” (Downes & McMillan, 2000: 

164). 
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Citizen journalism sprung from this backdrop of offering interactivity by giving 

people a say in their news. In fact, early adopters such as Gillmor (2004) and Oh (2004) 

advocated making “every citizen a journalist” by allowing each person a chance to write and 

submit his or her own story with relatively little feedback from traditional news producers. 

As of October 2006, 77 Web sites have accepted the mantle of citizen journalism in the 

world (Dube, 2006). These include at least a dozen high profile efforts in the United States, 

including BackFence.com, YourHub.com and BlufftonToday.com.  

The first, which borrowed heavily from the model Oh established with OhMyNews 

was the Northwest Voice in Bakersfield, CA (Glaser, 2002), and as a pioneer, it offers a 

fertile starting place to examine the interplay between traditional and interactive active 

media. This paper will describe who registers for and participates in citizen journalism by 

examining the relationship between the Californian, an 80,000-circulation daily newspaper in 

Bakersfield, CA, and Northwest Voice, which it started in May 2004, to give its readers a 

chance to submit their own stories. Founder Mary Lou Fulton, a former online journalist at 

America Online, modeled the site after OhMyNews in South Korea, but unlike OhMyNews 

she collected the best submissions from the beginning to include in a print edition that was 

delivered to all non-subscribers each week (Glaser, 2004). 

An online survey of registered users at the site measured how often respondents used 

traditional media, including the local newspaper, local TV news, national and cable TV 

news, magazines, local radio and NPR and contrasted this with their use of and likelihood to 

submit to Northwest Voice. In addition, the survey asked respondents why they registered for 

and what they liked about the site to determine what needs the site fulfills for them in the 

uses and gratifications dimension. Based on previous research on the link between 
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newspapers and the Internet and the concept of interactivity online, this paper examined 

whether the heaviest users of traditional media were also the most likely to register for and 

contribute to citizen journalism initiatives. In addition, the reasons they offered for 

registering also mirrored the information seeking behaviors explained by uses and 

gratifications theory. In other words, this study suggests people register for citizen journalism 

sites to supplement – not supplant – coverage in the other media, especially for the local 

community news they do not find in their local newspaper. By understanding who their 

audience members are and what they want, newspaper leaders will be better equipped to 

adapt to the changing technological landscape, and by offering true interactivity, they may 

end up better establishing themselves as information leaders and community builders.  

 

Background 

The trend toward opening the pages of the newspaper began with Oh Yeon Ho in 

1999. Frustrated with the “one-way journalism of the 20th century and the haughty attitude 

common in the Korean media,” Oh Yeon-Ho launched a media revolution based on five 

words: “Every citizen is a journalist” (Oh, 2004). The result, launched Feb. 22, 2000, was 

OhMyNews, an Internet-based publication for which 727  “citizen reporters” volunteered to 

supply news and commentary from their own perspectives. Four years later, OhMyNews had 

more than 32,000 citizen reporters and worldwide respect. “The citizens of the Republic of 

Korea had long been preparing for a grand revolution in the culture of news production and 

consumption,” Oh explained. “All I did was raise the flag” (Oh, 2004). 

Northwest Voice was the first such effort to really take off in the United States. 

Started in May 2004, the site now boasts more than 2,400 registered users. It has also 
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branched out to include Southwest Voice, a citizen journalism site for Bakersfield residents 

on the south side; Mas, a English-language online publication for the city’s large Hispanic 

population; and Bakotopia, a social networking initative that caters to the 18-35-year-old 

crowd with a focus on music and entertainment. All four sites have recently added social 

networking aspects, such as user profiles, the ability to denote another user as a friend, the 

ability to blog, the ability to rate others are “hot” or “not,” and a place to post photos or audio 

files. Bakotopia also includes a jukebox on the home page that allows users to listen to the 

songs others have submitted while they surf. 

While Northwest Voice might have been the first, it is, by no means, the last. Of the 

77 worldwide citizen journalism initiatives Dube lists, more than 75 % are based in the 

United States and many rely on the same local flavor as Northwest Voice. At least four 

others – MyMissourian, Blount County Voice, Hartsville Today and Bluffton Today, also 

publish print editions culled from the online content. Bluffton Today’s edition comes out 

daily. 

The growth of citizen journalism since OhMyNews’ introduction follows the 

unprecedented growth of the Internet itself. More than 490 million people had Internet access 

worldwide by the end of 2002. The number was expected to reach 765 million by the end of 

this year (Dimmick, Chen, Li, 2004). The Pew Internet and American Life Project estimated 

that the Internet has penetrated more than 73 % or 147 million home in the United States 

(Madden, 2006). Once online, Internet users have more than 100 million Web sites to choose 

from, according to Netcraft’s November server survey (2006), which offer anything from 

mindless entertainment to detailed news analysis to personal diaries. 
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How newspapers have approached the Internet 

The Internet’s advantages, such as speed of information dissemination and vast 

audiences not defined geographically, make it a logical platform for news. As the 

demographics for Internet users approached the same demographics as those who 

traditionally subscribed to newspapers, many assumed newspaper circulation would drop 

(Stempel and Hargrove, 2004). While the number of home delivery subscriptions has 

declined, along with the percentage of those who report watching an evening newscast or 

picking up a weekly news magazine, Stempel, Hargrove and Berndt said in 2000 they could 

not pin this decline on the Internet. In fact, those who reported clicking on the Web for news 

also reported reading the newspaper more often than those who do not have Internet access. 

“This information-seeking behavior may run two ways. Internet users may turn to their 

newspapers or newspaper readers may go to the Internet for more information on a given 

topic” (77-78). 

Even though newspapers have tried to capitalize on the Web – at least 1,200 

newspapers have created Internet sites since 1995 (Singer, 2003) – their results have been 

mixed. Like many established businesses, newspapers have joined the ‘Net revolution 

without understanding it and have been disappointed by their results (Korgaonkar and Wolin, 

1999). From the beginning, most newspaper editors and publishers saw only the disruption 

the Internet presented, not its potential. Any time a business venture starts with a disruptive 

mindset, “it is likely to suffer from chronic undercommitment” (Gilbert, 2002). For 

newspapers, this undercommitment is most evident in what news organizations actually put 

on their sites. Most relied on “shovelware” or a daily, repurposing of stories that were in the 

print edition (Singer, 2003 and typically they did not even include more than half. Two thirds 
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of the newspaper executives who responded to their study reported putting 25 % or less of 

the day’s news content online, Saksensa and Hollifield (2002) reported. Only 24 % reported 

making half of the printed content available online. “Newspapers feared that if they made 

available their content from the print edition to the online edition, it might lead to a drop in 

circulation” (82). 

How to protect this circulation was also commonly misunderstood. Many also 

initially saw the Internet as only an entrenchment strategy. “Publishers said they started 

online editions in order to reach new readers, gain an advantage over the competition and 

stay on the cutting edge of technological development” (Saksena and Hollifield, 2002: 77).  

But in all three entrenchment areas, researchers suggested newspapers failed. First, the new 

readers they looked for were outside of their communities. While the Internet’s global nature 

might eliminate geographical constraints, “equal access does not mean an equal chance to 

find a niche online. The geographic market definition should be of more importance, not less, 

when examining the online newspaper market” (Chyi and Lasorsa, 1999: 11)  

Second, rather than actively using their sites to gain an advantage over the 

competition, newspapers merely created “place holders, which provide few outside links and 

require lengthy stays to get access to a complex array of stories, many of which provide 

variation without much difference in content or perspective” (Barnhurst, 2002: 488). This, he 

said, is emblematic of why newspaper Web sites have not attracted a larger audience. 

“Internet newspapers are clearly not expressions of the exciting possibilities of the Web” 

(487). These exciting possibilities could include interactive features, such as comments, 

photo and story submission, interactive maps and graphics or instant news updates, but 

Saksena and Hollifield (2002) found few newspaper Web sites offer them (82). Most include 
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only weather updates or links to sites that give current information about the town, not the 

participatory elements that build stronger communities.  

Finally, they failed to offer much more cutting edge technology than a few weather 

maps or discussion boards. As previously stated, most simply repurposed their print stories 

online. Papers that merely lifted content from their print editions and failed to provide 

interactive elements fundamentally misunderstood the advantages of the Internet, Gilbert 

(2002) wrote. Readers find the Web site complements the printed edition, Chyi and Lasorsa 

(1999) said. Althaus and Tewksbury (2000) found that even in a community of Web-minded 

individuals, relatively few people went to the ‘Net first for news. In fact, overwhelmingly, 

people chose the local newspaper first. People use the online edition much differently than 

they use print. “They use the online product as a utility, as a way to get access to quick 

information that’s useful in their lives. The overwhelming use of all sites, even the most 

local, small market ones, is that they create net readership” (Gilbert, 2002). 

During the 2000 elections, some editors seemed to catch on somewhat (Singer, 2003). 

They saw their online editions as a way to provide more timeliness and depth, but only a 

handful of editors mentioned using the potential of the Internet to engage readers in political 

discussion. One editor Singer quoted said he understood what readers want from the Web: 

“I really believe that the future of online newspapers will be 
determined not by the number of Web-only gadgets, but by how effectively 
companies like mine strengthen the newspaper brand and identity online” 
(Singer, 2003: 51). 

 
Another said he understood the Internet’s capabilities: 

“Newspapers have always been the bridge between newsmakers and 
readers. With interactive Internet applications, we have a way to enhance that 
role and make that bridge a two-way thoroughfare. This is good for the 
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newspaper, good for the online service and good for the users” (Singer, 2003: 
50). 

 
Adding an interactive dimension will not only encourage community participation, Singer 

(2003) said, but will also limit the newspaper from jeopardizing its role as a trustworthy and 

relatively impartial source. (51) 

To effectively use their Web sites, newspapers must first abandon the idea that the 

people who get the news online are not the same as the people who get it in print. “People 

who want information see both newspapers and the Internet as useful … If publishers and 

stations managers stay aware of these developments, they will be able to maximize the 

relationship” (Stempel, Hargrove, and Bernt, 2000: 78). Next, they should recognize their 

bread and butter as both a newspaper and Internet source is their local communities. One 

strategy, Chyi and Lasorsa (1999) suggested, is targeting readers outside their general 

circulation areas with intensely local information (12). In addition, this local information can 

serve subscribers as long as the Web versions are not simple mirror images of the printed 

product. “Online newspapers would appeal to users not as mere substitutes for print versions, 

but as supplementary to them” (12). 

Newspaper executives and journalists who take the industry’s role in fostering 

democracy and community building seriously will also embrace interactive elements. 

“Providing credible information is tremendously important, and will become even more so as 

the volume of online ‘content’ grows and people turn increasingly to a name they know for 

help in sorting out and making sense of it all” (Singer, 2003: 52). The Internet will not make 

journalists obsolete, but it will require them to shift their roles from content producers to 

content editors and providers of meaning. “The potential rise of an ‘electronic republic’ 
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forces the predominantly one-way flow of traditional mass media, such as newspapers to give 

way to a two-way flow enabling audiences members to participate actively” (Singer, 2003: 

41). 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Foundation Model – Uses and Gratifications 

While interactivity is the underlying theory behind this two-way communication and 

the theoretical basis for this research, it is important to consider the uses and gratifications 

model first to inform how and why people turn to the Internet either for news or for sharing. 

The uses and gratifications model developed in the 1940s as scientists became interested not 

simply in media effects, but why audiences chose various media (Ruggiero, 2000). What they 

found is that media use is an active process. People deliberately select the medium and use it 

actively to fulfill information needs. Web users do not just visit one site. They actively jump 

between sites as they follow links or their own interests. This active environment makes the 

Internet a better way to fulfill users’ needs than any of other medium because it “provides 

users with a broader range of needs on the gratifications-opportunities dimension” (Dimmick, 

Chen, and Li, 2004: 28). In other words, the Web can fulfill more information needs more 

quickly and easily. By extension, active Web users “are most attracted to information formats 

that speak to them in a more personalized voice and in a broader entertaining context” (13).  

But people do not turn to the Internet just for information. In their 1999 survey, 

Korgaonkar and Wolin, found at least seven different needs the Internet fulfilled among their 

survey respondents. “Consequently, in an information age, simply providing information 

may not be enough” (Korgaonkar and Wolin, 1999). Sheehan (2002) agreed and classified 

the needs the ‘Net fulfills in two dimensions: goal-directed and experiential. Goal-directed 

users are selective and intentional in their online choices, purposefully exposing themselves 

to specific content. Experiential users turn to the ‘Net for escape, diversion and relaxation, 
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which suggests there is not a specific outcome to the session (Sheehan, 2002: 63). Users can 

often switch from goal-oriented to experiential needs in the same online session (69). Sundar 

(1999) explained that users do not always see information-seeking and experiential uses as 

mutually exclusive. “Receivers could very well be perceiving a great deal of entertainment 

value in news and a great deal of information value in entertainment” (373). The 

gratifications Internet use fulfills also can change over time (Rodgers & Chen, 2005). 

Research into why people create content online reinforces the need for media users to 

do more than just read. A Pew Internet and American Life Project study found people who 

write Web logs or blogs do it primarily “to express themselves creatively and to record their 

personal experiences” (Lenhart and Fox, 2006: 7). Overwhelmingly they do not consider 

themselves journalists but think their writing serves a vital function. “Blogging promises a 

democratization of voices that can now bypass the institutional gatekeepers of mainstream 

media” (1). The group most likely to take advantage of blogging, according to an earlier Pew 

study, have an average age of 25 (Lenhart et al. 2004), which is close to the average age of 

those who do not read newspapers (Readership Institute, 2001). 

But identifying only young people as content creators would be incomplete. Lenhart 

et al. (2004) also denoted two other groups that create content online, and the reasons they 

share are linked strongly with the reasons they go online and why they might be interested in 

citizen journalism. The older creators had an average age of 58 and had used the Internet the 

longest - an average of at least six years. They were also highly educated and had incomes 

over $50,000 annually. Their main content creation activity online was the maintenance of a 

personal Web site, which they used to post photos and videos. They were also the most 

enthusiastic about online geneology (Lenhart et al., 2004: 10). 
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Occupying the middle age range were the content omnivores. With an average age of 

40, the members of this group were online the most frequently and have tried all kinds of 

Internet activities. Mostly they sought financial information, visited government Web sites 

and purchased products online. However, more than one third of them have contributed 

content online in some of the more traditional forms, such as a newsgroup or a family, 

business or organization’s Web site (Lenhart et al., 2004: 11) 

As these content creation classifications suggest and the uses and gratification model 

supports, Internet use is active and fulfills a variety of needs for a wide range of users. To 

successfully apply this model then, sites must be based on “metaphorical structures that show 

Web site users the ‘way in’ to recognize and realize the informational value of the Web site” 

(Eighmey, 1997). One of the best ways in is tapping the Internet’s potential to allow 

audiences to become involved. “Personal involvement centers on a Web site’s capacity to 

make the user feel welcome, while items associated with interest in continuing 

communication indicate the user’s interest in spending a longer amount of time at a Web site 

or returning to it later” (61-62). No other medium offers as much interactivity as the Internet 

can (Ruggiero, 2000), but relatively few Web sites have taken advantage. Newspapers 

especially have focused too much on information and ironically, end up not providing even 

as many stories as their printed products do. “The printed newspaper is still the true home of 

daily journalism, with better imagery and user friendliness” (Barnhurst, 2002: 486). If 

newspapers would bring readers and journalists together to create meaning, Rafaeli (1988) 

suggests the media can “lay the foundation for the development of a real (or at least surrogate 

but satisfying) social relationship” (131).  This is the foundation of interactivity. 
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What is interactivity? 

 At its core interactivity exists as “the degree to which a communication technology 

can create a mediated environment in which participants can communication (one-to-one, 

one-to-many, and many-to-many) both synchronously and asynchronously and participate in 

reciprocal message exchanges” (Kiousis, 2002: 379). Most communication in computer-

mediated environments is interactive (Downes & McMillan, 2000) because so much 

information is available online that people must make active choices. “The only restriction 

comes by way of the attention span and interest of the receiver. The onus is now upon the 

receiver to actively sift through content and select a portion of it for consumption” (Sundar 

and Nass, 2001: 59). People generally rate the information they find more credible than the 

information that is just given to them. In an experiment on what effect the source of a story 

has on its perceived worth, users rated the stories they choose higher than stories chosen by 

professional editors. However, they gave the highest ratings to stories chosen by the 

computer on their behalf (Sundar and Nass, 2001). What this demonstrates is that while 

interactivity may be a product of the medium itself, system designers must find ways that 

enhance a users involvement with the information (Sundar, 2004). “Greater interactivity will 

lead to increased learning simply because it involves more interaction with the interface” 

(388). 

 Even greater effects will occur if the interaction occurs between more than just a user 

and the medium. Downes & McMillan (2000) explained that sites with high levels of 

interactivity often include “user-created content, virtual meeting rooms, both synchronous 

and asynchronous two-way communication options” in addition to an information rich 

environment. The medium may set the upper bounds, remove barriers, or provide necessary 
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conditions for interactivity levels, “but potential does not compel actuality” (Rafaeli, 1986: 

120). Instead the media need to foster an active process that relates “both to previous 

messages and to the way previous messages related to those preceding them” (120). The 

process requires media to shift the Internet paradigm away from information source and more 

toward virtual communication tool (Ko, Cho, and Roberts, 2005). What this means is that 

communication roles become interchangeable (Rafaeli, 1988). “Role assignment and turn-

taking are to be nonautomatic or nearly so” (111). Readers and journalists must not just 

interact about one story, but about all the stories that led up to it. Good first steps could be 

offering e-mail addresses for reporters or discussion boards, but that, in itself, is not enough. 

Schultz (2004) found that few reporters and editors even respond to e-mails. Fewer still 

participate in online discussions. “Even when forums are ‘hosted’ these hosts do not belong 

to the core staff of the media organization in many cases. Online staff usually are 

organizationally and often also spatially separated from the newsroom, which makes it even 

more unlikely that reporters, columnists and editors notice what is going on online” (214). 

Whether interactivity resides in the users, the site itself or the interaction with 

reporters and editors, it should not be sought simply for its esoteric benefits. Interactivity 

fosters acceptance and satisfaction and can also heighten performance quality, motivation, a 

sense of fun, cognition, learning, and sociability (Rafaeli, 1988). In a business sense, it will 

engender more positive responses from consumers (Ko, Cho, and Roberts, 2005). Interactive 

features on a Web site generate a positive attitude toward the site and ultimately lead to a 

positive attitude toward the newspaper in general, which in turn influences purchase intention 

(67). 
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Media dependency 

In another sense, interactivity can perpetuate the dependent relationship readers 

previously had with their preferred medium even as technology changes. The media’s 

influence is determined by the interrelations between the media, its audience and society 

(Ball-Rokeach, 1996). Newspapers have sought to maintain their relationship with readers by 

fighting against the technological innovation the Internet represents, and users are left in the 

dark. “In the rush of rapid development of Internet dependency relations in which individuals 

and groups are pressed to explore the producer potential afforded by the technology, many 

organizations are seeking to establish their Internet-producer presence experience, structural 

realities that press toward reproduction of traditional producer-consumer relations realities 

(e.g. expansion of traditional media into the Internet and rapid consolidation of information 

service providers)” (Ball-Rokeach, 1998: 31). What they should instead understand is that the 

Internet will not change dependency relations. Few people will have the ability and the 

information resources to become dominant online players. “Although thousands of Web sites 

contain information on a topic, such as health, for example, only a handful of sites account 

for the bulk of traffic. Users seeking news are even more concentrated. Three old media-

related sites – MSNBC, CNN, and the New York Times, account for three-quarters of traffic 

online for U.S. news” (Barnhurst, 2002). 

Even though the Internet will “intrude on traditional relations by being integrated into 

an expanded media system that may expand the reach of understanding, orientation and play 

goals that individuals, groups, and organizations may attain through media dependency 

relations,” (Ball-Rokeach, 1998: 32) it can enhance traditional uses and gratifications roles, 

such as information seeking, as long as media organizations use it effectively. “One of the 
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media’s greatest resources is information and the public relies on (the media) to subsidize 

them – provide them with the information they need. A medium that provides the public with 

the information it needs quicker, cheaper or in a more convenient form is more likely to be 

adopted and change patterns of behavior” (Tolbert and McNeal, 2003: 175). 

One underrepresented benefit of interactivity and dependency is credibility. In a study 

of nearly 3,800 Weblog readers, Johnson and Kaye (2004) found that heavy Internet users 

judged Weblogs, despite their biased viewpoints and lack of affiliation with a trusted news 

organization, highly credible. “Users view blogs as a new and better form of journalism than 

the mainstream media, one that is opinionated, analytical, independent, and personal” (633-

634). One reason, they said, is blogs are not mired in strict media regimentation. Bias is 

considered a virtue not a vice (633). Blogs are also more likely to cover topics the media 

traditionally ignores, but they do not ignore the media altogether. Media dependency 

relationships exist because blogs traditionally follow the same agenda the media set (Johnson 

and Kaye, 2004). The credibility of blogs and online traditional media offerings remain 

inextricably linked because “studies consistently show that heavy media users judge the 

Internet as highly credible. Indeed, traditional media use in some studies is the strongest 

predictor of Internet credibility” (625). Regardless, the diversity of blogging voices on the 

Internet has “implications for the practice and business of journalism as well as the future of 

civic and political discourse” (Lenhart and Fox, 2006: 1). 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND PROCEDURES 
 
 
 
Definitions 
 

Defining these implications must start with examining the complimentary rather than 

competitive relationship between traditional and online, interactive media. Building upon the 

Pew Internet and American Life classification study and the literature, this research asks how 

those who have registered for an interactive media site also use traditional media. An 

interactive media site, as Sundar (2004) and Rafaeli (1988) defined, will give users the 

opportunity to act as their own gatekeeper within the site by submitting and selecting their 

own news and the chance to interact with those who report and write news in an ongoing 

dialogue. A site that draws upon the concept of citizen journalism, in which every reader or 

user can also be a reporter, qualifies as a highly interactive site on both counts. By extension 

then, traditional media will be those that do not make interactivity their main focus. The 

definition includes print and online news offerings at the local, national and international 

level, which might include minor interactive elements such as weather tables or reporters’ e-

mail addresses, but do not allow active gatekeeping, reader story submission and the ability 

to establish social networks.  

Specifically, this study examines Northwest Voice.com. In its welcome message, the 

site underscores its intention to maintain a high level of interactivity with its readers: “The 

Northwest Voice is all about down-home news, told from your perspective. Most of the 

information and pictures in The Voice are submitted by readers, community organizations, 

churches and schools. We hope you'll participate! Our policy is to publish all contributions 
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on our Web site and include as many as possible in the print edition” (Northwest Voice, 

2006).  

The rules governing submissions exclude only items that defame, libel, contain 

pornographic or indecent images, and harass (Northwest Voice, 2006). Editors Maria 

Machuca and Lauren Ward read through each submission before posting it to ensure it meets 

the above rules. They frequently interact with those who post by leaving encouraging 

comments on their posts or their profiles (see Martin, 2006). To encourage users to interact 

with each other and on the site, each registrant sets up a profile, which can include 

photographs, personal comments, a list of favorite Web sites, and a blog. Like social 

networking sites, such as MySpace.com, users can add friends to their profiles as well as get 

others to rate how “hot” or “cool” they are. The profile page also lists the last five posts and 

comments the user has made and has a guest book feature that allows visitors to say, “Hello.”  

With a specific focus on Northwest Voice, this study defines traditional media as the 

local newspaper in Bakersfield – the Californian, national newspapers such as the New York 

Times and USA Today, national TV and national cable TV newscasts, local TV and radio and 

National Public Radio. This definition also includes Web sites that accompany the media 

described above.  

Uses and gratifications theory suggests that those with a need for information – the 

“newshounds” (Sheehan, 2002) – will use all available information sources to gratify their 

need. This study’s first hypothesis then is as follows: 

H1: Those who report the highest usage of traditional media will also be those who 

are most likely to visit and contribute to a citizen journalism site. 
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Combining the information-seeking need uses and gratifications identifies with the 

benefits associated with interactivity suggests “newshounds” will not only use all available 

information needs but will actively seek those that fulfill their needs best. The study then 

proposes the following hypotheses: 

H2: Those who register to use a citizen journalism site will demonstrate a strong need 

for information. 

H3: The reasons users report for registering for a citizen journalism site will 

correspond with their need for information. 

 
Methodology 
 
 To test these hypotheses, this study surveyed Northwest Voice.com’s 2,443 registered 

users throughout the summer of 2006. In June, 2,443 people had profiles on the site. 

Northwest Voice editors would not release the exact number of visitors fearing they would  

give up a competitive advantage, but the ability to contact registered users through their 

profiles provided an adequate sample. The survey (see Appendix A) was posted online at 

freeonlinesurveys.com and users were invited to participate in three ways. First, the author 

registered for the site and posted a story explaining the survey and its goals and inviting users 

to participate (see Appendix B). Second, the site’s editor Maria Machuca said she included 

information about the survey in her weekly e-mail newsletter that is sent to all registered 

users. Finally, the author sent 425 personalized e-mails (see Appendix C) through the “Send 

a Message” option on the users’ profile pages. The researcher selected the 425 users by 

starting at the top of the list of registered users, which begins with those who visited most 

recently and proceeds in descending order. After the first 200 names, the remaining users had 
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not visited the site for more than a year. Through the three techniques, the author was trying 

to reach as many people who use the site as possible, both active and inactive users. The 

story reached those who visit but may not be registered users or who chose not to sign in to 

their account. Signing in is not required to read other people’s postings. The invitation from 

the editor supposedly reached all registered users, while the personalized e-mail reached only 

the most active. The number of e-mails also represented about a 20 percent sample of the 

entire population which (Kaye, 2005) suggests is an adequate online sample. 

 In the end, 85 people responded to the survey. While this percentage is low compared 

to more than 2,400 registered users, it is acceptable when viewed in the light of the 200 most 

active users. The survey did not offer any incentive other than assistance in improving the 

site and the media landscape in general. 

 The survey included standard media use questions. It asked respondents how many 

days in the last week and how much time they spent last week with a number of different 

media sources and with Northwest Voice.com. The two measures of media use (days used in 

a week and time spent) correspond with readership studies by the Newspaper Association of 

America’s Readership Institute (www.readership.org) and the newspaper Sales and Site 

Survey conducted by Belden Associates (Harmon, 2005) each year. The survey contrasted 

these measures against how many days and how much time last week respondents spent 

visiting Northwest Voice.com. Respondents also logged how many articles they had 

contributed and how much time they spent the last week on the Internet in general. The 

survey also asked how much time respondents had spent with other Internet features, such as 

blogs, instant messaging and other social networking sites. 
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 Based on a previous citizen journalism study by Bentley et al. (2005), the survey 

asked why respondents registered for and used the site and what they liked about it. The 

choices respondents could make corresponded with the literature on needs an interactive 

media, such as citizen journalism, could fulfill. These included political activism, an 

alternative to traditional media and a place to see friends and neighbors. 



 

 23 

CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

 

Preliminary Findings 

 Nearly 70 % of the respondents were women. They represented a wide range of ages, 

income and education levels. The mean age was 35-44, but nearly equal percentages fell in 

the 18-24, 25-34, and 45-55 categories. The mean income was between $65,000-$85,000, but 

25 % reported incomes higher than $100,000 a year. All but 10 % reported having some 

college education, while 48 % reported having at least a bachelor’s degree. 

Nearly all of the respondents reported heavy Internet use. All but 2 % said they 

logged on at least once in the past week, while nearly 40 % had spent more than 15 hours 

online. More than 60 % said they had visited Northwest Voice in the last week. Forty percent 

reported visiting the site between one and three times in the last seven days, while only 23 % 

had visited the site four or more times. The average time spent on the site was less than 15 

minutes (66 %), while another 25 % said they spent between 16 and 30 minutes during a 

typical visit. Just a little bit more than half (54 %) had contributed an article to the site, but 

15 % said they had contributed 10 or more articles. 

The measures of other media use indicated a strong preference for local news. Nearly 

42 % of respondents said they had read the local newspaper every day last week. This is 

much higher than the Readership Institute has reported (Readership Institute, 2001). Only 25 

% percent said they had not read it all. More than 30 % said they watched a local newscast 

every day in the last seven. Only 13 % said they had not watched local news at all. However, 

72 % said they had not read a national newspaper, 51 % did not listen to National Public 

Radio and 30 % did not watch a national TV newscast and 35 % did not watch a cable TV 
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newscast at all last week. The time spent with each of these media were also low. All but 7 % 

of respondents said they spent less than 45 minutes with the local newspaper. Most (28 %) 

said they spent between less than 15 minutes.  

While respondents reported spending a lot of time online, their activities on the Web 

were limited. More than 85 % reported using e-mail, 43 % reported using a national Internet 

portal, such as MSN or Yahoo; and 54 % reported using an Internet search engine every day. 

However, 71 % did not use a group discussion board, 56 % did not use a social networking 

site, 39 % did not use a local news Web site and 45 % did not use a national news Web site at 

all. Low percentages also reported taking advantage of other content creation activities, such 

as personal Web pages (20 %), blogs (15 %), podcasts (2 %), and photo sharing sites (20 %). 

 

Hypothesis 1: Heavy media users more likely to visit, not contribute 

Comparing the range of media use against whether respondents had contributed to the 

site and whether they had visited it in the last seven days indicated partial support for H1 – 

users of and contributors to citizen media are high traditional media users. While some tests 

showed high media use was related to visiting the site, none indicated that it affected whether 

someone would contribute. T-tests comparing contributors and visitors against how many 

days they reported using traditional media found nothing statistically significant at the .05 

level. In fact, media usage patterns for contributors and non-contributors were almost the 

same. Some of the tests comparing visitors and their media use approached significance. 

Visitors reported using the local newspaper [t(75)=-1.895, p=.062] and cable TV news 

[t(75)=-1.976, p=.052] more than non-visitors. 
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However, tests that classified respondents as high, medium and low media users  

supported the hypothesis for overall site use, but not for whether they had contributed. 

ANOVA comparisons indicated statistical significance between media use and site 

visitorship [F(2, 79)=3.272, p<.05]. Mean scores differed significantly between high (2.09) 

and low (1.38) media use. Statistically significant interaction was not found between media 

use and overall Internet use, time spent on the site, and the number of articles contributed. 

To predict if a person will visit a citizen journalism site, a discriminant analysis tested 

whether a person had visited the site at least once in the last week as the dependent variable 

against several potential predictors including overall Internet use, time spent on the site, the 

number of contributions and overall traditional media use. The total amount of time a person 

spent with the news and the time previously spent on the site were the strongest predictors 

(See Table 1). Local newspaper use and potential reasons for registering for the site, such as 

the importance of political activism and the importance of having an alternative news voice, 

were not statistically significant predictors. 

 

Table 1: Discriminant Analysis on what predicts site visitation 

 Function Wilk’s 
Lambda 

Chi-square Df Sig. 

Sum of time 
spent with 
the news 

.715 .830 12.654 2 .002 

Time spent 
with 
Northwest 
Voice 

.658     
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Discriminant Analysis Structure Matrix of all variables tested 

 Function 
Sum of time spent with news .754* 
Time spent on Northwest Voice .700* 
Overall media use .521* 
Usage of a national news Web site .364 
Time spent with Californian .358 
Importance of finding information not available elsewhere .346 
Importance of political activism .321 
Importance of ease of use .307 
Importance of having an alternative to the traditional media .299 
Importance of finding different points of view .274 
 

Hypothesis 2: Citizen journalists indicate a high need for information 

Building upon the first hypothesis, the study used questions about respondents’ 

attitudes toward the news media to test H2 – those who register for a citizen journalism site 

will demonstrate a high need for news. The survey found partial support for this hypothesis 

in examining the attitudes respondents had toward aspects of the media. A factor analysis of 

the five attitude questions indicated two distinct groups – those dissatisfied with news 

coverage and those who used all available media forms.  Statements that loaded onto the 

dissatisfaction factor were “The local news gives me all I need,” “The news media always 

cover the stories I am interested in,” and “The media is easy to approach.” Statements that 

loaded on the intent factor were “I take the time online to get all the information I need,” and 

“I like to carry the newspaper with me wherever I go” (See Table 2).  
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Table 2: Summary of Exploratory Factor Analysis on Attitudes toward the Media 

Factor Loadings 
Item 

Dissatisfaction 
with coverage 

Use all forms 

The local newspaper gives me all I need .893  

The news media always cover the stories I am 
interested in. 

.859  

It’s easy to approach the media with an idea for a 
story I’d like to see covered. 

.642  

I take the time to go online and get as much 
information as I can. 

 .827 

I like having a newspaper I can carry with me 
wherever I go. 

 .728 

Cronbach’s Alpha .757 .421 

% of variance explained 45.80 21.85 

 

The second factor contains only two variables and does not explain enough variance 

to be statistically significant, but seeing that statements about going online and carrying a 

newspaper load together suggests the complimentary relationship between print and Internet 

media explained in the uses and gratifications framework. Information seekers will draw 

upon several media at the same time to satisfy their need for news. Mean scores are much 

higher for going online (4.76) than carrying a printed product, but at 3.45, carrying a 

newspaper is still important for at least half of the respondents.  

The factor analysis and mean scores also suggest what kind of information people 

who visit a citizen journalism site are looking for and offers additional verification of 

interactivity theory. The low means for questions that make up the local news orientation 

factor suggest readers look for local news first. Respondent disagree rather strongly with the 

statements “the media always cover the stories I am interested in,” and “the media is easy to 
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approach with a story.” Even the statement “the local newspaper gives me all the information 

I need” has a mean below 50 %, which suggests readers must go online to find the news in 

which they are interested. 

 

Table 3: Mean scores for questions about attitudes toward the media (out of 7) 

Item Mean SD 
The local newspaper gives me all the information I need. 3.13 1.764 
The news media always cover the stories I’m interested in. 2.96 1.467 
I like to take the time to go online and get as much information as I can. 4.76 1.795 
It’s easy to approach the media with an idea for a story. 2.86 1.750 
I like having a newspaper that I can carry with me wherever I go. 3.45 2.007 
 

Hypothesis 3: Reasons for registering correspond with a need for information 

To test what need using and contributing to a citizen journalism forum provides, the 

survey asked respondents to rate how important nine statements about the benefits of the site 

were to them. Their responses were analyzed through factor analysis again to determine if 

together they suggested any prevailing reasons for registration and to test H3 – using the 

interactive features of the site corresponds with a person’s desire to meet their need for 

information. The analysis once again broke into two strong factors that corresponded with an 

information-seeking predilection and supported H3. 

Statements about the importance of having an alternative to traditional media, finding 

information not available elsewhere, sharing my stories with friends and neighbors, seeing 

what my friends and neighbors have to share and having a source for local news broke down 

into a single factor the author calls local news interest (see Table 4). When grouped together, 

these statements suggest respondents want to share and they want to hear from their friends 
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and neighbors, but they are not finding the information or the opportunity in the traditional 

media. They must seek an alternative, such as Northwest Voice. 

 

Table 4: Summary of Exploratory Factor Analysis of Reasons for Registering 

Factor Loadings 
Item 

Local news 
interest 

Political 
news interest 

Ease of Use .334 .460 

Alternative to traditional media .583  

Finding information not available elsewhere .636  

Having a source for local news .776  

Sharing my stories with my friends and neighbors .749  

Seeing what my friends and neighbors have to share .798  

Political activism  .796 

Finding opinions I agree with  .625 

Finding different points of view  .718 

Cronbach’s Alpha .794 .634 

% of variance explained 39.26 14.37 

 

The second factor in this analysis also suggests people turn to citizen journalism to 

seek information to supplement what they already receive from TV or the newspaper, which 

is in line with uses and gratifications theory. Questions about the importance of “political 

activism,” “finding opinions I agree with,” and “finding points of view different from my 

own” all loaded into the political news interest factor. The low mean scores for each element 
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suggest respondents do not turn to citizen journalism for political opinion. Rather, finding 

political opinion – whether it is like or different from their own – is not an important reason 

to register for a citizen journalism site. Political coverage is such a mainstay of traditional 

media that people do not need to look for it on a local news Web site (Bentley et al., 2004). 

Instead, they rely on alternative and interactive active media for the local news stories that 

are not being covered (See Table 5). The rest of the variance (40 %) was explained by the 

importance of ease of using the site, which loaded equally on each factor. 

 

Table 5: Mean scores for reasons for site registration  (out of 6) 

Item Mean SD 
Ease of Use 4.58 1.411 
Having an alternative to traditional media 3.89 1.597 
Finding information not available elsewhere 4.56 1.452 
Political activism 2.13 1.299 
Being able to share my stories and photos with my friends 4.44 1.462 
Seeing what my friends and neighbors have to share 4.56 1.383 
Reading opinions I agree with 2.92 1.572 
Finding points of view that are different than mine 3.47 1.547 
Having a source for local news 3.89 1.411 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 

Limitations 

As an exploratory study of just one citizen journalism site, generalizing these findings 

to all interactive or even all citizen journalism sites would be unadvisable. Northwest Voice 

is unique in many ways. Not only was it one of the first citizen journalism sites in the United 

States, but it also is arguably one of the most interactive. Its interactivity has only grown 

since its debut in 2004, with elements from social networking sites such as the ability to add 

friends and have a guest book visitors can sign. The site’s users have also had time to 

influence how the site’s development. Many of most active users sampled for this study 

signed up almost as soon as the site started. Almost no other citizen journalism site in the 

world, besides OhMyNews, can boast this long track record. 

With 2,443 registered users, Northwest Voice is also one of the largest sites, and this 

study reached only 85 of those users. This represented a less than 4 % response rate. The 

author sent 425 personal invitations to take the survey, and reaching 85 or 20 % of those 

invited is an adequate response rate for an Internet survey. It becomes less of a limitation to 

this study, but potentially more of a challenge to citizen journalism research when you 

consider how many active users Northwest Voice truly has. Without obtaining specific 

numbers from the editors, it is not possible to know exactly how many or how often people 

visit. But the frequency with which people log in to the site is low. The 200th profile listed in 

descending order from the last person who visited is blicklie, and she last logged in more 

than a year ago. A person does not have to sign in to read the news posted on the site, only to 

post a story or a comment on another person’s story or profile. However, if contribution is 
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one of the site’s key features and one of the unmet interactive media needs it fulfills, low 

usage and return rates present challenges for researchers and practitioners. 

This study could also have benefited from more precise question design that would 

have defined heavy and low media use better. While the study drew from existing measures, 

it did not include every aspect. For example, the Readership Institute (2001) study also 

included a variable that measured how completely people used the newspaper. The Belden 

(2004) surveys asked people to recall not just how often they read in the last seven days, but 

also how often in the last 30 days and how frequently they typically use media. By using only 

a last-seven-days variable, this study could have caught respondents on either an unusually 

heavy or light media use week. 

In addition, some of the questions and statements in the survey might have confused 

respondents. The ranking “having a source for local news” for example, should have been 

flushed out more to differentiate between sources for local news. Respondents indicated in e-

mail feedback they were confused by the question because they thought they already had one 

in the local newspaper and in local TV and radio broadcasts. This statement should have been 

reworded to denote an “additional” or “supplemental” or even “more complete” local news 

source to inform whether respondents thought citizen journalism fit that bill. The study also 

assumed that the local newspaper the Bakersfield California was the only newspaper in town. 

Respondents could also have received information from shoppers or free weekly newspapers. 

Originally, the author intended to conduct focus groups with readers to get at some of 

the deeper meanings citizen journalism has, but time and the lengthy Institutional Review 

Board process prevented it. The author also wanted to conduct simultaneous studies at two 

other citizen journalism sites, but while he posted his announcements and received some help 
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from the site operators, neither posts to Backfence.com or Blount County Voice.com 

received enough responses to offer any statistical significance. Once again, the somewhat 

fickle nature of citizen journalism suggests that widespread polling of its users will be 

difficult without full cooperation and partnership with site owners and operators. 

 

Implications 

Despite the limited scope, this research sheds light on the relationship between 

interactive media, such as citizen journalism, and media use in general. The survey replicated 

previous citizen journalism findings (Bentley et al., 2006) about the need for an alternative 

source for local news and presented additional evidence of the strong complimentary 

relationship between online and print or broadcast news. In finding at least partial support for 

each of its three hypotheses, this study makes a case for additional study of highly interactive 

media, such as citizen journalism, on the promise that it might inform the future of the news 

media. News and information, especially local news, remain important for that dedicated 

segment of readers who consume the most news, but they desire more local information then 

they are getting and might need a guide in this process. Guiding readers doe not mean 

abandoning what the news media are already good at. Better incorporation of web, print and 

broadcast offerings may be the key. 

1. Greater local news coverage needed 

While the uses and gratifications model might inform researchers on why people 

actively use different media, it does not tell them if these needs are being meet. One need this 

and other studies suggest is not being met is deep coverage of local news. The respondents in 

this study indicated they read the local newspaper more than anything else, but they also 
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indicated some dissatisfaction with the scope of what the local newspaper offered. 

Overwhelmingly they said the local media was not covering all the stories they were 

interested in and it was hard to approach the media with story ideas. They also gave high 

importance scores to sharing their news stories and seeing what their friends and neighbors 

wanted to share.  An online, interactive forum may be the best place to meet this need, as 

researchers suggest, because it is does not face the same constraints as a traditional product. 

Respondents to this survey indicated a desire for more non-traditional stories, which only a 

medium with limitless space and where readers serve as the de facto gatekeepers can provide. 

Northwest Voice focuses more on photographs, school coverage, local sports and 

entertainment than the associated newspaper does. The newspaper cannot really afford to. 

With a limited newshole determined by the number of ads sold, the print edition must 

concentrate on what editors determine a majority of readers want to see. 

Northwest Voice is not limited by space or by newsroom routines. Giving people a 

voice may not create one blockbuster story that everyone will read. But the diversity of 

voices shared will provide people more of the individualized news coverage they want. In 

other words, not everyone will respond enthusiastically to Halloween pictures, 71st 

anniversary celebrations and localized health care information, but citizen journalism can 

potentially offer a little something for everyone, supporting the premise that the Internet can 

best fulfill the needs-gratification dimension (Dimmick, Chen, and Li, 2004). 

2. Newshounds want to interact with reporters, editors and each other 

Offering more local information is not enough. Respondents indicated they wanted to 

interact with the friends, neighbors and news producers. The study also found a strong 

connection between other media use and visiting Northwest Voice, suggesting people do not 
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want to be alone as they travel the information superhighway. So much information exists 

that they need a guide, and people are still turning to the media they have depended on for 

years for the information they know it will provide. Low scores in the political activism and 

opinion questions indicate citizen journalism does not fulfill these needs and that respondents 

may still be getting this information from traditional sources. Future research needs to better 

define the type of information people desire from different media sources to explain how 

Internet and print or broadcast offerings can compliment each other.  

By compiling the best Web submissions each week in a printed product, Northwest 

Voice models how this synergy can be achieved. Additional research into this market should 

ask how often both registered and non-users read the printed edition and whether this 

newspaper influenced their decision to get online. The strong ties respondents indicated to 

the local newspaper should also be examined further to see if readers use the print editions to 

guide their online readership. 

Overall, however, this research should help dispel the misconception that Internet use 

supplants traditional media use. People of all ages in this study reported using the Internet, 

newspapers and television news. Each medium still has its niche in the uses and gratifications 

model. Successful leaders will find a way to combine the best attributes of each media to 

create a fulfilling information package. 

3. Interactivity is key to maintaining, developing dependent relationship 

 But the information package, no matter how complete, must include more than just 

news. The study suggests how important taking advantage of all the Internet has to offer is.  

Respondents indicate several times how important it is to be able to share their stories, see 

what their friends and neighbors have to share and communicate with those in charge of the 
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media. The strong connection between traditional news and Internet use may only exist at the 

Northwest Voice because of its highly interactive nature. Readers can share their stories, 

receive feedback from editors and friends and see their submissions in a print edition. This 

feedback validates their contribution and encourages future use. The distinct reasons 

respondents note for registering for the site and their combined attitudes toward the media 

underscore this need for interaction.  

At the same time, this study suggests respondents have noticed that few other media 

are taking advantage of these exciting possibilities. Even if they are, the combined low scores 

on political and opinionated information suggest their interactive efforts are headed in the 

wrong direction. Interactivity on Northwest Voice embraces more than comments or e-

mailing editors and reporters. It has little to do with weather maps of infographics. Northwest 

Voice readers and editors create genuine conversations that go a long way toward building 

strong communities. As Jones and Rafaeli (2004) note, the Internet has the greatest potential 

to bring people together. Ball-Rokeach (1998) argues the Internet can provide information 

more quickly and easily than any other media and therefore create the strongest dependent 

relationships.  

This study suggests that it takes an all-encompassing effort, such as Northwest Voice 

has mounted, to achieve this potential, and yet even the top sites (Barnhurst, 2002) still rely 

on shovelware for more than 70 % of their content. While exploratory, this study should 

serve as a wakeup call on the potential interactivity offers for a converged news product, but 

maybe it is not enough for the industry to see that a site might be building a stronger 

community. Maybe only hard and fast economic data will work. While those numbers are not 

available for Northwest Voice, the hybrid model the site has pioneered presents a built-in 
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revenue. Northwest Voice supports the site and the print edition with ads. The print edition 

competes with direct mail campaigns because it its delivered free to every Northwest 

Bakersfield resident and provides advertisers with an option not available in the regular, 

subscriber-based newspaper. Providing original and not recycled content in a TMC or total 

market coverage product gives readers more incentive to pick the paper off their driveway 

and therefore focuses more eyes on the ads. 

This is not the only profit model Northwest Voice presents, but it may be the easiest 

one for industry leaders to grasp. It is more difficult to see how establishing one’s company 

as a guide in the information seeking process and as the first source for national, international 

and local news or how building stronger communities will lead to profits, but both represent 

real possibilities in an industry that is losing ground every day to the Web. 

 

Suggestions for future research 

 More research is needed to explain the potential of interactive media, of course. One 

of the key areas this study did not address was the impact being able to contribute has. The 

survey coded respondents in terms of whether they had contributed and found almost no 

difference in their responses. The only instance in which contribution played a factor was 

how often a person visited the site, but this can easily be explained because a reader has to 

visit to contribute and he or she will likely check his submission periodically to see if anyone 

has responded. Future research should examine what will lead someone to contribute, 

whether it is the nature of the news item, the popularity of previous posts or even something 

as esoteric as the person’s perceived writing ability. While this study suggested the need for 
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feedback, further research should examine in more detail how this affects contribution. The 

literature suggests this is an important component of interactivity. 

 In determining what influences a person to contribute, future research could apply 

community building theory to examine what elements make a person active on the site. 

Activity could be linked the number of contributions people make, the number of friends 

they have listed in their profile or the number of hours they spend online. But it could also 

relate to how closely connected people feel to the online and geographical community in 

which they resides. Most of the registered users at Northwest Voice report they live in 

Bakersfield, but a handful said they moved away after growing up in the city. It would be 

interesting to study the effect distance has on citizen journalism use and contribution. People 

could be using the site to connect with old friends they have not seen in years. Studying these 

connections could inform whether online communities can be as strong and as fulfilling as 

face-to-face interaction. 

 

Conclusion 

 While this study is an exploratory look at one citizen journalism site, it suggests the 

potential research into this emerging field offers. Citizen journalism may present the one of 

the best examples of both the technological (Sundar, 2004) and personal (Rafaeli, 1988) 

interactivity. It also suggests that giving readers the opportunity to contribute stories of their 

own will not make journalists or the work they produce obsolete. In an age where so much 

information is available, this study suggests journalists may be even more important to guide 

people in the process. Northwest Voice offers an model of what organizations can offer and 
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what researchers can study when trying to determine the effects new media have in people’s 

lives. 



 

 40 

APPENDIX A 

 

Survey Instrument and Results 

1) In the last seven days, how many hours have you spent on the Internet? 
          Percentage Responses 

I haven't spent any time on the Internet this week.  2.4  2 
1-5 hours       20.0  17 
6-10 hours       25.9  22 
11-15 hours       12.9  11 
15 or more hours      38.8  33 

Total responses:         85 
 
2) In the last seven days, how many times did you visit Northwestvoice.com? 
          Percentage Responses 

I did not visit the site this week.    37.6  32 
1-3        40.0  34 
4-6        12.9  11 
7-10        8.2  7 
More than 10       1.2  1 

Total responses:         85 
 
3) How much time do you typically spend during an average visit to Northwestvoice.com? 
          Percentage Responses 

1-15 minutes       66.3  55 
16-30 minutes       25.3  21 
31-45 minutes       3.6  3 
46-60 minutes       2.4  2 
More than 60 minutes      2.4  2 

Total responses:         83 
 
4) Since you registered for the site, how many articles have you contributed? 
     
        Percentage Responses 

None        43.5  37 
1-3        30.6  26 
4-6        4.7  4 
7-9        5.9  5  
10 or more       15.3  13 

Total responses:         85 
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5) In how many of the last seven days have you used each of the following? 
 I have not 

used this 
medium. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Responses 
 

Average 
Score 
 

Bakersfield 
Californian 
  

20 (25.00%) 6  4  7  4  3  3  33  80 4.94 / 8  

National 
Newspaper
  

58 (72.50%) 9 5  2 2  1 0 3  80 1.74 / 8  

Magazine 
  

17 (21.25%) 18 15  10 4 6 2  8 80 3.40 / 8 

Local Radio 
Newscast 
  

32 (40.00%) 6  4  5 3 9 2  19  80 3.89 / 8  

National 
Public 
Radio   

51 (63.75%) 6  4 0 4  3 3 9 80 2.58 / 8 

Local TV 
newscast 
  

11 (13.75%) 5 2 11 14  8  5 24  80 5.20 / 8  

National TV 
news  

24 (30.00%) 7  5  4  7  7  3  23 80 4.39 / 8  

Cable TV 
Newscast
  

28 (35.00%) 11  5 10  5 4 1 16 80 3.61 / 8 

 Total Average 
Score  
 

        3.72 / 8 
(46.50%) 
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6) How much time do you typically spend on an average day with each of the following 
media? 
 
 I do not 

use this 
medium. 

1-15 
minutes 

16-30 
minutes 

31-45 
minutes 

46-60 
minutes 

More 
than 60 
minutes 

Responses Average 
Score 

Bakersfield 
Californian 
  

20 
(25.00%) 

22  21 11 3  3  80 2.55 / 6  

National 
Newspaper
  

61 14 2  2  1 0 80 1.35 / 6    

Magazine 
  

19  28  16  8  7  2  80 2.53 / 6  

Local 
Radio 
Newscast 
  

32  18  9  8  4  9  80 2.51 / 6  

National 
Public 
Radio   

50  7  9  6  2  6  80 2.01 / 6  

National 
TV 
newscast
  

19  18  19  9  7  8 80 2.89 / 6  

Cable TV 
Newscast 

32  10  19  7  6  6  80 2.54 / 6  

 Total 
Average 
Score  
 

      2.34 / 6 
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7) On how many of the last seven days did you use the following Internet features? 
 
 I have not 

used this 
feature. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Responses 
 

Average 
Score 
 

E-mail   0  0  1  0  0  5  5  63 74  7.73 / 8 
Blogs  41 9 7 5  4 3 0 6 75 2.48 / 8 
Social Network-
ing Sites   

42  11 6 5  1  1  1  8  75 2.45 / 8 

Group 
Discussion 
Board   

53  1  6  2  1  4 0  8  75 2.32 / 8 

Local News Web 
site   

29 3 12 8  7  3  0 13  75 3.47 / 8 

National 
Internet Portal 

20 8 3  4 1  4 3  32 75 4.89 / 8  

Internet Search 
Engine  

4   3  3  4 7  9  5  40  75 6.39 / 8 

 Total 
Average 
Score  
 

        4.12 / 8  
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8) Below are some of the reasons for visiting a citizen journalism Web site like 
Northwestvoice.com. Please rate how important each of these reasons are to you. 
 
 Not at all 

important 
2 3 4 5 Extremely 

important 
Responses Average 

Score 
Ease of use   6  2  10  13  11  32  74 4.58 / 6  
Having an 
alternative to 
traditional media 
  

10 4  15  16  14  15 74 3.88 / 6 

Finding 
information not 
available 
elsewhere   

5  3  9  13  19  25  74 4.53 / 6  

Political activism 
  

30  20  16  4  0  4  74 2.14 / 6   

Being able to 
share my stories 
and photos with 
my friends and 
neighbors   

2  5  15 12  13  27 74 4.49 / 6  

Seeing what my 
friends and 
neighbors have 
to share   

3  3  12  13  19  24  74 4.54 / 6  

Reading opinions 
that I agree with 
  

23  5 22  13  5  6  74 2.86 / 6    

Finding points of 
view that are 
different than 
mine   

12  5  19  21 8  9  74 3.47 / 6  

Having a source 
for local news 
  

2  3 12  10  15  31  73 4.73 / 6 

 Total 
Average 
Score  
 

      3.91 / 6 
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9) Citizen journalism is just one way to share your stories and opinions. Please check if you 
have any of the following: 
         Percentage Responses 

Personal Web page     19.7  26 
Personal blog      15.2  20 
Podcast      2.3  3 
Account on a photo sharing site    20.5  27 
Social Networking site profile    23.5  31 
Membership in an online discussion group  15.2  20 
Other       3.8  5 

 
10) Please indicate your level of agreement with each of the following statements. 
 
 Strongly 

Disagree 
2 3 4 5 6 Strongly 

Agree 
Responses Average 

Score 
The local 
newspaper gives 
me all the news I 
need.   

17  14  13  17  6  3 5  75 3.13 / 7 

The news media 
always cover the 
stories I am 
interested in.   

13 17 20  17  4  1 3  75 2.96 / 7 

I like to take the 
time to go online 
and get as much 
information as I 
can about 
current news 
events.   

2  8  10 16 10  8  21  75 4.76 / 7 

It's easy to 
approach the 
media with an 
idea for a story 
I'd like to see 
covered.   

16  23 15  10 2  1  7  74 2.86 / 7   

I like having a 
newspaper that I 
can carry with 
me wherever I 
go.   

18  9  14  15  4 4  11 75 3.45 / 7 

 Total 
Average 
Score  
 

       3.43 / 7
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11) Are you ... 

Percentage Responses 
male?       30.7  23 
female?      69.3  52 

Total responses:        75 
 
12) On your last birthday, in which of the following age categories did you fall? 
          Percentage Responses 

18-24       16.2  12 
25-34       18.9  14 
35-44       29.7  22 
45-55       21.6  16 
55-64       8.1  6 
65 and above      5.4  4 

Total responses:        74 
 
13) What is your average annual household income? 
          Percentage Responses 

Less than $25,000 annually    12.7  9 
$25,001 to $45,000     14.1  10 
$45,001 to $65,000     9.9  7 
$65,001 to $85,000     23.9  17 
$85,001 to $100,000     14.1  10 
More than $100,000 annually    25.4  18 

Total responses:        71 
 
14) What is the highest level of education you completed? 
          Percentage Responses 

Grade School      0.0  0 
High School      9.6  7 
Some College      28.8  21 
Associate's Degree     13.7  10 
Bachelor's Degree     24.7  18 
Some graduate study     15.1  11 
Master's Degree or Ph.D.    8.2  6 

Total responses:        73 
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APPENDIX B  
 
 
First post on Northwest Voice.com 
 
How do you use citizen journalism? What role does it play in your life? 
 
To try to answer these fundamental questions and gather information about the individuals 
who are participating in this new media movement, I have created a short Internet survey and 
I invite you to take part. 
 
My name is Hans K. Meyer. I’m a doctoral student at the University of Missouri, and I’m 
researching how citizen journalism, like what you see on this site, works in conjunction with 
other media, such as the local newspaper and local TV newscast. I’m also interested in what 
part citizen journalism plays in providing people with information about the world around 
them. 
 
Please click on the following link to take the survey: (link). It will take you less than 10 
minutes to complete. Your responses will be strictly confidential. You won’t even be asked 
to give your name. 
 
By compiling and publishing this data, I hope to explain some ways to make citizen 
journalism more useful and fulfilling. I also hope to teach industry professionals how they 
can better integrate citizen journalism into people’s daily routines.  
 
Your help is vital in moving this movement forward. Thank you in advance! 
 
If you have any questions about the survey, please contact me at hkm3hb@mizzou.edu. You 
can also contact my advisor, Dr. Clyde Bentley at bentlycl@missouri.edu. 
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APPENDIX C 
 
 
Second post made on Northwest Voice.com 
 
The stories, pictures and comments you post to Northwest.com are important. In fact, I 
believe they may even predict the future of journalism. That’s why I’ve returned to graduate 
school after a 10-year newspaper career and it’s also why I’m focusing my research on 
citizen journalism. I believe it is truly a revolutionary medium. 
 
I’ve created a short survey, that will take you less than 10 minutes to complete, and I’d really 
appreciate your help. Please take a minute, click on this link, and answer a few short 
questions. Please pass it on to your friends as well.  
 
Without your responses, I’ll never finish my thesis. But more importantly, I’m confident the 
results will teach both academic and industry leaders how important citizen journalism 
efforts like those you have in Bakersfield are. 
 
The survey will close Aug. 4. Thanks again for your help. If you have any questions, please 
drop me a line at hkm3hb@mizzou.edu. 
 
Hans K. Meyer 
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APPENDIX D 
 
 
Final recruitment e-mail sent to 425 registered users 
 
Sorry for the intrusion, but I just wanted to e-mail you one last reminder and personal 
invitation to participate in a short survey I am conducting about NorthwestVoice.com. I just 
want your brief opinion on how NorthwestVoice.com fits into your life. By taking this 
survey, you would really be helping me out in my studies and hopefully together we can tell 
news professionals how important citizen journalism is. 
 
While NorthwestVoice.com editors are not behind this survey, they have signed off on it, and 
I will share my results with them. 
 
So please click on this link to take the survey. It will take less than 10 minutes, I promise. 
 
If the link does not work, please copy and paste the following into your Web browser: 
http://FreeOnlineSurveys.com/rendersurvey.asp?sid=s8zav44ojvrktcp196696 
 
Thanks again! 
 
Hans K. Meyer 
 
P.S. You can also check my profile on NorthwestVoice.com for more information. 
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