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JOURNALISM NEEDS  
AN AUDIENCE 
TO SURVIVE

BUT JOURNALISM PUTS  
THE AUDIENCE  

LAST



Traditional journalism 
story cycle

COMMENTS



KILLED  
COMMENTS

ALLOW 
COMMENTS 
SOMETIMES



WHY COMMENTS



65% OF PEOPLE 
RARELY OR NEVER 
COMMENT

AD AGE SURVEY



COMMENTS PUT  
THE PUBLIC  

LAST 
(ON THE PAGE, AND IN THE PROCESS)



WHAT IF JOURNALISTS  
PUT THE PUBLIC  

FIRST? 



Traditional journalism 
story cycle

COMMENTS



Public-powered 
story cycle

VOTE ON 
FAVORITES

ASK  
QUESTIONS

SHAPE STORY + 
ACCOMPANY 
REPORTERS



What have you always wondered about Chicago, 
the region or its people that you’d like  
WBEZ to investigate? 



THE PUBLIC ASKS 

FANTASTIC  
QUESTIONS







SO WHAT IS HEARKEN???? 



INTERACTIVE  
REPORTER NOTEBOOK 
(SUMMER 2016)

Hearken toolset

PUBLIC 
POWERED

TECH-ENABLED COMPANY

CURIOSITY  
MODULE

CURIOSITY MODULE

VOTING  
MODULE

VOTING MODULE



Our tools in the wild:



NOW AT 45 
NEWSROOMS 
AROUND THE 
WORLD



Benefits: Reporters

Continuous, fresh 
story idea stream  
fills the pitch pipeline

Widens editorial  
filters for what makes it  
through the pitch process

Ready-made, 
compelling sources + 
characters for stories

Deeper understanding of 
audience; fulfillment by 
working directly with them

More casual, authentic 
interactions with  
guarded interviewees

Higher-performing  
stories that start from 
proven audience desires



CONTINUOUS STREAM OF  

FRESH  
STORY  
IDEAS



Benefits: Newsrooms

Relevant, differentiated 
content from competitors  
and the echo chamber

Authentic, targeted,  
free marketing by  
participants and networks

Brand loyalty, goodwill  
of an audience that is heard, 
considered and respected 

Lead generation for 
subscription, membership, 
sponsorship, underwriting

Focused effort toward a culture  
of human-centered journalism 

Award-winning stories boost 
newsroom profile, morale



STORIES MADE FROM PUBLIC CURIOSITY  

PERFORM  
SIGINIFICANTLY  
BETTER 
THAN TYPICAL NEWS STORIES



Opportunity for attention  
from media without having done 
something extraordinary or terrible

Social capital via  
being chosen by an 
important institution

Thrill of getting to meet  
reporters, participate in  
reporting, shape story outcomes

Opportunity to directly 
influence the news and 
impact their community

Access to people, 
places they can’t  
otherwise get access to

Better understanding, 
literacy and appreciation 
for the craft of journalism   

Benefits: Public





PUBLIC GETS  

VERIFIED 
TRUSTWORTHY 
ANSWERS 
FROM THEIR LOCAL NEWS OUTLET



PUBLIC GETS  
ACCESS, 
DIRECT 
INFLUENCE 
OVER THEIR NEWS 



For example….

What happens when 
you flush the toilet? 
Where does it go?

 - Satchel (age 5)

“
”





For example….

Are there any 
secret tunnels 
in Canberra?

 - Matthew Arnaudon

“
”



For example….

Where do Chicago’s 
bats hang out?

 - Rory Keane

“ ”



Andrea Lee & Alex Keefe

What are Chicago 
aldermen actually 
doing with their 
time?

“
”



You get to hear the 
discovery process unfold. 
Audience members ask 
questions you don’t think to 
because you think you know 
the answer.

“
” - Public radio reporter Alex Keefe





(not trending on social media)



(people are actually asking for this story)







PUBLIC 
TRADITIONALLY

PUBLIC 
POWERED

ActivePassive
Consuming Creating

No direct influence 
on what stories get 
reported

Direct influence 
on what stories get 
reported



JOURNALISTS 
TRADITIONALLY

JOURNALISTS 
OF THE FUTURE

Authority / expert

Connector

Responsible for every  
part of story cycle

Responsible for some  
parts of story cycle

Gatekeeper

Skilled synthesizer

Working for public Working with public



How do journalists know  
the stories they report are 
stories their audience wants? 

QUESTION: 

ANSWER: 
They ask. They listen.  




