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In recent years groups in several cities have attempted to use online media 

and digital technology to help the members of marginalized communities cover 

where they live.  These initiatives have the potential to improve mainstream 

coverage, which relies on official sources and typically portrays these 

communities as deviant.  But despite their relative independence, the influence of 

the culture of journalism itself could potentially lead these initiatives to use 

routines and frames that replicate the mainstream’s coverage of the marginalized. 

This dissertation analyzed four case studies, one based in Austin and three 

in Chicago, to examine this paradox.  It investigated how the schools and non-

profits that maintain these initiatives balance participation with professionalism, 

and how participants relate to other residents, institutions, and officials within 
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their communities and in other communities.  It explored the limits of citizen 

journalism’s attempts to supplement and improve upon professional journalism.  

These cases were considered in terms of Bourdieu’s concept of the 

journalistic field, Castells’ network society, and Habermas’ public sphere.  This 

theoretical framework is concerned with whose voices are heard in public 

discourse and in the culture overall.  As Castells makes clear, access to the 

Internet and facility with online communication is a requirement for participation 

in public life, including journalism.  But as Bourdieu argues, there are cultural 

aspects as well to the field of journalism that can limit such participation. 

Each initiative faced a tradeoff between adhering to traditional journalistic 

practices and standards and attracting participation from members of a 

community.  A combination of elements of journalism culture (having editors and 

training), community media culture (advocating for communities, covering 

ongoing issues alongside events), and digital culture (allowing participants 

freedom to contribute in multiple ways, interaction) seems the most effective way 

to improve coverage of marginalized communities.  Such a mixture would aid the 

creation of bonding social capital within a community and bridging social capital 

across communities, and presents an opportunity for the marginalized to use their 

cultural capital to gain social capital.  Yet this hybrid model of journalism is 

resisted by the societal factors that influence mainstream journalism.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In recent years mainstream journalism has started to slowly open its doors 

to citizen participation. Newsrooms are posting content on their websites from 

readers, seeking tips for stories from their online audience, and providing a 

common space for discussion in an attempt to corral the ranks of independent 

would-be journalists scattered across the Internet discussing issues and events 

large and small.  

The number and variety of these new entrants into the field of journalism 

continues to increase with each passing year.  The spectrum of possibilities is 

usually condensed into the term “citizen journalism” – a phrase meant to convey 

that the person behind the journalism is not a professional working for a news 

organization.   This concept might only conjure up the image of the solitary 

blogger, but with the increase in support from philanthropists and foundations – 

the Knight Foundation alone is providing $25 million in grants to fund new 

journalism initiatives – new and existing organizations are entering the journalism 

business.  Using low-cost online tools for production and distribution, start-up 

businesses, non-profit advocacy groups, journalism schools, former mainstream 

journalists, and others are increasingly competing, and occasionally collaborating 

with, the mainstream media.   

These initiatives offer themselves as solutions to the mainstream’s failure 

to fulfill its commitment to inform the public and monitor the actions of the 

powerful.  They often are interested not only in improving journalism, but in 
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finding ways to increase communication and understanding among members of 

the multiple communities found within cities.  If the mainstream is too 

compromised by corporate ownership and financial constraints to perform these 

journalistic functions, then the public will do it themselves, so the argument goes.  

Just how the field of journalism responds to such challenges remains to be seen. 

One thriving strain of citizen journalism is “hyperlocal” websites 

produced by groups of residents that allow residents of cities and neighborhoods 

to cover and discuss issues and events occurring where they live. By March 2008 

there were more than 450 such initiatives in the United States, covering each of 

the 50 states (Knight Center News Network, 2008). Not coincidentally, this is 

occurring amid increased financial pressure on news organizations. Often 

community activists, non-profits, and schools launch these initiatives as a 

response to local news outlets cutting staff and local coverage. The hope is that 

the collective contributions of a group of individuals will help to increase local 

coverage and diversify the sources used in that coverage.  

One particularly interesting consequence of these trends is the relationship 

between journalism and the marginalized. The growth of citizen journalism could 

lead to increased coverage of people who are traditionally not found in 

mainstream news, or, if they are, are portrayed as stereotypes.  Or perhaps societal 

factors that have influenced professional news organizations’ coverage will have 

the same effect on citizen journalism.  Take for instance the demographic 

background of the average citizen who launches and participates in a citizen 

journalism initiative. The most extensive survey of citizen journalists to date 
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found that 82 percent of respondents had either earned a college degree, 

completed some graduate or professional school, or held a graduate or 

professional degree (Schaffer, 2007).  Can such a subset of the population provide 

a more complete picture of the city in all its diversity?  

Within citizen journalism there are a number of initiatives that are actively 

trying to recruit members of marginalized communities to assist in their coverage. 

This analysis considers four cases that represent the most common organizational 

types involved in this work. They include: (1) a weblog launched by a former 

newspaper reporter in Chicago that plans to teach journalism skills to residents of 

the city’s neighborhoods so they can file stories from their community; (2) a 

journalism school at a commuter college in Chicago that runs a weblog that 

combines dispatches from the neighborhoods of its diverse student body with 

contributions from neighborhood residents; (3) a local non-profit in one of the 

poorest neighborhoods in Chicago that is trying to recruit residents of its 

community to contribute to a neighborhood weblog; (4) a non-profit in Austin, 

Texas that is trying to turn the formerly homeless residents of its affordable 

housing complex into reporters, but in order to cover issues facing the poor across 

the city rather than in one specific neighborhood.  

All of these examples of citizen journalism have to figure out how to 

include people from communities that have a particularly troubled relationship 

with traditional journalism. The routine ways that reporters have gathered and 

presented information mostly exclude the poor. When poor people do make it into 

the newspaper, it is typically as a criminal, a victim, or an extraordinary case who 
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overcame odds to escape their neighborhood (Heider, 2004). Because of 

journalism’s orientation towards covering events, and the lack of working-class 

reporters amid a college-educated reporting corps (Greider, 1992), even social 

movements and activists concerned about the issues facing marginalized 

communities are mostly ignored (Schudson, 1995). This tendency towards 

covering the activities of institutions and the interests of the white middle-class 

audience (Schudson, 1995) is worsened by a lack of interest among that audience 

for the problems facing the poor (Kurtz, 1994). As the poor assume the role of 

journalists, it is unclear how easily they can change these journalistic conventions 

or adapt to them. While the poor might possess certain characteristics that would 

be of use to journalism, such as local experience and knowledge and a willingness 

to question authority, these attributes might be lost as they become more 

“professional.” Training sessions, a pressure to conform, and the following of 

traditional journalistic routines could lead people from marginalized cultures to 

adapt to a culture with its roots in the middle and upper classes of society. 

These initiatives also find themselves in the midst of questions about the 

relationship between communication and the city, specifically whether journalism 

can help increase communication among the multiple communities within a city, 

and whether it even should.  Cities in the early 21
st
 century seem to be a mixture 

of the diffuse fragmented model associated with Los Angeles, where multiple and 

mostly self-sufficient hubs are spread across a large physical area, and the more 

centralized model that Chicago personified in the early 20
th
 century, with 

businesses and culture clustered in a downtown area.  Metropolitan areas 
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associated with high rates of poverty and crime as recently as the 1980s are now 

experiencing rapid gentrification amid concerns about a lack of affordability and 

the displacement and isolation of former neighborhood residents.  The physical 

fragmentation of the city can lead to the growth of ethnic enclaves and cultural 

homogenization within them, with increased physical separation between rich and 

poor.  

These issues are increasingly relevant because cities continue to grow in 

importance. Cities have traditionally served as a medium through which different 

cultures intersect and communicate in various ways.  The results can produce new 

forms of culture, and this sort of dynamism is central to the emergence of some 

cities as hubs of creativity and creative capital (Florida, 2005).  Urban sociologists 

see culture as a main engine for economic growth in the postindustrial economy, 

with cities serving as cultural factories.  A key ingredient in the processes behind 

this cultural production is the diversity of experience and knowledge provided by 

the multiple communities traditionally found mingling on the city streets (Zukin, 

1995).  The contributions of subcultures, even those considered deviant by the 

mainstream, have also been recognized and seen as a particular asset of the city 

and key ingredient in its cultural production (Fischer, 1984).  

At the same time that culture has increased in value, the processes behind 

its creation are threatened by the increased separation of communities along lines 

of class and ethnicity as city residents cluster into more homogenous enclaves 

(Caldeira, 1996).  Meanwhile the mass media continue to similarly fragment, 

perhaps perpetuating the physical fragmentation of communities and isolation of a 
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city’s poorest residents.  All of which raises additional questions for citizen 

journalism initiatives.  While it might be too much to ask for one initiative to cast 

a net large enough to capture the 21
st
 century city in all its diversity, it is fair to 

ask if these initiatives alleviate or worsen some of these urban issues. 

This analysis can also shed light on just how deeply the sociological and 

cultural forces that shape professional journalism can influence the behavior of 

non-journalists. Perhaps the field of journalism’s dominant ideology is so resilient 

that these societal forces can influence groups and individuals that would seem to 

have more freedom than journalists in the employ of a mainstream news 

organization. At the same time, as those marginalized members of the public who 

have been disconnected from journalism for so long become engaged in its 

practice, perhaps they can change these professional routines which have distorted 

coverage of their lives. 

This dissertation will examine the different ways these initiatives in Austin 

and Chicago work with the poor to produce journalism. It hopes to find out 

whether it is possible for marginalized communities to be involved effectively in 

citizen journalism, whether their involvement can improve coverage of local 

issues, and whether their involvement can benefit themselves and their 

communities by creating social capital, the resources available to individuals and 

groups through their social networks. It will explore what obstacles there are to 

the poor’s participation in citizen journalism. This research is the first to study 

how online citizen journalism works in low-income neighborhoods. I hope to 

show how to broaden participation in the field of journalism to include those on 
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the margins, but these questions also have relevance beyond journalism. They 

pertain to broader questions of how to include marginalized communities in other 

aspects of society, such as political decision-making and community organizing.  

The study will combine interviews and observations of those involved in 

the four initiatives and residents of the neighborhoods they hope to cover with 

textual analysis of the websites created by these groups and the content they 

produce, to compare the four groups’ strategies with their results so far. The four 

cases vary in terms of editorial control, use of traditional journalistic routines, and 

connection to a community. I will examine the relationship between each of these 

variables and the journalism and social capital each case produces. The fate of 

these initiatives can tell us much about the resilience of the culture of journalism 

to change, and whether the growing participation of those once so far removed 

from the culture of journalism can begin to change it for the better.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This research is concerned with whose voices are heard in the media, in 

public debate, and in the culture overall. Bourdieu’s views on the role of culture 

in the journalistic field, Castells’ network society, and Habermas’ public sphere 

provide a relevant theoretical framework. Habermas provides a sense of the 

importance of media within a democracy and normative standards that the media 

must meet if they are to be an asset to democracy rather than a liability. Castells 

updates this model to account for the greater interconnection between individuals 

and groups due to information technology and globalization. He has a broader 

view of media that goes beyond the mass media to consider online media, a 

phenomenon that can serve as a liberating force for social change but that can also 

lead to greater isolation for the disadvantaged. The tension between the Internet 

and institutions like the mass media is better understood through Bourdieu’s 

overall theoretical framework, where culture can serve as a way to maintain social 

structures, but it also can be a vehicle through which those structures might be 

changed. Despite the Internet’s potential to lower the material requirements for 

people to enter the public sphere and attempt to improve its performance, cultural 

requirements remain that might be more entrenched. However the changes 

wrought by the Internet are cultural as well as economic, and it is that cultural 

arena that that this research will consider.  
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NETWORKED JOURNALISM 

Citizen journalism is occasionally discussed as one aspect of a broader 

“networked journalism.” This term tries to capture the wide diversity of online 

media in an age where mainstream professional news organizations are 

accompanied by millions of websites and weblogs of varying size, influence, and 

ambition. This combination coexists in a network of highly-trafficked hubs and 

millions of disparate nodes, connected by links. Sub-groups form within these 

media networks to scrutinize information, with the network’s boundaries and 

centers of attention shifting constantly in response to the latest dispatches from 

full-time reporters, part-time bloggers, and everything in between. Citizen 

journalists are a critical aspect of this process. But before examining citizen 

journalism in greater detail, the use of the network metaphor provides the chance 

to examine the relationship between journalism and the broader sociological 

trends found in the network society.  

 

Network Society  

By considering citizen journalism in terms of the network society, the 

challenges and opportunities it presents become more apparent. As Castells makes 

clear, access to the Internet and facility with online communication is now a 

requirement of participation in many public spheres (Castells, 1997), be it the 

mainstream media or alternative social movements.  The prominence of the 

Internet is one aspect of Castells’ network society model, which combines greater 

connections among actors throughout the world with more decentralization and 
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fragmentation, leading to more interdependence for those in the network but more 

isolation for those left out (Castells, 1997). These trends are a product of a 

“networked information economy” based on the production of information and 

culture by both market and nonmarket sources (Benkler, 2006). The reliance of 

this economy upon technology and the skills required to use the technology leads 

to new inequalities between countries and within countries. The economic growth 

spurred by the network society leads to varying experiences, with some using 

networks to increase their levels of capital, and those without similar 

opportunities finding themselves excluded and left further behind – leading to 

extremes of power with little middle ground (Castells, 1997).  

But these networks are not static. It is true that at any one time the 

structure of networks may limit the agency of individuals within the network 

(Urry, 2003). For instance economic inequalities and access to technology can 

lead to disparities in cultural production (Straubhaar, 2007). Yet increased access 

to technology, media, and the institutions involved in media production can 

provide opportunities to alter network structure. Castells remained hopeful that 

virtual communities could supplement physical communities by linking people 

from different social backgrounds. For him the same technology that contributed 

to individualization and civic disengagement has the potential to repair these 

broken social connections. Because of increased interaction between the 

professional news media and citizen journalists, the online networking Castells 

predicted now has the additional potential of changing institutional models.  
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Critical Geography 

These global trends have concrete physical repercussions, particularly 

within cities. Unequal levels of participation within the networked information 

economy combined with neoconservative policies such as reductions in federal 

welfare programs have led to increased social polarization between citizens 

benefiting from growth in the information economy and those hurt by the decline 

of the industrial economy (Castells, 1989). The physical representation of this is 

most pronounced within major cities, as jobs and culture linked to the global 

networks of the information economy concentrate in the urban “hubs” of these 

networks. Those excluded by the information economy are excluded from the 

physical city as well as it becomes less affordable, leading to displacement and 

fragmentation into ethnic and other identity-based communities (Castells, 1989). 

These communities often transcend place, as members of marginalized 

communities within a city use the global information networks to connect with 

similar groups and individuals in other cities or countries (Haythornwaite & 

Wellman, 2002; Appadurai, 1996). Nevertheless the lives of those at the center 

and those at the margins of networks can affect each other. The activities of those 

empowered by networks can perpetuate the pattern of disadvantage, such as when 

the use of cars weakens public transportation systems (Massey, 1994).  

Similarly those at a disadvantageous position within a network can still 

resist the forces that displace them (Cresswell, 2006). Their presence in the 

network yet dissimilarity from its dominant tendencies can be oppositional 

without being directly confrontational, challenging dominant values just by 
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presenting an alternative set of values (Adams, 2005). Castells (1989) describes 

this tension as one between space and place, with elites in a cosmopolitan and 

mobile role that negatively impacts the non-elites who are place-bound. But as 

Cresswell and Adams argue, non-elites are often cosmopolitan and mobile, more 

often symbolically rather than physically. This symbolic mobility and resistance 

occurs through communication, specifically communication through media. 

Citizen journalism, which allows non-elites to enter global information networks, 

provides an opportunity for such resistance. 

 

JOURNALISM IN THE NETWORK SOCIETY 

Journalism provides a point of entry into the global flows of information 

of the network society. While these flows affect the physical place where 

journalists – whether professional or amateur – exist, what occurs within those 

physical places is then introduced into the “place-less” networks of information 

found online. Through this process journalism has the potential to shape these 

networks. But at the same time the networks are shaping journalism. Many of the 

properties that Castells and others have described – a fragmenting audience, the 

creation and maintenance of global bonds that supersede local connections, the 

ability of individuals to create their own media and compete with the mass media, 

interest in the use of community-maintained networks to fulfill needs that the 

mass media neglects (Castells, 1997) – are all challenges facing the mainstream 

journalism industry, which continues to endure an eroding audience (Meyer, 

2004; Campbell, 2004). In response to these challenges, news organizations have 
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added online divisions and altered routines by interacting more with their 

audiences (Deuze, 2005; Singer, 2006). A recent example of this “participatory 

journalism” is the use by mainstream news organizations of reporter and editor 

weblogs and the use of citizen journalists, who contribute news content by writing 

articles, taking photographs, or filming short digital videos (Tremayne, 2006).  

 

Citizen Journalism 

It is important to distinguish this trend towards participatory journalism 

from the more independent citizen journalism movement that this research will 

focus on.  Participatory journalism provides a space for the public to discuss 

issues directly in their own words, but under the supervision and involvement of a 

news organization. Citizen journalism is the public’s coverage of issues without 

news organization involvement. Participatory journalism has its roots in the 

public journalism movement of the 1990s, which held that the media’s 

responsibility to the public in a democracy was to be the home for debate and 

discussion, a philosophy that traced its roots to Dewey (Carey, 1989). Here 

journalists would ask citizens to help them decide what to cover, although the 

journalists would ultimately do the reporting, leading in the end to traditional 

producer-audience relationships. Participatory journalism takes this a step further, 

by allowing the public to report and providing a space for their coverage on the 

news organization’s website, although there is still the potential for control of 

content by the organization (Nip, 2006), such as when a newspaper website 

deletes comments it considers in violation of the website’s code of conduct. In 
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contrast, citizen journalism is the creation of content by individuals beyond the 

direct control of the official news media.  

 

Citizen Journalists’ Role in Networks 

Citizen journalists are defined by their existence outside the journalistic 

institutions of news organizations. But through networked journalism they can 

have an affect upon the activities of those organizations. Benkler’s review (2006) 

of how messages move from the margins to the mainstream in the networked 

information economy argues that a group of intensely interested bloggers with 

small audiences can eventually generate widespread attention for observations 

they deem significant. Their discussions about these observations continually 

move up a chain of bloggers until they surface on the blogs with audiences 

numbering in the hundreds of thousands or millions.  

Exactly what surfaces on the agendas of the most popular bloggers and 

therefore the mainstream media depends on an ongoing process of 

professionalization amongst blogs. Singer (2005) found signs that political 

bloggers were normalizing the initially radical blog medium, relying on 

professional journalistic standards and assuming the gatekeeping function 

traditionally held by the mainstream news media. This process is dynamic, as 

blogging’s norms are continually negotiated, even by journalists blogging on 

mainstream news websites. While bloggers’ interaction with mainstream 

journalism might lead them to adopt professional journalistic standards, the 

opposite is occurring as well, with blogging leading journalists to construct new 
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professional identities (Robinson, 2006). These identities are complex, as 

mainstream media’s bloggers use the style of independent bloggers – interactive, 

subjective, opinionated – while continuing to assert the authority of the 

professional media (Robinson, 2006). Blogs and similar technologies make it 

possible for professional journalists to lose their gatekeeping power (Project for 

Excellence in Journalism, 2008), but ultimately the impact of the technology 

depends upon the judgments, standards, identity, and culture of the news 

organization in question (Deuze, 2007). In his study of how online divisions of 

news organizations are adapting to such trends as increased audience content 

creation and increased audience fragmentation, Deuze describes a conflict 

between journalists’ professional identity and the commercial pressures spurred 

by broader social trends towards individualization and collaboration (2007).  

All of which has created an era where professional journalistic identities 

and practices are fluid, with citizen journalists instigating many of the changes. 

Yet even amid this professional experimentation there are apparent limits. While 

there are alternatives to professional news media which can circumvent the 

traditional gatekeeping process (Campbell, 2004), this ability requires a degree of 

activity high enough to outweigh the possibility that the mainstream would 

initially ignore the issue at the center of the activity. This places greater 

responsibility on citizen journalists. But it also raises the question of which 

groups can generate such activity and which cannot. Gaps in usage of computers 

and the Internet are therefore critical, because while absolute exclusion from a 

network is obviously an obstacle to participation, relative exclusion can also 
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hinder participation (Van Dijk, 2006). This is a more nuanced picture than that 

described by Castells, because rather than the polarized dual city with elites and 

non-elites, there is instead a continuum of participation.  While elites and the 

completely excluded remain, there is also a large majority of the population that 

participates to varying degrees. Within this middle category are citizen journalists, 

who through collaboration can provide the momentum for messages to bypass 

professional gatekeeping and gain widespread audiences. However their ability to 

do so combined with their closer proximity on Van Dijk’s continnum of 

participation to the disconnected (at least relative to elites) make the citizen 

journalist more likely to bring the disconnected margins to the mainstream.  

 

HABERMAS REVISITED 

Commercial and cultural pressures hinder the ability of professional 

journalists to include more marginalized voices in their online experiments 

(Deuze, 2006). But it is also possible that commercial and cultural pressures will 

create similar obstacles for citizen journalists. Habermas’ framework provides 

normative standards for evaluating how well mainstream and citizen journalists 

are functioning, and addresses the extent to which professional standards and 

norms can influence citizens who are assumedly not bound by these standards. 

 

Dominant Spheres and Counterspheres 

Citizen journalism is often discussed as a means by which the public 

sphere can become more inclusive and robust. Habermas proposed that the mass 
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media serves as this public sphere, as an intermediary between institutions and 

individuals, but that the media fail to meet the normative standards for a 

democratic public sphere (1962).  For Habermas the media were not inherently 

and immediately problematic. At first it was the printing press that enabled the 

spread of opinions and the potential mobilization of publics required to exert 

influence upon political decision-makers. He notes the necessity in large societies 

to have forms of communication with wide reach and influence, and in a review 

of the development of the press finds that the press was at first an institution of 

the public that provided a space for public discussion of issues (Habermas, 1996). 

However over time the more powerful private interests in society were able to 

dominate the media, altering its role to suit their purposes, in a “refeudalization” 

of the public sphere (1996, p.236).  With the mass media serving as the dominant 

public sphere, and the discussions subverted by the actions of the powerful, 

Habermas argued that public debate has become relatively barren.  

Critics of Habermas’ initial model focused on his lack of recognition of 

marginalized communities and their exclusion from the “ideal” public sphere of 

the 18
th
 century. This view of the public sphere as elitist and unresponsive to the 

needs of the working class (Negt & Kluge, 1972), women (Fraser, 1993), and 

other cultures (Downing, 2001) led to more popular conceptualizations today of a 

dominant public sphere interacting with counterspheres (Fraser, 1993).  These 

counterspheres were forums for less powerful communities to debate and 

mobilize before attempting to influence the dominant sphere. More complex 

critiques of the public spheres model questioned its dependence on rational 
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debate, citing the power relationships created through such processes and the 

value of informal discourse versus authoritative, rule-bound discourse (Downing, 

2001; Lyotard, 1984). Fraser would go so far as to consider the public sphere not 

only exclusive but a necessary vehicle for political domination of a society by the 

powerful, as it allowed the powerful to shift from rule based on force and 

repression to one that builds consent among the public through hegemony and 

ideology (1993).  

This revised model of a dominant sphere encircled and interacting with 

multiple counterspheres is reminiscent of the networked journalism concept, and 

therefore remains relevant. The dynamics of how messages move through the 

network of blogs on their way to mainstream coverage suggests how messages 

today might move from counterspheres to the dominant sphere. Yet it also begins 

to show how an emphasis on rationality and the rules, standards, and norms that 

enforce that rationality can provide a means by which the dominant sphere can 

control counterspheres by dictating the terms of participation. As seen in the 

previous discussion of how bloggers can adopt the identity of professional 

journalists, examining the influence of professional norms upon today’s 

journalism networks is central to determining whether citizen journalists will 

challenge weaknesses in mainstream journalistic coverage or replicate them. 

System/Lifeworld Colonization 

The relationship between citizen journalism and professional journalism is 

better understood in terms of Habermas’ concept of system/lifeworld. Habermas 

argued that the system’s organization of society through rule-bound behavior, as 
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exemplified by capitalism and state bureaucracy, was constantly in the process of 

trying to control the lifeworld, which was organized by communication, debate, 

and consensus (Adams, 2005). He considered rationality as a positive force within 

the lifeworld, and necessary to help guide communication toward understanding 

and ultimately action. But the rationality of the system was based more on the 

power of money and law, the same forces that had undermined the public sphere, 

such as when commercial concerns drive editorial decisions (Jacobson, 2000).  

When it engages professional journalism through networked journalism, 

citizen journalism can find itself straddling the boundaries between system and 

lifeworld. Interaction with institutions that professional journalism has covered 

can require citizen journalism to incorporate elements of the system into its 

processes, such as when bloggers seek credentials to cover events and agree to a 

set of rules established by those issuing the credentials. Similarly citizen 

journalists who attempt to cover provocative issues that are potentially litigious 

subject themselves to laws governing defamation and freedom of speech.  

Citizen journalists therefore seem forced to sacrifice their relative freedom 

from the influence of money and power in exchange for access to the dominant 

hubs of the networks they participate in. But as described earlier, professional 

journalism’s standards and norms are in flux, and apt to adjust to the culture of 

citizen journalism as it competes for audiences. The tension between system and 

lifeworld in this case is a cultural one. The culture of professional journalism, 

which is intertwined with the system, influences citizen journalism by providing a 

model to replicate. Citizen journalism, which because of its greater distance from 
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institutions is more an embodiment of the lifeworld, also influences professional 

journalism by leading it to adapt to or co-opt its competition. Such connections 

between culture and power are far more developed in Bourdieu’s theoretical 

framework, which is key to an analysis of how professional journalism and citizen 

journalism affect each other.  

 

THE FIELD OF NETWORKED JOURNALISM 

Considering citizen journalism in terms of Bourdieu’s concept of fields 

can provide a clearer sense of how dominant media within the field of networked 

journalism maintain control, and how new entrants into the field might compete 

for audiences and gain more advantageous positions within the network. Fields 

are spaces where goods, services, and knowledge are produced and individuals 

and groups with different levels of power compete to gain and control different 

forms of capital within the field, such as social capital, economic capital, and 

cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1993; Swartz, 1997).  Fields are arranged according to 

the different levels of capital possessed by each participant in the field, and these 

levels of capital are based on the participants’ relationship to other participants. 

Therefore struggle and dynamism are central characteristics of fields, as those 

with positions of strength vie with those trying to gain strength, and use multiple 

strategies to accrue the different forms of capital. This contest is generally 

between established participants and new participants in the field. Whereas 

Habermas’ analysis of the public sphere focuses largely on commercialization, 

analysis of the journalistic field expands upon this to consider the connections 
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between routines and practices and the macrostructures of the field (Benson & 

Neveu, 2005). By using a field framework to analyze the relationship between 

citizen journalism and professional journalism in the field of networked 

journalism, it becomes possible to compare the different cultural compositions 

and strategies of citizen journalism initiatives to their experiences within the field.  

 

The Operation of Power in Networks 

Culture as Barrier 

One of the sources of strength for the establishment media within the field 

of networked journalism is the dominant culture it has developed and propagated. 

As Bourdieu argues, these cultural aspects to the media, and the field of 

journalism in particular, can impede change within the field (Bourdieu, 2005). 

This is part of Bourdieu’s broader concept of cultural capital – the skills, values, 

qualifications, and other criteria that distinguish one class from another 

(Bourdieu, 1979). Those participants in the field with access to such resources as 

education can increase their levels of the cultural capital valued by the 

mainstream media, such as university degrees and experience from professional 

internships, and thereby increase their levels of social, economic, and political 

capital. Access to cultural capital can therefore be as important as access to the 

means of production in deciding who participates in the dominant public spheres 

online. For a field that is often considered highly egalitarian because of the low 

costs for entry, the limits imposed by culture upon technologies like free blogging 

software serve to sustain those in positions of power within the field. Straubhaar 
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(2007) compares this concept to the idea of cultural prefigurations (Ricouer, 

1984), which shape how a group uses a technology, and Giddens’ (1984) view 

that structure is based upon the interweaving of such routines with more 

materialistic assets such as media ownership. The economic and the cultural 

continually shape each other through such processes. For instance, economic 

trends within the journalistic profession can perpetuate dominant media cultures, 

such as when competition for jobs makes journalists more willing to conform to 

the field’s dominant cultural values (Bourdieu, 2005).  

Culture as Gateway 

Citizen journalists are not necessarily forced to accept the values of 

dominant media. In fact their entry into the field can lead to changes in those 

values. There are occasional moments where the cultural capital of the 

unprivileged is of more value than the cultural capital of elites (Lin, 2001). Those 

with low economic capital are then able to take advantage of their culture to gain 

other forms of capital and become agents of change. Such movement across class 

lines and hybridization of cultures occurs when individuals from different classes 

interact (Straubhaar, 2007). This interaction is often driven by the interest in 

commercializing diverse cultural niches (Harvey, 2001). Harvey notes that while 

this is exploitative, it can also present an opportunity for a critique of the 

dominant culture, and political activity through culture. Bourdieu saw this 

opportunity in media, and proposed that newcomers to the journalism field can 

lead to its transformation, particularly when those newcomers are from a different 

class background than most journalists (Benson & Neveu, 2005). By introducing 
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members of marginalized communities to the field of journalism, citizen 

journalism initiatives provide an opportunity to test the ability of the journalism 

field to change. 

 

CULTURAL INFLUENCES UPON CITIZEN JOURNALISM 

An example of citizen journalism, whether an individual blogger, a 

collaborative community-run website, or various mixtures of the two, is the 

product of three distinct cultural influences, each of which will be explained in 

further detail – 1) digital culture, 2) journalism culture, 3) community media 

culture. As citizen journalism initiatives enter the field of networked journalism, it 

is worth comparing their cultural composition to their experiences within the 

field. This can show which culture is valued within the network, hence what type 

of cultural capital may be converted to other forms of capital. It can show what 

strategies are most effective for an initiative, such as stressing its similarity to the 

culture of the establishment, or perhaps distinguishing itself by emphasizing 

cultural characteristics that are opposed to the establishment. By examining the 

experience of a variety of these initiatives it is easier to evaluate the impact of the 

mainstream media upon citizen journalism and vice versa. 

Digital Culture 

Citizen journalism is partly a product of digital culture. This culture values 

media user participation, media producer openness, collaboration among media 

producers, and collaboration between producers and audience. In this way it is 

similar to Jenkins’ convergence culture, but within the context of journalism the 
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term “convergence” is more often associated with the act of combining multiple 

forms of media – audio, video, photography, print. Digital culture is not 

inherently a multimedia phenomenon. It is more concerned with organizational 

structures of media. Therefore a weblog that does not use audio, video, or photos 

but does exhibit a high degree of interaction and collaboration between the 

blogger and the blogger’s readers would not be an example of convergence, but 

would be an example of digital culture. However there is much overlap between 

the values and norms of digital culture and convergence culture.  

Media Producer – Media Audience Relationship 

Citizen journalism is an example of broader changes in media habits. 

These habits are the result of the increased diversity and expansion of voices 

online, and new cultural norms that value participation, openness, sharing, 

collaboration, reciprocity, a lesser dependence on experts, and a greater sense of 

community among media users (Jenkin, 2006). The weblog is the most common 

medium for citizen journalism. While weblogs are often considered a reflection of 

increased individualization, and the majority of blogs are personal journals about 

the blogger’s opinions and experiences (Herring, 2006; Papacharissi 2006), they 

also lead to interaction with other bloggers and readers and collaborative 

communities of interest online (Schmidt, 2007). Although Schmidt (2007) 

acknowledges a wide variety of blog types, there are signs that there are particular 

rules that shape the broad spectrum of blog uses, such as the emphasis on 

interactivity and collaboration Jenkins (2006) describes.  Blogs are considered 

distinct from professional journalism by their users (Singer, 2005), who consider 
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themselves more of a participatory medium (Blood, 2003) and better able to 

connect professional journalists to their readers (Mitchell, 2003). Even when used 

to cover news in an attempt to serve a more journalistic function, blogs emphasize 

personalization, audience participation in the coverage, and interaction with other 

blogs (Wall, 2005). Blogs also define themselves in opposition to power, and gain 

credibility by asserting their distance from centers of power (Wall, 2005). Readers 

of blogs have said they consider blogs more credible than mainstream news 

organizations (Kaye & Johnson, 2004). These cultural characteristics present 

citizen journalism with the paradox of distancing itself from professional 

journalism despite having journalistic aspirations. 

Digital Divides 

The influence of digital culture has created more openness in the 

counterspheres of citizen journalism, and more opportunities for individuals and 

groups to enter and shape the journalism networks which the mainstream media is 

now engaged in. Yet as Castell’s concerns about the dual city made clear, digital 

culture can also lead to greater exclusion for those disconnected from these online 

networks. It is important to consider these digital inequalities because of the limits 

they impose upon potential entrants to the field of networked journalism. 

Advocates of online community networks have often raised concerns 

about the lack of participation by citizens from disadvantaged and 

underrepresented demographics (Kavanaugh et. al, 2005). Such depictions of the 

digital divide move beyond the question of access to one of experience. Couldry 

(2004) refers to differences between heavy Internet users and light Internet users – 
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heavy users use the Web as an information-sharing medium, while light users are 

more likely to use it in ways similar to more traditional media, such as reading 

train schedules and news headlines (Katz et. Al, 2001; Pew Internet & American 

Life, 2002) rather than being “information producers” online (Children’s 

Partnership, 2000, p. 24). These heavy users then have more opportunity and 

mobility (Van Dijk, 2006). The range of users is also viewed along a continuum 

of quality of use, with occasional users more likely to be working class 

(Livingstone, 2007).  

Such differences create complicated power relationships, because those 

with more mobility further isolate the disadvantaged from political, economic, 

and cultural activity – not on purpose, but as a result of their daily habits (Urry, 

2003). For instance, the popularity of online journalism among heavy users could 

lead news organizations to shift resources from print journalism, which light 

Internet users might be more reliant upon. The differences in use along class lines 

have shaped digital culture by instilling it with values and social norms drawn 

from the class background of the heavy-level users. This can perpetuate divides, 

as online content is developed to appeal to those who use the Internet most, 

creating an environment that is not relevant to those individuals and groups who 

were light users of the Internet in the first place, thereby creating a cultural divide 

online (Brock, 2005).  

While some hold out hope that these divides are a temporary phenomenon, 

the possibility that there are unique obstacles to the use of digital technology for 

online participation has been raised (Norris, 2000). One example is found in 
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online political forums, where Papacharissi (2004) found that normative standards 

of what is and is not civil discourse created limits on participation by requiring 

polite behavior and discouraging less polished arguments. The emphasis by news 

organizations on citizens following set standards in order to participate might 

ironically create similar barriers to participation. This presents another paradox 

for citizen journalism initiatives, where professionalization clashes with 

participation.  

 

Journalism Culture 

Citizen journalism initiatives do not fully embrace the digital culture’s 

ethos of collaboration and interactivity. By engaging in journalism they exhibit 

the influence of journalism culture. Journalism culture is composed of the 

dominant practices and stylistic conventions of traditional, professional 

journalism practice. This is not journalism as it might become, perhaps by 

incorporating elements of digital culture, as Deuze and Singer’s research into 

online journalism has already discovered signs of. This is journalism as it 

predominately is, journalism as illustrated by the newsroom sociology studies of 

the 1970s and framing research’s exploration of professional ideology and 

institutional routines.  

News Sociology  

The existence of journalism culture within citizen journalism shows the 

influence of sociological factors upon journalism that transcend ownership 

concerns. Habermas’ public sphere model emphasizes the commercialization of 



 28 

media ownership and the inordinate influence of state and market pressures upon 

its content. These pressures conflict with the hopes of those who believe the news 

media can serve a vital role in democracy, not only by representing reality by also 

by providing a space for the public to discuss and determine appropriate responses 

to that reality (Carey, 1989). Habermas argues that the media as it functions in the 

present day is in direct opposition to these goals, a belief shared by those 

concerned with such issues as the consolidation of media ownership and profit-

driven organizational models which, by catering to advertisers, neglect their 

public-service function (McChesney, 1999).  Yet within these critiques lies the 

assumption that reform of the mainstream media and support for public or other 

alternative media, perhaps citizen journalists, would lead to coverage less swayed 

by the influence of the state and the market. These arguments tend to overlook 

cultural and social influences that go beyond the political and economic.  

Newsroom sociology studies revealed the intricate relationship between 

those who cover news and those who are the source of it, a relationship that has 

produced traditional news conventions and routines. To the extent that these 

conventions are included in definitions of what is considered “professional” 

journalism, and the extent that citizen journalists attempt to become more 

“professional,” these routines can influence citizen journalism’s coverage. These 

routines influence the autonomy of journalists without the need for direct 

manipulation by state and market institutions. Gans found that biases inherent in 

the structure of news media work processes lead reporters to rely on society’s 

power structure (1979). This close association with social institutions has created 
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a system where news institutions serve the needs of professional journalists by 

providing stories, and journalists serve the needs of institutions by legitimating 

their existence (Tuchman, 1978). Amid competition from citizen journalists, 

professional journalism is attempting to assert its authority, and its links to 

institutions provide it with a symbolic way to bolster its credibility and legitimacy 

(Carlson, 2007). Despite citizen journalism’s use of its initial distance from 

institutions to gain credibility with its audience, Carlson notes that some of the 

most established political blogs are toning down their amateur origins as they 

attempt to compete with professional journalism. The extent to which such 

sociological factors influence the activities of citizen journalists illustrates the 

tension between system and lifeworld, as the rule-bound behavior of the system, 

in this case mainstream professional journalism and the standards and norms it 

dictates, influences the lifeworld seemingly outside the institution of journalism, 

but perhaps still vulnerable to the same forces that influence professional 

journalistic practice. 

The Extent of Frames 

Citizen journalism can therefore not only reveal the extent of these 

sociological forces, but also how deeply the frames produced as a result of 

traditional news routines and processes have penetrated into the broader society. 

Reese defines frames as “organizing principles that are socially shared and 

persistent over time, that work symbolically to meaningfully structure the social 

world,” (2001, p. 11) and perhaps through the study of citizen journalism it will 

become apparent how broadly these principles are shared. Various sociological 
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factors can promote the spread of dominant frames. Social constraints and 

influences shape journalistic routines, leading such journalistic functions as 

gatekeeping to be more of a collective action tied to the social structure than an 

individual decision (Shoemaker, 1997). Institutional influences help create the 

ideological character of news, for instance when sources lead journalists to adjust 

to their structure and routines to gain access (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996). This 

structuring of journalistic activity is partly responsible for how journalists frame 

coverage (Gitlin, 1980), as well as the organizational constraints created by 

ownership and commercial priorities. This framing can distort reality and support 

the social structure and those who benefit from it (Reese, 2001), which in turn 

supports the survival of certain frames (Gandy, 2001). Through these processes it 

seems possible that dominant frames can withstand a shift from a centralized mass 

professional media to the decentralized networked form of journalism.  

Perhaps this depends on how diverse networked journalism is, which 

depends on how diverse and pluralistic citizen journalism is. Schudson finds a 

need for such pluralism in the field of journalism, for even if journalists have 

autonomy from the state and the market they are beholden to news judgement and 

other entrenched professional standards (2005). The only way for journalism to 

gain autonomy from itself and fulfill its role in a democracy is through 

decentralization, a variety of viewpoints, and participants in the field from 

different backgrounds (Schudson, 2005). Perhaps the idea of journalism 

inherently limits the variety of participants, and citizen journalism is a vehicle 

through which additional members of the public become integrated into the 
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structures that produce dominant frames. This would seem to depend on how 

thoroughly journalism culture pervades citizen journalism. 

 

Community Media Culture 

The final cultural influence on citizen journalism, community media 

culture, has the potential to offset some of the problematic aspects of professional 

journalism. Community media culture is found amid the style of media launched 

as alternative to the mainstream journalistic culture. Community media 

encompasses alternative media, which has overt and clear political goals 

(Downing, 2001), and citizen media, where politics is associated more with the 

personal transformation of participants in a media effort (Rodriguez, 2001). These 

two branches of community media do occasionally overlap, but the tendencies 

they share are standards flexible enough to accommodate a wide range of political 

perspectives and participant identities, all of which would commonly clash with 

journalistic standards. However community media culture is often closer 

organizationally to journalism culture than digital culture, with clear distinctions 

between producers and audience and little of the interactivity and collaboration 

between audience and producer and among producers found in the digital. 

Concerns over organizational routines rarely come up in discussion of community 

media (Hamilton, 2000), because the impetus for much of the community media 

efforts across the globe is based more within a political economic framework than 

a sociological and cultural one, with community media activists most opposed to 

media ownership, media values driven by commercial values more than social 
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values, and concerns about the loss of local identity to corporate-media enabled 

homogenization of culture (Howley, 2005).  

Community Networks 

Although community media is most often associated with radio, print, and 

public access television, the Internet-based “community networks” launched in 

the mid-1990s are the most relevant ancestor to the citizen journalism initiatives 

of today. They are closer structurally because of their interactive, collaborative, 

and decentralized design. An important difference is that these networks 

considered themselves more of a tool for residents to communicate with each 

other rather than a way for residents to cover their neighborhood as journalists. 

This was in part because these websites detached themselves from the mass 

media, and were more interested in helping residents communicate with each 

other directly rather than through the mass media (Friedland, 1996). Citizens did 

indeed use technology to increase civic engagement, discourse, and political 

action in their communities (Hampton & Wellman, 2002; Schuler, 2005). The 

Blacksburg Electronic Village, one of the earliest and longest-running community 

networks in the U.S., has increased social contact, community engagement, and 

community attachment for its users (Kavanaugh et. al, 2005). But the true impact 

of these initiatives is considered debatable because those who use the network are 

primarily drawn from those with high levels of education and civic engagement 

already. This point has led some to question the very value of these or other media 

in triggering social change (Scheufele & Shah, 2000).  
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While the digital divide has made the impact of these networks 

questionable, scholars continue to find value in using networks to counteract the 

individualized tendencies of the Internet. Blogs in particular are considered a very 

individually-focused medium, often written at the most for a small circle of 

friends or family (Herring, 2006; Papacharassi, 2006), with less commenting from 

the audience than often hoped for (Mishne & Glance, 2006). This is considered an 

aspect of a broader trend of individualization within society where people are 

growing more separated from traditional communities and institutions (Bauman, 

2001). But there are occasions where individuals will coalesce into groups online, 

whether in forums (Hodkinson, 2007) or through networks of blogs, in what some 

consider a networked individualism (Haythornwaite & Wellman, 2002). The 

virtual communities created by networked individualism could support physical 

communities by linking people of different social characteristics, thereby 

countering forces of fragmentation, individualization, and civic disengagement 

(Castells, 1997).  

This networking is partly due to the realization by individuals of the value 

of collaborating with others, where individuals gain freedom through their 

relationships to other individuals (Rennie, 2007; Rifkin, 2000). Rifkin notes the 

contrast with earlier conceptions of freedom, which were based on autonomy 

from relationships. Freedom is now based more on whether an individual has 

access to online networks and is included in them. To be detached from these 

online networks results more in isolation and limits an individual’s autonomy 

(Rifkin, 2000). This is a critical consideration for community media and a 
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departure from how it has been traditionally evaluated as successful or not. Where 

in the past community media has focused on empowering local populations 

through media that is not connected to these online networks, this approach could 

lead to isolation and have a negative effect on the autonomy of participants rather 

than strengthening their autonomy as community media activists would hope. 

Evaluating community media by instead using Bourdieu’s concept of social 

capital can help in determining the effect of participation in a community media 

project upon an individual or group’s access to a broader network. 

Social Capital 

The success of community media projects is often based on their ability to 

produce social capital for their participants. The same is true for those citizen 

journalism projects that are modeled more after the community network model 

than traditional news media. However the networked journalism concept 

described earlier requires a different definition of social capital than typically 

used to evaluate community media projects. Here social capital is defined as the 

resources made available  through the connections to other members of a network. 

This definition of social capital is closer to Bourdieu’s view of social capital as a 

product of relations between actors in a network (Lin, 2001) than it is to Putnam’s 

view of social capital as characteristics possessed by an individual, such as 

interpersonal trust and civic engagement (Putnam, 2000). In comparison, 

Bourdieu’s definition of social capital leads one to ask whether the participants in 

a media project increased their social capital because that project changed their 

relationship to other members of the network. These networks are not simply 
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networks of media producers, but networks of those non-media producers who are 

connected to the media in various ways. Thus officials and non-officials, 

institutions and individuals, residents of a participant’s neighborhood and 

residents of other neighborhoods, are all located at some point within these 

networks. 

Social network analysis research has further refined this conceptualization 

of social capital as the product of network relations. Individual social capital is 

thought of in terms of an individual’s measure of centrality within a network, 

while group social capital refers to the ties within the group and the ties of the 

group to the network (Everett & Borgatti, 2005). Centrality is important because 

social capital is considered the resources of others that an individual or group can 

use as a resource to improve or defend their life (Flap & Volker, 2004). Gaining 

access to these resources is a matter of gaining connections to individuals or 

groups who possess them. But the need to gain centrality can pressure an 

individual to conform to the dictates of others in the network who have more 

centrality (Coleman, 1990). This issue emerged in Klinenberg’s (2005) field 

analysis of a youth media project, when he found that the project’s low level of 

social capital made it difficult for youth involved in the project to gain access to 

newsrooms, editors, and reporters. Klinenberg based this observation on time 

spent in mainstream newsrooms, where he never heard journalists speaking about 

or with youth media groups or participants. The unwillingness of the youth media 

project to conform to mainstream practices – indeed it was openly critical of those 

practices – kept it from gaining connections to the mainstream media, which had 
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greater centrality in the network. This type of ethnographic research into the 

dynamics of social networks, with particular emphasis on those on the margins or 

excluded from the network, is needed to help reveal the connections between 

networks and social capital (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003).  

 

NETWORKED JOURNALISM REVISITED: THE ROLE OF CULTURE 

The research that follows compares four examples of citizen journalism, 

each with different levels of these three cultures, to examine the relationship 

between culture and power within networks of journalism.  

 

Impact of Network Society on Journalism and Vice Versa 

Citizen journalism is a product of the network society. It relies on the 

digital technology that drives many of the processes behind the simultaneous 

fragmentation and coordination occurring on a global level. It also embodies some 

of the tenets of the digital culture that has developed through digital technology, 

such as interactivity and collaboration. But citizen journalism also incorporates a 

practice that is the product of an institution – the mainstream news media – which 

is seemingly threatened by the decentralizing tendencies of the network society. 

Perhaps journalism’s interconnection with society in general is so deep that 

journalism as a practice can withstand the diffusion of its institutions. Or perhaps 

citizen journalism is the first manifestation of how journalism will operate within 

the network society, and its experience will be the vehicle through which 

traditional journalism is changed for the better. 
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Culture as Power 

The key arena within which these changes will unfold is the culture of 

citizen journalism. Its current incarnation is a mixture of three cultures that are 

typically viewed as the possession of different entities, competing to shape news 

agendas and frames. Bloggers are pitted against journalists. Indymedia is 

contrasted with mainstream media. But citizen journalism overlaps these three 

cultures and potentially affects the future destinies of each. Ideas from each 

culture seep into each other. While journalism could extend its reach into fields 

that were once independent of journalistic routines and frames, the philosophies 

of digital culture could in turn change those traditional journalistic routines. It is 

these cultural confrontations and compromises that will shape how journalism is 

practiced within the dominant and counter spheres of a networked journalism. 

 

Marginalized as Change Agents 

It is unclear how far professional routines, and the frames they produce, 

extend into society. This analysis considers what occurs when communities who 

have been harmed by these routines and frames gain the opportunity to use media 

to create new routines and frames. It seems natural that they would challenge 

these dominant frames, but perhaps instead they will also embrace these practices. 

Bourdieu was hopeful that newcomers to a field could help change its culture, 

especially when the newcomers were from a different class background. Citizen 

journalism has led to this very situation. Will the participation of the marginalized 
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within the field of journalism indeed lead to changes in the field, or is the field far 

more resilient than that? 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

The main research questions address how each type of project most 

successfully improves the coverage of marginalized communities and which type 

of project is most effective at increasing the social capital of the participants. By 

“improving coverage” I mean to ask, does the project produce journalism that is 

not driven by elite sources and does not portray marginalized communities as 

deviant? There is also a potentially interesting relationship between a project’s 

impact on participants’ social capital and the model that the initiative uses. Since 

Bourdieu’s definition of social capital is used here, we are concerned with 

whether the initiative increases the participants’ connections to members of their 

community, and whether it increases the participants’ connections to members of 

other communities. The first instance would mean that the project is increasing 

bonding social capital by strengthening networks within a community. The second 

instance means that the project is increasing bridging social capital by 

strengthening networks between communities. Distinguishing between these two 

forms of social capital and comparing them to the other variables will help to 

answer our second series of research questions. A high level of journalistic 

convention might help a marginalized community gain bridging social capital by 

presenting the marginalized community using formats familiar to audiences from 

other neighborhoods. However this might also lead the participants to separate 
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themselves from others in their neighborhood by assuming a more detached and 

objective journalistic perspective. Alternatively while a looser level of control by 

a project’s administrators might attract the participation of community activists 

because they do not have to dampen their rhetoric, this could lead to a high level 

of bonding social capital but a low level of bridging social capital, since it might 

alienate audiences from outside the neighborhood who feel the initiative is biased 

or overly sympathetic to the activists’ criticism of other individuals and groups in 

the city. 

 

Connections Between Questions and Cultures 

Editorial Control and Digital Culture 

The level of editorial control is a measure of digital culture within the 

initiative. A lack of centralized control is one of the key traits of the non-

hierarchical and collaborative nature of such digital phenomena as Wikipedia, 

Craigslist, and Facebook. Contributors to such websites participate with the 

guidelines and rules of the site guiding their actions, but generally they have 

freedom to publish what they like without any objection. Blogs are one of the 

more prominent products of this culture. Although they may be produced by one 

person or a small group of people, blogs encourage reader participation and 

collaboration and transparent debate amongst the readers in the comments that 

follow each post.  
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Journalistic Convention and Journalism Culture 

The level of journalistic convention reflects the degree of journalism 

culture within the initiative. Despite the technological ability to produce weblogs 

that are free of stylistic constraints and that allow readers to contribute content 

and become part of the weblog’s “staff,” it is also possible that a weblog can be 

used as a publishing platform for articles that adhere to journalistic norms, such as 

the use of official and elite sourcing, separation of opinions and reporting, use of 

the inverted pyramid, attempted objectivity and balance, and a focus on events 

and the activities of institutions. Although an initiative might be willing to publish 

the work of volunteer contributors with no journalistic training, the use of 

contribution guidelines, training sessions, and the initiative’s coverage agenda 

(i.e. covering electoral races, crime, or standard reporting beats) can shape the 

contributions to fit these journalistic standards. 

Connection to Community and Community Media Culture 

The level of connection to community is used to express the degree of 

community media culture. It is the difference between news coverage about a 

community and news coverage by that community. When an initiative is most 

tightly interwoven with a community, its goals expand to include overt political 

motives or the more subtle political gains created by increasing civic engagement 

among participants. These non-journalistic goals lead the initiative to include a 

broader range of content, much of it without news value beyond the immediate 

community. However community media culture is not the inverse of journalism 

culture. Community media is often similar in organizational structure to 
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mainstream journalism, with clear distinctions between media producers and 

media audience.  

 

Research Questions Concerning Coverage of Marginalized Communities 

The first series of research questions are concerned with the relationship 

between the characteristics of a citizen journalism initiative and the journalism 

that it produces:  

RQ1: Does greater editorial control improve coverage of marginalized 
communities? 

It is unknown whether editorial control leads to coverage that relies on members 

of marginalized communities as the primary sources, portrays them in non-

deviant ways, and generates stories that are not covered by mainstream news 

organizations. Low editorial control might encourage more participation from 

members of marginalized communities, but high editorial control might ensure 

that citizen coverage corrects some of the problems associated with mainstream 

professional coverage. 

RQ2: Does greater adherence to journalistic conventions improve 
coverage of marginalized communities? 

Citizen journalism initiatives take different approaches to conventional 

journalistic routines, because these initiatives typically try to preserve the voices 

of citizen contributors while teaching them fundamental journalistic skills and 

require a delicate balancing act between professionalism and personalization. 

While training of citizens in traditional journalistic techniques might lead to more 

polished contributions and acceptance by a broader audience, this training might 
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lead them to reproduce the problematic way that mainstream news covers the poor 

or discourage participation by making too many demands of voluntary 

contributors.  

RQ3: Does greater connection to a community improve coverage of 
marginalized communities? 

Citizen journalism initiatives can have a range of intensity in their connection to a 

community.  Some are products of one particular community. Others, such as 

those produced by a university or city-wide non-profit, are produced by 

individuals from multiple communities.  Although an initiative with a close 

connection to a marginalized community might seem to have an advantage in this 

case, its connections to the community might create additional conflicts of interest 

between contributors and the individuals and groups that they cover.  

 

Research Questions Concerning Social Capital 

The second set of research questions deals with the relationship between 

these three factors and the social capital of the participants. Although not 

specified in the questions, this study will consider two types of social capital – 

bridging social capital and bonding social capital. Bridging social capital reflects 

connections between communities, while bonding social capital reflects 

connections within a community. Since this study considers social capital as a 

product of relationships, the operational definition for bridging social capital is 

connections between individuals involved in the initiative, including the directors 

of the initiative and the contributors to the initiative, to individuals or groups from 
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outside their communities. This would include journalists from media in other 

communities, journalists from citywide or regional media, residents from other 

neighborhoods, and government officials. Similarly the operational definition for 

bonding social capital would be connections with local officials, such as the 

neighborhood representative for city government, partnerships with neighborhood 

organizations such as churches, and contributions to the initiative from area 

residents. 

RQ4: Does greater editorial control increase the social capital of 
participants? 

Tighter editorial controls may increase the amount of bridging social capital by 

reducing the chances that contributors would use provocative language and 

submit articles that antagonize other communities, for instance by using 

inflammatory language to write about the racial and class aspects of 

gentrification. Such control would seem to increase the acceptance of the 

initiative’s participants by other communities. However allowing participants to 

directly contribute and take greater ownership of an initiative might provide it 

with more legitimacy within the community, and therefore more bonding social 

capital.  

RQ5: Does greater adherence to journalistic conventions increase the 
social capital of participants? 

A citizen journalism initiative might have more luck attracting attention from the 

mainstream press, funding organizations, and officials if it attempts to function as 

a traditional news organization. This would increase the likelihood of increasing 

the bridging social capital of the project’s participants. However if a project 
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identifies itself as an alternative to traditional media outlets, it might be better able 

to attract participation and an audience within its community, thereby increasing 

the bonding social capital of participants. 

RQ6: Does greater connection to a community increase the social capital 
of participants? 

It might seem that a high connection to a community would imply that the 

participants have a high level of bonding social capital already. But might a high 

connection deter residents from participating in an initiative? Perhaps they hope 

their contributions will be exposed to a broader audience than their neighbors. An 

emphasis on serving one particular community might make it difficult for 

residents to increase their bridging social capital, and might isolate them from 

other communities. Alternatively, when an initiative with low connection to any 

community in particular seeks to bring residents from multiple communities 

together, do participants communicate with those from other communities, or 

remain focused on their own community?  
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Chapter 3: Case Studies and Methodology 

Four specific cases of citizen journalism initiatives exemplify the issues 

raised by the literature and will be used to address these research questions.  Each 

case meets the following criteria: 1) it is not produced by a traditional news 

organization; 2) it is produced by a group; 3) it is open to audience contributions 

and participation; 4) it strives to cover marginalized communities through 

recruitment of members of these communities and coverage of these 

communities.  These cases are not entirely different from the hundreds of other 

citizen journalism initiatives launched since the beginning of the 21
st
 century, as 

groups of people operating independently of traditional news organizations come 

together to cover the places where they live.  Often these initiatives are based on a 

pre-existing organization, such as a non-profit or a university.  The cases analyzed 

here share many cultural and organizational features of these other initiatives, but 

their engagement with marginalized communities is a distinguishing 

characteristic.  The fact that three of the cases are based in Chicago was also a 

conscious choice made to help with comparisons, because these three cases often 

attempt to work with and cover the same neighborhoods and topics.  Being able to 

compare the initiatives in terms of their relationship to a common variable aided 

the analysis.  

Each case is a mixture of digital culture, journalism culture, and 

community media culture, and each case possesses elements of these cultures in 
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different proportions. By comparing their cultural composition to the way they 

cover marginalized communities, we can see how the field of journalism responds 

to this challenge to its authority. However we can also see if the mixture of 

cultures provides a way for participants to gain autonomy from the dominant 

practices of the journalistic field, that is of course if they want to. Finally, by 

comparing the cultural composition of the initiatives to the social capital they are 

able to create, perhaps we can see which cultural composition is most effective 

strategically.  

Each of the four initiatives centers on a website where residents of low-

income neighborhoods can help in covering their communities. Three of the case 

studies are based in Chicago.  The first is Chi-Town Daily News, a website run by 

a former reporter for the Chicago Tribune as part of a non-profit hoping to create 

a network of citizen journalists across Chicago, including its poorest 

neighborhoods. The second is Creating Community Connections, a website run by 

Columbia College in Chicago, which combines coverage by journalism students 

and neighborhood residents to cover the city. The third is North Lawndale 

Weblog, which is run by a non-profit located in a predominately African-

American neighborhood that also ranks among the city’s most disadvantaged. The 

fourth case, the Austin-based Spring Terrace Media Project, was run out of a non-

profit-managed apartment complex that provides in-house supportive services to a 

population of low-income and often formerly homeless tenants. It is important to 

note that the final case was evaluated during the initial months of the effort, 

whereas the other cases were studied at least a year after the initiative in question 
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had launched. Spring Terrace Media Project offers less content to compare to the 

other three cases, but provides more of an opportunity to witness the issues that 

arise during efforts to launch a website similar in intent to the other three cases.   

These cases are nearly the only examples of their kind. Online citizen 

journalism is a relatively new phenomenon, with most citizen journalism websites 

having launched from 2004 to 2007. It’s true that blogging began several years 

before that time period, as individuals and groups launched their own websites. 

But citizen journalism refers to a specific type of blog, one designed with the 

intention of providing a space for residents of a city or a neighborhood to cover 

events and issues specific to that place. However, there are few examples that 

have applied this model to low-income urban neighborhoods. The majority of 

individuals (middle-class professionals, former professional journalists) and 

groups (journalism schools, local non-profits) who launch citizen journalism 

websites are based in suburban areas, small cities, or college towns.  A brief 

description of the urban environments each initiative operates in follows. 

 

The Urban Context 

North Lawndale is one of the poorest neighborhoods on the West Side of 

Chicago, but on the verge of rapid change, redevelopment, and gentrification. It 

has been a predominately African-American neighborhood since the 1950s, with 

more than 90 percent of the population African-American. Between 50 to 75 

percent of the households have annual incomes less than $25,000, largely a result 

of the public housing projects built in the neighborhood by the state (Hudson, 
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2006). But in recent years many of the projects were torn down, and will soon be 

replaced by condos advertised on billboards at major intersections that promote 

the impending arrival of a “new” North Lawndale. The neighborhood’s proximity 

to the University of Illinois at Chicago and the central downtown core of the city 

will make it appealing to commuters, but commercial activity is limited to fast-

food outlets, a grocery store, and a handful of barber shops and other small 

businesses scattered amid the boarded-up buildings. But this apparent neglect 

masks an active community that is trying to slow down the gentrification process, 

and residents discuss this and other issues facing the neighborhood where they 

can, whether in the local McDonald’s or in the offices where North Lawndale 

Weblog is produced. 

The offices for Chi-Town Daily News and Creating Community 

Connections are found in neighborhoods that are far more diverse, where 

redevelopment has already left a mixture of class, race, and ethnicity. Chi-Town 

Daily News has a large one-room second-floor office on a busy commercial street 

in the Uptown neighborhood. Portions of Uptown are on the Chicago lakefront, 

and have attracted white-collar professionals in high numbers. But other areas are 

home to high percentages of foreign-born residents from dozens of Asian 

countries (Hudson, 2006). This mixture is reflected in the thriving commercial 

areas, with each block home to a range of ethnic restaurants. 

Uptown is far more residential than the South Loop area where Creating 

Community Connections is based. Columbia College is one of several college 

campuses found in the area, which serves as a transportation hub for the train 
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lines that run to all corners of the city. Students, professionals, and service 

workers commute in and out of the Loop throughout the day, and the colleges 

combine with the office towers and federal buildings for a steady supply of 

customers for the booming commercial businesses in the area. By night art 

museums and symphony orchestras attract an upscale crowd, while a block away 

bars that date back to the late 1800s still attract construction workers finishing 

their shift.  

In Austin, the Spring Terrace 140-unit apartment complex replaced a 

crime-ridden extended stay hotel on the access road to the interstate highway. The 

hotel was used to house evacuees from Hurricane Katrina in 2005, and a year later 

was purchased by the nonprofit Foundation Communities to provide low-cost 

rental housing. The group refurbished the hotel, which sits in between the 

highway and a predominately African-American and low-income neighborhood in 

North Austin. A rainwater collecting tower, solar panels, and a landscaped area 

outside the complex’s entrance contrast with the office parks and large 

commercial businesses that line the highway. But the area is changing as well, 

with city offices preparing to replace the Home Depot to the north of Spring 

Terrace, and a large population influx expected in the immediate future with the 

completion of the commercial and residential redevelopment of Austin’s original 

airport complex just a few highway exits south of Spring Terrace. 
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COMPARISON OF CASES 

I selected the four cases because they share some characteristics but have 

important differences, and are suitable for comparison. This is similar to the 

reasons cited by Boczkowksi (2004) for his selection of case studies in his 

analysis of online divisions of three news organizations. His three cases were 

appropriate because they shared some characteristics but also had distinctive 

features:  

This combination of shared and unshared features enabled me to expect 
enough commonality across the cases to make sensible comparisons and 
enough difference to illuminate various technical, communication, and 
organizational alternatives (p. 189) 

Likewise these four cases all share similar characteristics, such as their attempts 

to recruit citizen journalists, their use of online media, and their coverage of 

marginalized communities. But there are features they do not share, which will 

enable the comparisons needed to answer the analysis’ main research questions. A 

more detailed description of each case will make this clear. 

 

Creating Community Connections 

Creating Community Connections was co-founded by Suzanne McBride, 

the director of news reporting and writing/journalism for Columbia College in 

Chicago, and Barbara Iverson, a former community organizer and fellow 

journalism professor at Columbia College, who received a grant in 2006 from the 

Institute for Interactive Journalism’s J-Lab to launch the project as part of the 

New Voices program. The original plan was to recruit and train residents to cover 
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areas defined by five different zip codes in central Chicago, with articles then 

posted on Chi-Town Daily News’ (one of the other cases – the two initiatives 

originally planned to collaborate)  website.  The founders ultimately decided to 

develop their own website, although similarly to Chi-Town Daily News, the 

strategy was to meet with people from different neighborhoods to promote the 

project and plan what it would cover. Students from the journalism school would 

then work alongside citizen journalists to cover such beats as police, schools, 

religion and business, in an attempt to cover Chicago’s neighborhoods in greater 

detail than that provided by the city’s mainstream print and broadcast news 

outlets. In the Fall 2006 semester, students began to market the site by contacting 

local elected officials, covered elections in February 2007 in several of the city’s 

wards, and organized a candidate’s forum that drew more than 100 people. By the 

fall semester of 2007 there were two journalism classes per semester providing 

potential stories for the weblog, a partnership with the non-profit Community 

Media Workshop to provide news updates from neighborhoods throughout the 

city, and occasional contributions from readers. 

Creating Community Connections has the most evenly balanced mixture 

of the three cultures: digital, journalism, and community media. It possesses a 

moderate level of digital culture because one of its co-founders, Barbara Iverson, 

is well versed in the use of weblogs and other social software. Iverson organizes a 

monthly Meet-Up gathering of Chicago’s bloggers and frequently adds interactive 

features to the weblog to facilitate participation, such as a tool that allows people 

to call a phone number and leave a voicemail, which is then converted into a 
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digital file and posted on the weblog. Such elements defy many journalistic 

conventions of style in order to encourage participation from people intimidated 

by the professional standards associated with writing, editing, filming video, 

taking photographs, and recording audio – the typical ways participation is 

defined by sites like North Lawndale Weblog and Chi-Town Daily News. These 

efforts place more of an emphasis on journalistic training, with Chi-Town Daily 

News offering links to online tutorials with lessons for contributors on how to use 

traditional journalistic techniques, and North Lawndale Weblog providing 

photocopied training manuals taken from the Associated Press and other news 

organizations that show how to write a lead and other stylistic conventions.  

This is not to say that Creating Community Connections, a project based 

at a journalism school, does not do the same. In fact the student contributors to the 

weblog are enrolled in classes where they are required to apply journalism 

standards and use conventional journalism style. The students are seniors and 

juniors who have taken basic coursework in newswriting. These practices are 

reinforced in the two sections of the class “Community News” where students are 

assigned to cover the wards that they live in and write articles that might end up 

on the homepage of Creating Community Connections. There is an emphasis on 

finding sources in the wards beyond the city aldermen, police department, and 

government offices. But time is still spent on conventional journalistic writing 

style, how to interview officials, covering events, and tips from professional 

journalist guest speakers such as staff reporters from local newspapers.  
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But unlike Chi-Town Daily News and North Lawndale Weblog, this 

emphasis on journalistic conventions is combined with similar support for the 

basic tenets of digital culture and community media culture. This mixture is due 

in part to the co-founders’ backgrounds. Suzanne McBride was a newspaper 

reporter and editor at several different daily newspapers around the United States, 

while Barbara Iverson was a community organizer active in local Chicago politics 

and early proponent of the use of digital technology for online and offline 

community-building and journalism: 

Most people in this are journalists first. I’m from the interactive 
multimedia world. There’s too much of the professional newsperson, 
‘residents must become journalists’ attitude. You have to tie things to 
where people are. You shouldn’t think that people can only write things 
one way.  

Creating Community Connections makes space for a range of content on its 

website, with articles written by journalism students alongside contributions from 

readers that don’t conform to traditional journalistic standards. During several 

visits to different  low-income neighborhoods, Iverson pursued potential 

contributors who North Lawndale Weblog and Chi-Town Daily News would 

likely have difficulty including because of conflicts with their editorial standards. 

In one case, an environmental activist from the Mexican-American neighborhood 

Little Village was interested in producing videos with neighborhood youth about 

pollution from nearby industrial plants. Media would be an outgrowth of the 

political activity of her organization, and likely a violation of Chi-Town Daily 

News’ conflict of interest policy. The editors at North Lawndale Weblog would 

also be opposed to such a contribution, and in an editorial meeting urged a pair of 
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residents to find proof of pollution from a local power plant if they hoped to write 

a story about it. Iverson welcomed the videos that the Little Village 

environmental rights group hoped to produce of the “Toxic Tours” its youth 

members gave of the neighborhood. The same was true of videos produced for 

YouTube by a community activist and aspiring politician in West and South 

Chicago, who interviewed residents from several low-income neighborhoods 

about violence, crime, drugs, police brutality, and gentrification in informal eight-

minute long videos that were part documentary and part campaign commercial. 

For North Lawndale Weblog and Chi-Town Daily News, those videos would have 

been problematic because their political bias would have conflicted with the 

initiatives’ desire for objectivity. When Iverson saw the clips, she immediately 

got the activist’s phone number and called him to discuss contributing to Creating 

Community Connections. 

 

North Lawndale Weblog 

While Creating Community Connections has worked with a variety of 

neighborhoods, North Lawndale Weblog specifically targets a predominately poor 

and African-American neighborhood in Chicago. It is produced by the non-profit 

Strategic Human Services, which was founded in 1992 by Isaac Lewis Jr., a North 

Lawndale resident who wanted to produce job training programs for fellow 

residents and provide information about his non-profit’s programs and similar 

efforts made available by local and state governments and other non-profits. To 

publicize such efforts Lewis launched a biweekly newspaper called North 
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Lawndale Community News, in which local residents and activists are profiled 

alongside stories about issues facing the neighborhood, such as increased real-

estate development and the subsequent decline of affordable housing. After 

receiving a grant from the University of Maryland-based Institute for Interactive 

Journalism in 2005, Lewis launched an online version of North Lawndale 

Community News titled North Lawndale Weblog. With the addition of the 

weblog, Lewis also hoped to provide an easier way for residents to communicate 

with each other and cover issues and events in the neighborhood. The newspaper 

and weblog are based in the offices of Strategic Human Services. In addition to 

Lewis there are two part-time editors overseeing the newspaper and weblog, 

which are both composed of contributions from about 12 regular volunteer  

writers, and occasional contributions from other neighborhood residents. 

Although it is the oldest of the four initiatives, having launched in 2005, 

North Lawndale Weblog has had the most difficulty incorporating digital culture 

into its work. The first issue has been a technical one. In its three years of 

operation, the project has used two different blogging software’s hosted by two 

different companies and found at two different Internet domains. The original 

assumed a standard weblog interface, with posts down the left-hand side and links 

to archived posts and categories of posts on the right. Readers could comment on 

the posts, and occasionally did so. But in November 2007, the blog switched to 

different software with no commenting capability and numerous bugs that make it 

difficult to navigate through the site. The software also attempts to arrange posts 

in a layout similar to a traditional newspaper, but this creates a dissonance with 
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the typical weblog reading experience that can be confusing.  The posts are 

universally articles that were included in the week’s issue of the North Lawndale 

Community News newspaper, which is published once per week. Similarly the 

weblog is updated once per week. For a news organization that is minimally 

staffed, dependent on volunteers and freelancers, and committed primarily to its 

print edition, this is a pragmatic decision and a matter of limited resources. 

Community weblogs often struggle to find content, so using the print edition’s 

articles provides North Lawndale Weblog with a consistent stream of content. 

However, two of the characteristics that distinguish weblogs from most other 

media are frequent updating, at least daily, and a writing style that defines itself  

by its contrast to the standard writing structure, tone, and style used in newspaper 

articles. 

This is not a judgement about the quality of the website. These choices 

could very well be effective for North Lawndale Weblog’s current audience. The 

standard nomenclature and structure for weblogs is a product of the users who 

initially developed those weblog conventions. These conventions might be as 

jarring to North Lawndale Weblog’s readers as North Lawndale Weblog’s style 

would likely be to the typical weblog user. Yet by not mimicking the common 

weblog model in an effort to engage neighborhood residents with a digital 

representation of a product familiar to them offline, North Lawndale Weblog 

could face more difficulty drawing non-residents who are more comfortable with 

the online conventions that they do know and potentially use as measures of 
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credibility. Such tradeoffs can help to create digital divides in a cultural sense, an 

issue that arises in each of these cases. 

In North Lawndale Weblog’s case, there is a combination of a strong 

community media culture and a weak digital culture. In terms of the variables, in 

practice they have a high level of editorial control, a moderate adherence to 

journalistic conventions, and a high connection to community. Here media is a 

tool to serve the community and another element in Human Resource Services’ 

broader mission of providing services to neighborhood residents. Its acceptance of 

residents’ participation in the production process is a common trait of community 

media. But in its presentation the project uses many of the conventions of 

journalistic culture. Reporters are taught how to write leads and a distinction is 

made between editorializing and reporting. Columnists are given free reign to 

reveal their opinions, but reporters strive to be fair and “professional” as many 

said. Incorporating the dictates of digital culture into this process would require 

the editors allowing contributors to blend more “objective” reporting with more 

transparent views of the contributor’s opinions. It would also require contributors 

to write in a more informal style than they initially learned, in effect training them 

in the standards of conventional journalistic style and discouraging that style at 

the same time – a paradox faced by each of the four cases, none of which was 

ready to fully commit to the digital culture, despite the digitalization of their 

projects. 
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Chi-Town Daily News 

Chi-Town Daily News was launched in December 2005 by a non-profit 

led by Geoff Dougherty, a former investigative reporter with 14 years of 

experience including a stint at the Chicago Tribune. Its initial hopes were to 

develop a corps of volunteer citizen journalists throughout Chicago who would 

file stories from their neighborhoods that the Chi-Town Daily News staff would 

edit, eventually leading to coverage that could compete with the city’s 

professional news organizations. In 2007 the Knight Foundation included Chi-

Town Daily News among the largest grant winners in its News Challenge effort, 

awarding Dougherty’s non-profit more than $300,000. This has financed an 

expansion of Chi-Town Daily News’ efforts, and Dougherty hired a full-time 

“community organizer” to concentrate on finding citizen correspondents for each 

of the more than 70 neighborhoods in Chicago. 

Chi-Town Daily News accepts some aspects of digital culture, yet 

nevertheless hopes to meet journalistic standards and uses editorial control to 

meet them. Although there are comments after all posts, and several featured 

bloggers, it is closer to an online magazine overall than a blog, with editorial 

direction from Dougherty. For example, Frank Edwards, the initiative’s 

community organizer, has developed relationships with community activists in 

several city wards in the hopes of encouraging their participation on the weblog. 

Yet unlike the philosophy of many other citizen journalism initiatives – including 
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Creating Community Connections – this participation must meet the standards of 

journalistic culture, as stressed by Dougherty: 

It’s not a style question as it is a standards question. We want everyone to 
meet professional standards, to meet accuracy, objectivity, fairness. We’re 
interested in taking risks with style, to reach audiences not engaged with 
journalism style; but it’s not ‘hey give us what you want, we’ll publish it.’ 

This creates a tension between standards and participation. For example, Chi-

Town Daily News’ policy is to not allow a contributor to report on issues that 

they are politically involved in. Edwards realized the balancing act required to 

simultaneously seek participation from the more vocal and engaged residents 

while tempering their agenda. North Lawndale Weblog was similarly opposed to 

allowing aspiring or incumbent politicians and community activists to use the 

newspaper (and by extension the weblog) as a platform for their political agendas. 

But its closer connection to the community helped the project’s directors go 

beyond this first level of community voices, the most visible and vocal residents, 

to find contributors who were more interested in learning journalistic writing style 

and promoting “positive” aspects of their community. Chi-Town Daily News, 

which is based in the North Chicago neighborhood Uptown, approaches the 

western and southern low-income neighborhoods as more of an outsider, and 

relies on the more visible residents as its initial contacts. Edward’s initial strategy 

for offline recruitment of contributors was to meet with residents who play 

leadership roles in their community. One example was the “block captain” of 

Auburn-Greshem, a low-income African-American neighborhood in South 

Chicago. Although the woman is a neighborhood activist and has a political 

agenda, Edwards realized she also has a “layer of trust” in the neighborhood and 
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therefore “access to stories.” Figuring out how to include the block captain in the 

initiative’s coverage without compromising its journalistic standards is a typical 

challenge. 

In order to attract participation from these and other residents of low-

income neighborhoods, and thereby improve coverage of those areas, Chi-Town 

Daily News is adopting more of the community media culture found in North 

Lawndale Weblog. Devoting a full-time staff member to community organizing is 

one sign of this. Without this effort, the project’s blend of digital culture and 

journalistic culture would likely lead to coverage centered on issues and 

neighborhoods of concern to the educated and middle-class contributors who have 

so far been the ones to respond to the weblog’s online recruitment strategies. 

Whereas North Lawndale Weblog had a higher degree of community media 

culture but little digital culture, Chi-Town Daily News is the opposite. Yet in each 

case, journalism culture moderates the dominant culture of the initiative. Digital 

culture stresses lower levels of control, yet Chi-Town Daily News stresses 

journalistic standards and exerts control to apply them.  Community media culture 

seeks to use media to give community residents a voice with less concern about 

objectivity or balance, but North Lawndale Weblog and its contributors exhibit 

more traditional journalistic tendencies. 

 

Spring Terrace Media Project 

The Spring Terrace Media Project is the result of an effort that began in 

2005 called Austin Media Justice, which brought technologists, community 
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activists, and community media practitioners together to discuss ways to use the 

Internet for community organizing and political action. At a meeting in the 

summer of 2006, the resident services coordinator for Spring Terrace, an 

apartment complex that provides low-cost rental units and various in-house 

support services to residents – many of whom were recently homeless, suggested 

creating a website to document the lives of Austin’s homeless population in 

response to recent coverage from the daily newspaper that she felt was inaccurate 

and misleading. After unsuccessfully trying to create a partnership with Austin’s 

public access television station to begin the project, the staff at Spring Terrace 

decided to launch the website themselves. I joined them from the beginning in 

May 2007, as a participant observer, and the group used a community weblog I 

launched in March 2004 (UnknownCity.com) as a place to post their content. The 

approach was informal. A group of about six people out of the 140 residents of 

Spring Terrace met for two hours per week at a regularly scheduled time to 

discuss potential stories, edit video footage, and post content on the website. The 

participants, who had not received any training in journalism, propose their own 

story ideas, and write, photograph, or film their stories. Most video contributions 

are unedited. The participants ranged in age, gender, and race. They all lived in 

the Spring Terrace complex and were homeless at some point in their lives, but 

are not connected to the St. Johns neighborhood in Austin, where Spring Terrace 

is located, since they had moved to the complex from cities throughout the region, 

such as Houston, Dallas, and New Orleans.  Yet through their similar experiences, 
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such as stays at local homeless shelters, daily rides on similar bus routes, and 

activities at Spring Terrace itself, they belong to an unconventional community.  

None of the other three initiatives used an almost completely open model, 

where participants could sign up and contribute with few rules. In comparison the 

Spring Terrace Media Project was a conscious attempt to make it as easy as 

possible for members of a marginalized community to contribute to a weblog. The 

group’s founders – two staff members of Foundation Communities, the non-profit 

that oversees the Spring Terrace apartment complex, and myself – used this 

model for two reasons. It seemed likely to be difficult to attract participants to a 

weekly meeting, teach them how to use weblogs and video equipment, and try to 

document their experiences with homelessness, without granting the participants a 

high degree of freedom in how they told their stories. It also seemed more likely 

to produce an aesthetic quality that lent a more unfiltered, immediate, and 

compelling look at issues of homelessness and poverty than typically found in the 

media. Participants discussed what they were interested in covering, the group 

suggested how to cover the topic, and participants either worked on the story 

independently or in teams. After a day or several days spent filming, the 

participants would learn how to convert their footage for the weblog and post it 

themselves. All of this occurred with minimal gatekeeping. This case therefore 

not only had the lowest level of control, but the lowest level of journalistic 

convention, of any of the cases analyzed here.  

To a large degree this approach was a result of my recommendations to 

the staff and participants. My prior research into the digital divide questioned if 
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the emphasis upon training community members in journalistic practices created 

an obstacle to participation that was cultural and practical: cultural in that it 

required participants to adopt conventions that likely were not familiar to their 

experience, and impractical because the time required to learn journalistic 

techniques and apply them seemed to be more than participants had available. 

This meshed with the goals of the staff members, who were initially most 

interested in finding a way to publish the personal essays of several residents who 

had been homeless, as a therapeutic exercise for the resident and a way to increase 

awareness of the factors that lead to homelessness. By doing so they also hoped to 

improve coverage of the homeless community in the media, as well as use the 

media group to increase social capital within Spring Terrace and between Spring 

Terrace and other communities within the city.  However, I was more in favor of 

the raw aesthetic and reduced role for editing and training, and often encouraged 

participants and staff to produce and post their stories quickly so as to avoid 

losing the voice of the participants. The hope was that this would better engage an 

online audience that might have grown numb to traditional ways news 

organizations covered poverty, while making it easier for residents to participate. 

This approach proved to become more of an obstacle to participation and 

production than a facilitator of it, as will be discussed. 

 

Variables Used for Comparison 

Three variables are used that each reflect key aspects of these three 

cultures. Digital culture is represented by level of director control, ranging from a 
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more decentralized model where contributors are free to participate, to traditional 

media production models with control centralized among a small group of 

administrators. This variable considers how much gatekeeping existed within the 

project in regards to editing, story assignment, and access to the site by 

contributors. In some cases only the staff of a project can access the site, while in 

others anyone can access the site. Journalism culture is represented by the extent 

of journalistic conventions. This takes into account whether stories primarily 

quote officials, provide contrasting viewpoints of an issue, and prohibit slang, 

informal grammar, or other stylistic deviations from journalistic norms.  

Community media culture is represented by the degree to which the initiative is 

connected to a particular community, whether that is a physical neighborhood or 

an identity group. The three cases fall on different points of a spectrum of each 

variable from low to high. 

 

Differences Between the Four Cases 

The differences among these projects are illustrated in Table 1: 

Table 1: Level of Cultures Among Four Cases 

Level Control Convention Connection 

High NLW CTDN NLW 

Med-High CTDN CCC CCC 

Med-Low CCC NLW CTDN 

Low STMP STMP STMP 
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Level of Editorial Control 

 

NLW: all contributions are edited before posted; most of the contributions are 
assigned by editors; not all contributions are accepted; not many opportunities for 
audience to contribute other than comments at end of story 
 
CTDN: almost all contributions are edited before posted; there is an 
events/calendar section for audience to contribute directly; comments after all 
posts; contributors have responsibility for covering their neighborhoods 
 
CCC: there is a section where content is edited and prepared by trained journalism 
students; there is a section where the audience can contribute content of all types; 
people can comment after any post; story ideas come from students and 
contributors 
 
STMP: anybody can contribute; content is not edited; comments on every post; no 
assigned story ideas 

Use of Journalistic Conventions 

 

CTDN: articles edited to follow journalistic standards; articles not written from 
first-person; has contribution policy that prohibits people from covering topics 
they are personally involved in; coverage centers on events, institutions 
 
CCC: articles contributed by students edited to follow journalistic standards, 
contributions from non-students unedited; no conflict-of-interest policy regarding 
reader contributions; coverage centers on issues not events; coverage based on 
individuals and neighborhoods more than local institutions 
 
NLW: articles edited to follow journalistic standards; coverage meant to find 
positive slant on news by providing information on local non-profits, individuals, 
and government programs that offer resources to community members 
 
STMP: no editorial guidelines regarding style; no sourcing requirements; 
coverage driven by issues not events; first-person perspective permitted 
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Connection to Community 

 

NLW: coverage of neighborhood produced almost entirely by residents of 
neighborhood; produced by non-profit that also provides job training and public 
computer lab to neighborhood; non-profit offices double as newsroom offices, 
and therefore open to public 
 
CCC: students cover neighborhood where they live; residents of neighborhood 
can contribute to weblog and cover their own neighborhood; does not focus on 
one neighborhood or community in particular; produced at journalism school in 
downtown Chicago 
 
CTDN: contributors cover neighborhoods where they live; majority of content 
produced by staff and interns covering multiple neighborhoods; produced at 
offices in Uptown neighborhood in North Chicago; non-correspondent residents 
of neighborhoods cannot contribute directly except in comments and calendar 
section 
 
STMP: contributors all residents of same apartment complex, but moved there 
from multiple cities throughout region or after period of homelessness in Austin; 
initiative attempting to cover issues across the entire city rather than within a 
particular neighborhood; stories often individually-focused  

  

METHODOLOGY  

A combination of methods, including textual analysis, interviews, and 

observation are needed to study these cases because of the unique way they are 

structured.  Each project uses a combination of online and offline spaces to 

produce content. Initiatives like these have decentralized organizational 

structures, small full-time staffs, and large groups of voluntary and occasional 

participants. In two cases there are offices for the project, but these are usually 
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only staffed by the director and a small full-time staff, who contributors 

communicate with by phone or e-mail rather than face-to-face. Although there are 

occasional gatherings of contributors, such as training workshops or more 

informal meetings, the “newsroom” as it is traditionally known is in fact dispersed 

throughout the city.  

This makes evidence more scattered and difficult to locate than in 

traditional newsroom ethnographies. Traditional newsroom ethnography has 

relied on repeat observation of the daily conversations and interactions among 

editors and between editors and reporters. For many citizen journalism initiatives 

there are often just one or two editors (Schaffer, 2007) and therefore no need for a 

“budget meeting” where stories are given priority, stories are cut from a daily 

edition or broadcast, and coverage is otherwise shaped through the activities and 

discussions of a group. It is often the case that there is no office, such as when a 

weblog is primarily maintained by a single blogger from their home, and the 

individuals who comment and post on the weblog do so from their homes, offices, 

or wherever they log onto the Internet. In such cases the interaction amongst this 

“staff” might occur amid the comments following a post on the weblog, although 

less than 30 percent of weblog posts even have comments (Mishne & Glance, 

2006). There are also multiple ways to interpret audience reactions to a website’s 

content that create additional methodological issues. If a post does not have 

comments, is that because readers and contributors feel it was accurate or 

otherwise were in support of the post, or is it a sign that the readers and 

contributors ignored the post? Lack of response to a post might discourage a 
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contributor from participating again, and therefore shape the weblog’s content, 

but what factors lead to the lack of response? In such an event the organizational 

routines might not be the primary reason for participation or the lack thereof. The 

reason might instead be broader sociological factors, such as a lack of time for 

people from low-income neighborhoods to participate on a weblog, or 

employment that does not offer Internet access throughout the day.  

Another challenge is finding an appropriate method to determine the 

relationship between an initiative and the social capital it creates. Because this 

study is based on the conceptualization of social capital as a product of relations 

within a network, its closest model is the field analysis associated with field 

theory. This method is admittedly not clearly defined. The most recent collection 

of research using field analysis for media studies begins with an introduction 

entitled “Field Theory as a Work in Progress” but promises a “new way of 

understanding and explaining the constraint and processes involved in news 

media production” (Benson and Neveu, 2005, p.1). The selection which is closest 

to this research project analyzed media activist projects geared towards youth 

(Klinenberg, 2005), and is based on semistructured interviews and occasional 

visits to the media organizations at multiple sites, ethnography of mainstream 

news organizations, and a review of the “ecology of youth media organizations” 

(p. 175) to ultimately reveal conflicts among actors over various forms of capital, 

whether cultural, economic, social, or symbolic. A review of this collection cites 

Klinenberg’s approach as just one of many possible methods for a field analysis, 

with no method in particular definitively associated with field theory (Couldry, 
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2007).  However Couldry finds field theory useful as a “way of understanding 

how agents’ strategies are organized” and  

a useful way of seeing patterns within a messy domain of social action, not 
a formal model that compels a specific methodology, let alone one that 
depends on claims to statistical significance (Couldry, 2007, p. 211) 

While field analysis seems to have much in common with the goals of this work, 

particularly as a way to study the competition of different groups over social 

capital, the methodology best suited to perform such an analysis is undetermined. 

Therefore this research follows Klinenberg’s example and proposes a variety of 

methods to better understand the strategies and outcomes for each initiative in 

regards to social capital.  

 

Mixed Methods 

Therefore this project combines on-site visits to the neighborhoods and 

organizations where the development of these citizen journalism efforts unfold 

with analysis of the content of their websites, and more than 40 semi-structured 

interviews. It is based on two visits to Chicago, for a week in late September and 

a week in November, observation of weekly meetings in Austin throughout the 

fall of 2007, semi-structured interviews of contributors, readers, and 

neighborhood residents, and textual analysis of the website’s contents and 

documents such as staff manuals and website guidelines. 

Observations 

While this project uses such ethnographic tools as first-hand participant 

observation and interviews, it is not based on a year or more in the field as is 
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standard for most ethnographic studies. But short-term periods of observation and 

interviews for newsroom case studies have several precedents.  To analyze the 

culture of a newspaper in Sarasota, Florida, Everbach (2006) used a similar 

timeframe, and visited the newsroom for three separate weeks during a nineteen-

month period from 2002 to 2003, interviewing 26 employees over the course of 

those visits. For his research on coverage of race by two news organizations, 

Heider (2000) spent five weeks in each of the newsrooms he studied. Part of 

Heider’s rationale for this reduced time was the familiarity he gained with 

newsroom culture during his 10-year career as a professional journalist. I also 

have some level of familiarity with several of the settings involved in this study, 

having spent three semesters teaching a class similar to the classes at Columbia 

College, maintained a citizen journalism website since 2004, worked since 2005 

with an Austin-based non-profit that runs community computer labs in low-

income neighborhoods such as North Lawndale, and developed the Spring 

Terrace Media Project since the idea was first proposed in the summer of 2006. 

Heider noted that his experiences helped him establish contacts quickly, adapt in 

little time to the culture of the newsrooms he studied, and understand the jargon 

used by subjects. I believe the same will be true in my experience, and will 

supplement the observations with the additional methods. 

Interviews 

Rather than focus on one specific place and group of people over a period 

of time, I visited multiple settings to interview a wide range of participants and 

non-participants. The interview subjects were selected using a snowball sample, 
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starting with the directors, staff, and contributors for each initiative, and 

continuing on to members of the community who have been involved with the 

initiative. In her study of a community technology center in Palo Alto that serves 

a low-income population, Gordo (2006) used this method to find current and 

former users of the center, who are from a population that is otherwise difficult to 

locate and survey using a conventional approach.  This also aided the analysis of 

the type of social capital created by each effort. Interview subjects included those 

heavily involved in the initiative, subjects with awareness of the initiative but 

minimal involvement in it, and subjects with no awareness of the initiative. 

Questions for these interviews are included in Appendix A. The goal of these 

interviews was twofold. They established the level of director control, use of 

journalistic conventions, and connection to community. They also helped to show 

the outcomes of each initiative in terms of whether it creates social capital and 

whether that social capital is of a bonding or bridging type, by revealing the 

relationship of the initiative to other groups and individuals. For instance an 

interview with a community activist in a low-income neighborhood who was 

quoted by one of the initiatives explored the subject’s opinions about the initiative 

and what the subject’s relationship is to news organizations in general, and then 

determined certain characteristics of news organizations that the subject found 

favorable or unfavorable. Those characteristics were then compared to the 

characteristics of the initiative, to help evaluate how the initiative’s strategy 

affects its ability to produce social capital, in this case, with community activists. 
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When individuals could not be interviewed in depth, an informal 

questionnaire was used.   Contacts were asked questions about their media and 

technology habits, their impressions of journalism in general, and their thoughts 

on issues facing their communities and how the media addressed those issues.  

Questions are listed in Appendix B.  This data was used to better understand the 

interest level among respondents for participating in an initiative and what they 

would be interested in contributing, and compare this to what the initiatives hoped 

community members would contribute. There were various obstacles to 

community access for this researcher, most significantly the fact that this aspect 

of the research was conducted independently of any community-based groups, 

through face-to-face interactions with people on the street.  While some of the 

neighborhoods visited were among the more dangerous neighborhoods in the city, 

the greater difficulty lies in gaining trust as an outsider to the degree needed to 

convince a respondent that the research project has value, and that filling out the 

questionnaire is worth their time.  The residents who are more likely to fill out the 

questionnaire would be those more likely to be engaged in their community and 

willing to participate in research that hoped to assist those working to improve the 

community.  This self-selection could affect the findings, therefore the data 

collected from the questionnaires was not used as the sole basis for any 

conclusions, but rather as another layer of data to be compared to that obtained 

through the other methods.  
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Textual Analysis 

Several of these topics needed to be analyzed in multiple ways because of 

the potential biases of project directors and contributors.  Triangulation of method 

using the combination of observation, interviews, and textual analysis helped 

alleviate the potential for bias in this case.  This was especially true for Spring 

Terrace Media Project, which I have taken an active role in as a participant 

throughout the life of the project.  But for each case, it was important to compare 

the opinions of those involved in the project with what the project produces and 

the opinions of those who are not involved in the project.  The lack of regular 

access to the initiatives needed for frequent observation also made analysis of 

statements made on the websites by participants important.  This will be done in 

two ways.  A textual analysis of the four websites, including posts, comments, 

contribution guidelines, online tutorials, brochures, advertisements, and 

handbooks and manuals will all provide a better sense of the director control, 

journalistic conventions, connections to community, and social capital outcomes.  

This method has also been called qualitative content analysis, which begins with 

inductive analysis of the content to find central themes, and continues through 

several rounds of analysis that compare these themes to the theoretical framework 

(Hindman 2005).  What I specifically looked for in each case is listed in 

Appendix C.    
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Chapter 4: Results 

It is important to note that the analysis that follows reflects a period when 

each of the initiatives was still evolving. They were all still at relatively early 

stages in their development when I visited them. All of them had been launched 

within two years of my study. The directors of each case were excited about 

occasional successes, such as interesting contributions submitted by volunteers, 

but they were also aware of the difficulties of sustaining volunteer interest. Each 

was connected to an institution – three of them produced by non-profits, and one 

by a college – rather than a commercial enterprise, and dependent on grants or 

public funding in order to stay viable. Occasionally concerns about the ability to 

fund and staff some of the initiatives would come up in conversation. But despite 

these challenges each group believed the mainstream media had failed to 

thoroughly cover their respective cities, much less serve as a vehicle for city 

residents to become more engaged in their neighborhoods and the city overall. 

They all hoped to improve on the mainstream’s performance in both respects, but 

because there are no standards for how to launch and run a citizen journalism 

initiative, the groups had a range of possibilities for how to proceed. The 

following analysis is meant to compare these models and hopefully provide some 

guidance for current and future initiatives. 
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RQ1: Does greater editorial control improve coverage of marginalized 

communities?  

The four initiatives studied here exert editorial control to different degrees. 

North Lawndale Weblog has the highest level of control because it is the only 

initiative that edits all contributions before they are posted, and editors more 

frequently dictate what will and will not be published. Chi-Town Daily News 

edits almost all of its contributions, but its mostly volunteer contributors have 

greater responsibility for determining what stories they will cover, and the 

audience can only contribute directly in the comments sections and calendar 

section.  Creating Community Connections has lower control, because while its 

homepage only displays edited articles, there are numerous other sections of the 

weblog where the audience can contribute directly without editor approval. Spring 

Terrace Media Project has the lowest level of control, because anyone can 

contribute articles, without prior editorial approval and without editing before 

publication.  

 

Control Needed to Shape Coverage 

The contrast between a weblog with a high level of editorial control and 

one with a low level of editorial control is illustrated here by comparing North 

Lawndale Weblog to the Spring Terrace Media Project. North Lawndale Weblog 

exerted editorial control in order to cover its neighborhood in a particular way, 

one which emphasized non-deviant portrayals of neighborhood residents and 

combined coverage of problems facing the neighborhood with potential solutions. 



 76 

Spring Terrace Media Project attempted to encourage participation through low 

editorial control, but ironically found that the policy made it more difficult to 

generate and sustain participation, and therefore coverage, of the homeless. 

Effects of a High Level of Control 

North Lawndale Weblog has the highest level of editorial control of the 

four initiatives. It is using a weblog to produce a digital version of its weekly 

newspaper, which has several editorial gatekeepers in place. The newspaper is 

produced through a process that is similar to a traditional print newsroom, 

although it occurs in the three-room office of the non-profit that launched the 

initiative, Human Resource Services. There is a main room with about 10 

computers available for public use, and the desks of the two staff editors and staff 

member in charge of layout. The publisher has a separate office, as do the staff 

members in charge of advertising, classifieds, and circulation.  Volunteer 

contributors submit their copy to the two staff editors, who review the copy and 

edit it, and review changes with contributors. The publisher of the paper confers 

with the editors about the stories overall and occasionally with contributors, for 

example checking with one volunteer to see if they had been able to arrange an 

interview with a candidate in an upcoming local election. 

However the environment in the nonprofit’s office is different from a 

traditional newsroom. For one, not everyone in the nonprofit’s office is involved 

in the operations of the newspaper. There are often several people from the 

neighborhood in the office simply using the computers to access the Internet. 

Secondly, the contributors are only in the office occasionally. Many e-mail their 
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stories to the editors and discuss the stories by phone. Therefore editorial control 

is not something applied throughout the day during story meetings or 

conversations between editors and contributors in the offices, but in a more 

sporadic fashion: when contributors first begin to work with the initiative, when 

residents call the offices to pitch a submission to the editors, or at monthly 

meetings, an example of which will be described shortly. This creates difficulties 

when trying to observe such interactions, since during several visits only the 

publisher was in the office. But it also likely confers importance onto the rare 

times when contributors and staff do interact face-to-face. 

The high level of editorial control extends to the weblog. Readers need to 

register before leaving comments, and there is no exchange between the writers of 

articles and readers, much less any reader-to-reader discussion. Although the 

weblog has the potential for interactivity, there is little emphasis on this in the 

newsroom or encouragement by writers to contribute in the comments following 

their articles. Only one of the weekly contributors, who writes a gossip column 

and doubles as the layout coordinator for the newspaper, refers readers to other 

websites and encourages their comments with reminders to “check out our 

weblog…you can post questions for me, other writers and anything/anyone else 

you want to talk about.” When asked where she found most of her information, 

the columnist listed a number of the most popular celebrity gossip weblogs and 

critiqued the merits of each. In comparison, traditional media seemed to be more 

popular with other contributors. One regular contributor said his favorite local 

journalist was a writer for another local community newspaper, and that he didn’t 
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pay attention to most websites, while another contributor said she wasn’t 

interested in social network websites because they compromised people’s privacy. 

However this control over the content online and offline allows North 

Lawndale Weblog to present a far different image than commonly seen in the 

mainstream media. Contributors and residents agreed that North Lawndale and 

other neighborhoods in West Chicago were rarely covered at all by the city’s 

print, radio, and television news outlets. On the occasion that these neighborhoods 

do make it into the news, the residents said it would typically be as a brief several 

pages within the newspaper, or during a short announcement of a crime on the 

evening news. Residents asked about their opinions of local news coverage of 

North Lawndale also criticized the lack of local news about constant issues facing 

the neighborhood, such as a lack of resources for schools, a lack of affordable 

housing, and poor relations with the police. The founder of North Lawndale 

Weblog launched the newspaper that preceded it in order to counteract the flaws 

in mainstream coverage by emphasizing “positive news” and “solutions” to 

neighborhood problems: 

The mainstream only covers our community in a negative light: shooting, 
death, fire, etc. Not the positive things happening in the community. Even 
legislative leaders don’t get positive coverage.  

Therefore North Lawndale Weblog contains stories about successful local 

businesses, new educational programs for youth and adults, high-school sports, 

and community organizing initiatives. Within the stories there are references to 

drugs, gangs, unemployment, gentrification, and similar images found in 

mainstream portrayals of the neighborhoods where these stories occur. But the 
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recognition of those realities occurs within the context of articles that provide 

“info you think the community needs to know.” This mixture is stressed to 

contributors by the publisher: 

We realize negative news is out there, so the story might be 30-40 percent 
negative. Then we show people how to respond. It’s the same philosophy 
with the new site. 

Two posts from November 2007 illustrate this approach. One, entitled “Mortgage 

Crisis Continues to Grow in Chicago and Illinois” notes that “many of the 

foreclosures were in low income neighborhoods,” that there are “an insane 

number of people who are losing homes” and “going into debt just for attempting 

to fulfill a dream or trying to raise their children in a decent environment.” In the 

next paragraph the writer adds that the city offers “Chicago Borrower Outreach 

Days” where “homebuyers can take advantage of loan sessions with counselors 

and lenders, have access to free legal assistance, various workshops and 

information about the cities financial literacy programs.” The next post on the 

weblog, “Rescinding Your Mortgage Loan: An Option to Foreclosure” focuses on 

another tactic for readers facing foreclosure, and after citing reports that “Cook 

County has seen nearly twice the amount of mortgage foreclosures than the same 

amount this time last year” the writer sets out to “educate homeowners of a rarely 

utilized alternative to either bankruptcy or foreclosure.” 

The connection between editorial control and this type of coverage was 

evident at one of North Lawndale Weblog’s monthly writers meetings.  Most of 

the face-to-face interaction between the staff, volunteer contributors, and 

neighborhood residents considering becoming involved occurs during these 
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meetings. The meetings, which draw an average of 10 people, are attended by the 

two staff editors, several contributors (not all of them – the meetings are not 

mandatory), several residents, and guest speakers from community media, 

journalism schools, or mainstream media. They last for one to two hours, with the 

first half of the meeting allowing the guest speaker to give a presentation and field 

questions from the attendees, and the second half providing time for regular 

contributors and aspiring contributors to pitch stories to the group. Editorial 

control extends to these meetings in nuanced ways. The contributors typically 

have general ideas of what they want to cover, and present them as general issues 

facing the neighborhood rather than specific events or stories with a traditional 

news angle. Over the course of discussion the group decides if a contributor 

should pursue a story or not, and if so, how they should approach it.  

An example of how this unfolds occurred at the November 2007 meeting, 

when the managing editor led a discussion about future story ideas. Several first-

time attendees were on hand, and had listened to an earlier presentation by the 

night’s guest speaker, an editor from a community newspaper in Austin, a 

similarly low-income West Chicago neighborhood. The editor described how his 

paper was most concerned with the upcoming closing of an area high school, 

which he said the local daily newspapers had barely mentioned, therefore leaving 

the responsibility for covering the issue with his paper. The managing editor then 

asked the group what they should cover in North Lawndale.  One of the first 

attendees to suggest a story wanted more coverage about gentrification in the 

area: 
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I think the community is being destroyed and getting worse. They building 
new buildings, ran everybody out, scattered everyone out, tearing the 
projects down. 

There was little disagreement about the importance of the issue, but the guest 

speaker tried to shape the concerns into the form of a news story, rather than the 

opinions of the attendee: 

This is a long-standing issue. How do you report on that? Or do you just 
spout? 

This suggestion to transform protest into an article shifted the conversation 

towards potential story ideas about how neighborhood residents can best cope 

with the economic challenges associated with development, such as higher 

property taxes and less affordable housing. An older man and aspiring business 

owner at the meeting suggested to “start with banks – how do you get access to 

capital?” The managing editor noted that “we have run stories on grant programs 

to help entrepreneurs” and a regular contributor called for “community profiles on 

people who succeed.”  In the end the editors did not assign any of the suggested 

stories, but it was clear that no stories would be published without their approval, 

and that this approval depended on the stories not strictly focusing on problems 

facing the neighborhood or a resident’s opinion about those problems. 

Effects of a Low Level of Control 

In comparison Spring Terrace Media Project had the lowest level of 

editorial control, a conscious choice that became the greatest obstacle to 

producing coverage of the homeless community. In early discussions about the 

project the group discussed potentially creating a weblog that would be strictly 
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devoted to Spring Terrace. Group members would register for the weblog, and be 

in charge of deciding what articles were published. I instead suggested using 

Unknown City, a weblog I launched in 2004 that by 2007 had more than 150 

members posting about a variety of topics, with no editing and minimal 

centralized control. The editorial control for Unknown City was low, because it 

was intended to be a collaborative and decentralized effort that allowed for a wide 

variety of stylistic experimentation and personalization. Members posted what 

they wanted to with no direction. The Spring Terrace Media Group agreed to 

adopt Unknown City and this approach to editorial control. The hopes that such 

freedom would encourage participation ironically stifled participation amongst 

this community for two main reasons: 1) voluntary participation with no deadline 

was neglected because of other responsibilities; 2) group members needed more 

guidance. 

Daily Obstacles to Participation 

With story ideas and processes so diffuse it was harder for participants to 

maintain their involvement with a story in the face of a myriad of other demands 

on their time. The group was based within the computer lab of the apartment 

complex where participants lived, but it also inherited the challenges residents and 

staff dealt with every day. The two staff members were involved in several other 

projects at Spring Terrace, including driving residents to doctor’s appointments 

and job interviews, teaching cooking classes, helping residents fill out paperwork 

needed to qualify for state and local health services, or just answering questions 

when residents stopped by their offices. This often forced staff members to miss 
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weekly meetings or leave meetings early, which often affected continuity and 

momentum for the group. 

Residents were also busy using Spring Terrace’s services to rebuild their 

own lives. One of the residents regularly involved in the group missed the weekly 

meetings whenever he was able to secure temporary construction work. Another 

regular contributor enrolled in cosmetology school and could not catch a bus early 

enough to make it back to Spring Terrace for the meetings. The demands on 

participants and staff made it difficult to establish a routine date and time to meet. 

The group did eventually settle on an early evening weeknight schedule, when 

residents would be returning from day jobs, school, or volunteering at shelters. 

But attendance was inconsistent because of the non-routine nature of the jobs and 

lives of staff and residents. The story ideas that group members did have would 

often be abandoned after they missed a week or two of group meetings. 

One response to this fluid schedule was an attempt to provide disposable 

cameras to residents that they could take with them throughout the day. Before 

this experiment the typical way that group members arranged filming was to come 

to the weekly meeting, talk to other group members to arrange a date when they 

could shoot some video as a team – whether as a team of two with one member 

using the group’s digital video camera and another member interviewing or 

providing voice-over narration, or in teams of three with the third group member 

serving as the subject of a video and on-air interviewee. Members would compare 

schedules and attempt to find a time that worked for the group. But this frequently 

was too difficult to arrange, and interest in the potential story was not strong 
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enough to outweigh the burden of pursuing it. By using disposable cameras it 

seemed more likely that group members could work on the story idea themselves 

at times when it was more convenient. It also was a lower-cost and less risky 

proposition than having group members carry the digital video camera around 

during the day. Staff members were concerned that someone would steal the 

digital camera and harm the group member, but felt that the disposable camera 

would be less likely to attract such danger. Yet the flexibility that this system 

afforded was again impeded by the desire of group members for more direction. 

The three residents assigned the cameras did not take any pictures, and said they 

just were not sure what to do. 

Participants Uncomfortable with Freedom 

The openness that seemed at first to be the benefit of this system was 

ultimately what most undermined it. For all participants, whether staff or 

residents, this approach made the group’s objectives unclear. With the range of 

contribution possibilities so broad, participants were unsure what they were 

supposed to do. This was a recurring concern at weekly group meetings and 

during individual conversations as participants sought more structure and 

direction. The problem occurred while discussing potential stories, and while 

working on stories. There was a tendency for participants to pursue stories about 

their own individual interests or experiences. This was partly initiative strategy, 

based on the belief that people would first want to “tell their story” and then move 

on to telling the stories of others and addressing broader issues. However with 

low editorial control the participants stuck to pursuing stories about their lives. 
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There were exceptions to this but again the lack of control made it difficult for the 

initiative to counter the difficulty participants had forming and pursuing specific 

story ideas. One staff member was interested in producing a video about public 

health care and Planned Parenthood, but was not sure how to approach the topic. 

Since the organization was not in the news at the time, there were no story angles 

to focus on. I suggested arranging a short interview with someone at the 

organization to “see what comes up” but the staff member eventually decided not 

to pursue the story. Residents were often interested in doing stories about Spring 

Terrace itself, particularly the individuals who lived there and the activities and 

resources provided by Foundation Communities, the non-profit that runs the 

complex. But this was a generalized interest, and with no “news” about Spring 

Terrace to help them narrow down the list of available stories, it was similarly 

difficult to choose which person or topic to write about or film. One staff member 

suggested assigning “concrete stories” to residents rather than allowing them to 

come up with their own story ideas, thereby exerting control over the process. 

Participants were looking for such guidance not only in the story-assignment 

phase of participation, but throughout the reporting and writing process. Even 

those participants with clear story ideas were unsure how much information their 

story needed and how to obtain it.  

 

Importance of Motivation Behind Control 

When initiatives had levels of control that fell in between the high levels 

of North Lawndale Weblog and the low levels of Spring Terrace Media Project, 
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what most affected their coverage was their level of journalistic convention. This 

was a more important factor than their level of control. In the case of Chi-Town 

Daily News and Creating Community Connections, there are portions of the 

website that readers can contribute to directly. Chi-Town Daily News allows this 

in the comments section and the calendar section. Creating Community 

Connections allows direct uncontrolled reader participation in the comments, 

calendar, and the Talk Around Town section, where readers can post their own 

full stories without editing. Overall, Creating Community Connections has lower 

editorial control than Chi-Town Daily News. But for both initiatives the other 

sections are highly controlled and edited. Since the majority of the content for 

Chi-Town Daily News and Creating Community Connections is found in these 

highly-controlled sections, what matters more than the level of control are the 

goals and motivations of the initiative.  

Traditional Journalistic Motivations 

Before examining the relationship between Chi-Town Daily News’ level 

of control and its level of journalistic convention, it is worthwhile to explain its 

level of control in further detail.  

In several key respects, Chi-Town Daily News has less editorial control 

than North Lawndale Weblog. While both allow comments after every story, 

readers of Chi-Town Daily News may post comments anonymously, while 

readers of North Lawndale Weblog have to register with the site. As a result there 

have been several instances where anonymous commenters were critical of Chi-

Town Daily News’ coverage. The editor did not remove the comments from the 
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website, but instead discussed the coverage with the anonymous commenters in 

full view of the website’s audience. There are also several bloggers for Chi-Town 

Daily News who post directly to the website, including one who writes 

anonymously under the alias “Lou Grant” about staffing cutbacks and other 

managerial decisions at Chicago’s two daily newspapers, the Chicago Tribune 

and Chicago Sun-Times. The editor maintains a weblog on the site as well, 

increasing the transparency of the organization and its responsiveness to the 

audience. In one post he describes editing an article involving a local foundation 

that he considered applying to for a grant, the potential conflict of interest in 

covering such an organization, and the ethical issues involved when the 

responsibilities for editing and raising money rest with the same person. 

Yet as seen in this post and others, and as described by the editor and 

contributors, Chi-Town Daily News does edit contributions for style and content 

in adherence with professional journalistic standards. One contributor described 

submitting a story that profiled a city alderman that began with a series of 

questions and answers about topics that attempted to flesh out the official’s 

personality, but were tangential to the main issue that had placed the alderman in 

the media spotlight – a proposal to move a popular city museum. When the story 

was published the opening section was cut and rewritten to focus on the current 

controversy. This involvement with stories can occur during the reporting process 

as well. While a volunteer contributor was working on a story about allegations of 

police brutality in the Uptown neighborhood, the reporter frequently called into 

the Chi-Town Daily News office to ask the editor for guidance, while the editor 
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would suggest ways to improve the story, over a series of phone calls. The level 

of control and the delicate nature of such a story go hand in hand. Chi-Town 

Daily News has published the most aggressive reporting of the four initiatives, as 

seen by its nomination for an investigative reporting award by the Online News 

Association. Adhering to professional journalistic standards is one way to protect 

itself from litigation or other repercussions of such reporting. 

Chi-Town Daily News publishes articles throughout the day, but has a 

small full-time staff – two editors and the community organizer – and combined 

with its controlled editorial process it relies on institutions as a source of frequent 

content. The initiative has several part-time editorial interns, each of whom was 

primarily responsible for covering a government body. One had the public transit 

beat and covered meetings of the Chicago Transit Authority while working on an 

investigation into the group’s budget. Another was responsible for posting crime 

news briefs. These posts are short, typically 100-200 words, and based on the 

intern collecting daily crime reports from police stations and calling police 

stations for additional information. This provides the bulk of the website’s articles 

for the day and allows for frequent updates throughout the day, but it can also lead 

to coverage that skews towards a focus on assorted crimes from around Chicago. 

In the case of many neighborhoods in West Chicago and South Chicago, where 

the city’s poorest neighborhoods are located, the crime briefs are either their lone 

coverage on Chi-Town Daily News, or the briefs comprise the majority of their 

coverage of that neighborhood. 
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This is not always the case. Occasionally there are articles on Chi-Town 

Daily News that provide overviews of economic issues in low-income 

neighborhoods, such as home foreclosures and redevelopment plans, with 

information on services that in some cases are more detailed than North Lawndale 

Weblog’s articles. In a December 2007 article titled “City Working to Stop 

Foreclosures,” the author writes that “any Chicago resident who is having trouble 

paying their mortgage can access a financial counselor by calling 311, the City’s 

non-emergency number,” and lists the dates, times, and locations of the city’s 

Borrower Outreach Days, which provide free legal assistance and financial 

counseling. There are also occasional stories that focus on cultural contributions 

of marginalized communities. One story in November 2007 profiled a techno DJ 

and thriving dance music scene in Pilsen, a predominately low-income Mexican-

American neighborhood. Another article from February 2008 provided detailed 

analysis of approval by a city committee for plans to redevelop North Lawndale 

and the implications these plans had in terms of affordability, gentrification, and 

the lives of North Lawndale residents. Yet these types of articles were outweighed 

by the picture of these neighborhoods painted by the crime briefs – a result that is 

an outcome of the initiative’s high levels of editorial control combined with its 

high journalistic conventions. Because Chi-Town Daily News exerts control over 

the content and publishes stories throughout the day with a small staff, it must 

depend on institutional sources – in this case, the police department – to help it 

generate news. 
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Community Media Motivations 

Creating Community Connections has a lower level of editorial control 

than North Lawndale Weblog or Chi-Town Daily News. It has more sections 

where readers can contribute directly to the site without the approval of the site’s 

directors. Contributors have the most opportunity in this case to post articles and 

comments without filters, and one of the site’s co-directors continues to look for 

ways to make it easier to participate using digital technology. However this 

support for low editorial control in some sections of Creating Community 

Connections is combined with the use of high editorial control for other sections 

of the weblog, specifically the website’s homepage. The homepage, which is 

arranged like a standard weblog with posts published in reverse chronological 

order, is mainly produced by students in two sections of Columbia College’s 

community journalism class, one section of which is taught by a co-director of 

Creating Community Connections. The stories are submitted by students to the 

professors for each section, edited by those professors, and then submitted to the 

website, where they are edited again by the director and a part-time student editor. 

The editors are selective in their choice of which posts end up on the homepage. 

They look for stories with well-written leads, multiple sources, and “evergreen” 

topics that allow for publication at a later date, since the initiative publishes when 

school is not in session and the editors try to save stories to publish over semester 

breaks.  

The goals that the control serves are different than those of Chi-Town 

Daily News. As with North Lawndale Weblog, although there exists a high level 
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of editorial control in the finished product, there is much discussion and 

collaboration between the students and teachers and among students before the 

article is written and published. As with North Lawndale Weblog, editorial 

control is used to shape coverage for specific goals. While North Lawndale 

Weblog is interested in providing solutions and balancing negative and positive 

developments occurring in the neighborhood, Creating Community Connections 

emphasizes using more non-official sources, profiling individuals and places to 

explore larger issues, and developing more collaborative relationships between 

reporters and the audience. A post on the website entitled “About Creating 

Community Connections” emphasizes an editorial philosophy that draws from 

civic journalism – it hopes to “support an informed, involved civic citizenry,” 

“provide an outlet for (citizen contributors) voices and stories,” provide 

“information (residents) need to participate, build, change, and be part of the civic 

life of their neighborhood,” and is “looking to connect people in this City of 

Neighborhoods with Creating Community Connections, its reporting and its 

outreach.” As part of this outreach, the co-director responsible for one of the 

journalism classes involved with the initiative started in the fall semester of 2007 

to require her students to follow-up with sources from their stories, encouraging 

them to provide feedback on the students’ published articles by commenting on 

them online. One student contributor was able to obtain a critique of her articles 

on development in the Uptown neighborhood by community activists, but they 

did not take the extra step of posting comments on the website. This lack of 

comments was the case for the rest of the students’ stories as well. 
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The two professors whose classes are responsible for student contributions 

emphasize a more resident-focused approach to reporting while the students are 

working on their contributions. In one of the two journalism classes which 

generate articles for the weblog, the professor stresses that the students focus on 

resident reaction to the issues raised by a controversial plan to move the Chicago 

Children’s Museum:  

The more straightforward and fun story is to talk to kids. Reporters need to 
go talk to people. So far this story is nothing but elites using the media. 

This emphasis on finding and including the voices of non-official sources results 

in articles that provide non-deviant portrayals of marginalized communities. One 

student contributor who wrote a story on the closing of a transient hotel was 

encouraged by her professor to talk to people living in the hotel to find out their 

perspective. The student said she had a difficult time reaching such sources, and 

found it “definitely intimidating,” but was eventually able to interview two people 

during a visit to the hotel. The students are frequently taught to work outside their 

comfort zones in order to include non-elite voices in their stories. A December 

2007 article titled “Albany Park day laborers struggle with housing slump” uses 

concerns about the city’s real-estate market as the news angle by which to 

highlight a marginalized community. Three sources are used for the post, with a 

day laborer and a day labor center coordinator the main sources rather than elite 

sources. The article includes such quotes as this: 

Maybe it’ll pick up, and maybe it won’t. If not, I’ll have to go someplace 
else to look for work,” said Michael Carmen, 29, a day laborer who uses 
the center once or twice a week. “I take all kinds of work, and I usually 
find some way to earn a little money by the end of the day. But people 
aren’t coming around as much.”  
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But this use of a non-official source does not happen by accident, and appears to 

be contrary to the instincts of many of the journalism students. During one class a 

professor tells the students that they’ll each spend the next class period in their 

neighborhoods for three hours. “Go talk to the people on your source list,” the 

professor said. “I don’t want an interview in the alderman’s office.” Yet when 

providing feedback in class about the progress of their reporting, most students 

focus on officials and the tendency for elites and institutions to not return their 

phone calls, rather than the students’ experiences talking to neighborhood 

residents. For many, officials and institutions are primary sources of stories, and 

much energy is devoted to getting access to these types of sources. In each class 

students are asked to spend a few minutes updating the teacher and the rest of the 

class on the status of their stories, and frequently the teachers have to remind 

students to find other sources among residents. As with North Lawndale Weblog 

and Chi-Town Daily News, editorial control is used to steer the weblog’s content 

towards a particular style of news. Like Chi-Town Daily News, the journalistic 

culture at Columbia College’s journalism department, which produces Creating 

Community Connections, influences the content stylistically because student 

contributors adhere to traditional journalistic conventions in their writing. But 

unlike Chi-Town Daily News, the focus of the articles is less on covering the 

activities of officials and institutions and more on how those actors affect the 

daily lives of residents in different neighborhoods. This leads Creating 

Community Connections closer to the type of content found in North Lawndale 
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Weblog, such as a profile of a school internship program in Pilsen and a report on 

how to find healthy food in low-income neighborhoods.  

 

Finding  

Higher levels of editorial control generally improve coverage of 

marginalized communities. Monthly meetings among writers and editors at North 

Lawndale Weblog and class sessions for the students contributing to Creating 

Community Connections reveal a process where coverage is shaped to cover these 

communities in more detailed, varied, and nuanced ways. Altering the ways that 

marginalized communities have traditionally been covered by the press requires 

an intentional effort that consciously and persistently works to change the routines 

and frames of the mainstream media. But editorial control that is used to produce 

articles with a high degree of journalistic convention seems to reproduce these 

routines and frames. Although Chi-Town Daily News is able to produce 

journalism that has earned it plaudits from national award committees and respect 

from other media outlets, its crime briefs reproduce the mainstream media’s 

portrayals of marginalized communities. Spring Terrace Media Project’s low level 

of control led the initiative to lack the structure and direction participants needed 

to produce stories in general, and specifically to produce stories that discussed the 

issues the initiative hoped to cover. By mixing greater editorial control with lower 

journalistic conventions, North Lawndale Weblog and Creating Community 

Connections are able to provide more diverse representations of marginalized 
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communities while still addressing crime, unemployment, homelessness, and 

other substantial issues. 

 

RQ2: Does greater adherence to journalistic convention improve coverage of 

marginalized communities?  

These initiatives follow traditional journalistic standards and conventions 

to different degrees. Three of the four predominately follow journalistic writing 

style and format. Articles are not written in the first-person, and the author’s 

opinions are not revealed. There are lead paragraphs that emphasize the point of 

the article, and multiple sources are quoted throughout. There are clear 

separations between reporting and opinion. For Chi-Town Daily News, there is a 

distinct section for blogs. Creating Community Connections uses a Talk Around 

Town section for more personal commentary, usually submitted directly by the 

audience. North Lawndale Weblog mixes its columnists with its news articles and 

clearly distinguishes which is which. Spring Terrace Media Project was the least 

conventional stylistically. It relied on videos more than text, and the format of 

these videos was more experimental, such as the use of 30-second videos with no 

narration, unedited videos that consisted of a two-minute-long shot with 

voiceover narration, or extended interviews of one subject. 

The four initiatives are most different in relation to journalistic 

conventions when considering the content of their articles rather than the style.  

Chi-Town Daily News is most similar to mainstream news organizations in its 

story selection. It follows the activities of local politicians and institutions for 

longer daily pieces, and publishes short briefs multiple times per day about crimes 
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in neighborhoods throughout the city. Creating Community Connections 

publishes articles daily on its homepage that follow the agenda of mainstream 

news organizations, yet from the perspective of residents and non-officials when 

possible. North Lawndale Weblog is the most community-oriented, with its 

agenda driven less by immediate news value and more by the activities of 

residents. The few stories that Spring Terrace Media Project produced were 

focused more on the lives of the participants than a news agenda, although the 

experiences of the participants shed light on issues of broader concern, such as 

homelessness and the lives of the working poor. 

These different levels of journalistic convention are a reflection of the 

initiatives’ different missions. Each identifies itself as an alternative to the 

mainstream media by providing coverage that the mainstream fails to, yet each 

advertises a degree of professionalization. Chi-Town Daily News presents itself 

as a non-profit online newspaper that is “training Chicago residents to report and 

write their own stories” and cover their own neighborhoods, particularly ones that 

have been “ignored by other media outlets.” Creating Community Connections 

proposes to combine “a level of professionalism” from journalism students with 

“citizen contributors” who “are not journalists and they don’t want to be,” to 

“support an informed, involved civic citizenry” across different neighborhoods. 

North Lawndale Weblog hopes to be “a catalyst for organization and activism 

around community issues” produced by “novice and apprentice writers from the 

North Lawndale community.” Spring Terrace Media Project was most concerned 

with “giving its residents a voice” by teaching them how to produce media, and 
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potentially creating a space for people with similar experiences to discuss their 

perspective on issues surrounding poverty. 

 

Journalistic Convention Draws Participants 

The presence of journalistic culture at the four initiatives is partly due to 

the influence of the founders, as seen in these quotes from their mission 

statements. But it is also a result of the motivation of the contributors. Many of 

the participants studied here became involved to gain journalistic experience, 

regardless of the ultimate level of journalistic convention displayed by the 

initiative. Despite its low level of convention, North Lawndale Weblog attracts 

residents of North Lawndale who are often people with some level of journalism 

training in high school or college, or at least interested in writing and gaining 

more skills and experience by freelancing for the weblog. Although the work is 

unpaid, they approach it as an educational and job training opportunity, not 

strictly community volunteering. The high level of journalistic convention at Chi-

Town Daily News draws participants with some journalistic training hoping to 

use it to gain clips and experience, bloggers who have no journalistic background 

but want to learn professional journalistic techniques such as interviewing, story 

construction, and investigative reporting. The opportunity to cover events that are 

on the agenda of the mainstream media, such as the Illinois primary, even drew a 

former student writer for Creating Community Connections, which with its lower 

level of journalistic convention did not cover the primary. However the students 

at Columbia College, where Creating Community Connections is produced, are 
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professionally oriented, with many aspiring to journalism careers upon 

graduation. Those with the most experience working for the site, such as the 

weblog’s part-time student editor and another student who worked for it part-time 

as a summer intern, identify more with traditional journalists than bloggers. The 

student editor drew a clear distinction between her involvement with the 

traditional journalism aspects of Creating Community Connections and the more 

open “free-for-all” blogging elements on the site. 

These participants drawn by journalistic convention are also the most 

frequent contributors. These participants were willing to work for free so long as 

there was potential for paid professional work in the long-term. The desire for 

clips and work worthy of including in a professional portfolio or on a resume 

steers the style of the content towards the standards dictated by the journalistic 

marketplace. One student said that he treated the website as more of an online 

newspaper than an interactive blog, and that he was most interested in writing 

stories for it that could serve as published clips. When writing for the website 

another student said she “didn’t write differently for online…it’s very much the 

same – a good article is just a good article.” She said the website needed to 

increase the amount of blogging, since “bloggers are the personality people” who 

are “like little messengers” meant to promote the articles written for the site. 

However this type of work would have to be a job for someone else, since her 

immediate plans were to serve as the website’s part-time student editor.  

Contributors to Spring Terrace Media Project were driven less by a desire 

to learn journalistic skills specifically, and more by their immediate need to either 



 99 

produce work they might be paid for, or learn writing and technological skills 

they could use to find paying work. The need to make money was a constant 

pressure on participants, who despite paying rent at prices far below market rates 

barely had enough money left to support themselves. One participant said she 

received a $600 welfare check each month, used half of the check towards her 

rent, and used the rest for “necessities.” Although she was interested in the 

project, attended several group meetings, and was interviewed for a video posted 

on the group’s YouTube page, she said her time was better spent trying to use the 

Internet to sell homemade crafts on E-Bay. The attraction of the project as skills 

training drew residents who were eager to find paying work, but these residents 

were also likely to pursue other projects that conflicted with their regular 

participation in the group. This was true for the two most frequent participants, 

one of whom enrolled in a hairdressing school and missed more than a month of 

meetings as a result, and another who found part-time construction work and 

occasionally baked and sold homemade bread. 

Despite the need to make money, the idea of being involved in a 

journalistic project appealed to some participants and kept them coming back to 

the group when they had free time. One said she “always wanted to be a TV 

reporter” and was eager to learn how to use a video camera and microphone to 

conduct on-air interviews. Another hoped to make a video about the non-profit 

where he volunteered which could be used on the non-profit’s website for 

promotional purposes. This often led to an emphasis on interviewing officials, 

because the participants felt it lent an air of professionalism to the work. But it 
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also delayed production of videos because it required access to officials, 

scheduling of interviews, an additional participant to help film the interview, and 

similar requirements. Although it was easier to film a video that was filmed 

strictly from the perspective of the participant, this approach struck the 

participants as boring or amateurish. 

 

Journalistic Convention Helps Increase Access to Elite Sources 

Those involved in running and writing for the weblogs also note how 

identifying themselves as journalists and producing journalistic-style articles 

helps them gain access to sources. One intern at Chi-Town Daily News who 

covered transportation issues was responsible for attending board meetings of the 

Chicago Transit Authority. She started in late August 2007, and wrote a piece on 

the CTA budget that “kept escalating” into a “big investigation” that was 

published in early November 2007. Initially the writer’s association with the 

website affected her ability to talk to officials at CTA: 

They were not willing to talk to me…they said it was not going to happen, 
‘we can’t meet with you,’ and referred me to a press conference. One and 
a half months later they were less picky and gave me a senior board 
official…they were familiar with the site, the media relations person had 
noticed.  

Chi-Town Daily News’ use of journalistic style in this case helped it to gain 

access to sources and documents to carry on its investigation. The formality of 

presentation on the site might be contrary to the typical informal writing style of 

most bloggers, but this helped it earn a reputation with the CTA official as a 

legitimate media source worthy of being dealt with. Another contributor hoped to 
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interview a city alderman at the center of a controversial plan to relocate a popular 

children’s museum. She contacted the alderman’s office to request the interview 

but did not receive a response for several weeks, and later discovered when the 

alderman agreed to the interview that his office had checked Chi-Town Daily 

News to gauge its legitimacy as a news organization. When the interview was 

over, the alderman asked the contributor to send a link to the final story. For Chi-

Town Daily News to pursue its goals of providing news of greater breadth and 

depth than the local mainstream outlets, it has to employ convention to a degree 

that bloggers with lesser aspirations do not. The conventionality of the initiative 

allows it to establish credibility, and without this credibility it would be difficult 

to establish trust with sources, and leverage with officials. By taking itself 

seriously officials took Chi-Town Daily News seriously.  

The more traditional journalistic elements on Creating Community 

Connections has had a similar impact on access. The co-director who teaches one 

of the journalism classes responsible for the majority of stories on the site’s 

homepage said aldermen have been willing to respond to student requests for 

interviews because the students are reporting for a conventional-looking online 

publication. By emphasizing the more formal content on its homepage, Creating 

Community Connections creates a perhaps more respectable and less threatening 

image. The less filtered content provided by contributors without journalistic 

training, which might give the site a less professional aura, is not highlighted to 

the same degree. There is only a link at the top of the page to Talk Around Town, 

the section of the site that compiles posts from reader blogs. A similar de-
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emphasis on these user-generated aspects of the site also occurs when students are 

trying to gain access to officials.  A student editor and contributor for Creating 

Community Connections was leery of a potentially negative connotation of the 

word “blog,” and emphasized the traditional journalistic aspects of the initiative 

when trying to obtain interviews: 

I don’t know if you can do a blog, citizen journalism, and traditional 
journalism in one site. It might affect access. Would you talk to someone 
from a blog? You assume they already have an opinion and are going to 
write something snarky. Labeling it as a blog would keep me from getting 
sources and information. 

The sources in question in each case are predominately officials. It’s a reflection 

of how the motivations for contributors and the influence of a city’s more 

powerful and “in-demand” sources coincide to shape coverage regardless of the 

potential freedom provided by blogging software. Reporters hoping to distinguish 

themselves by landing an interview with a well-known public figure, particularly 

one in the midst of a controversial and competitive story, have to adjust their 

identity to gain access, less they be consigned to the role of many bloggers who 

can only link to the reporting of the city’s mainstream news corps. 

 

Journalism in Low-income Neighborhoods Considered Dangerous 

Emphasizing the journalistic aspects of the initiative draws participants 

and official sources, but it can be a deterrent to participation and sources from 

marginalized communities. The popularity of the idea of journalism depends on 

the neighborhood. In some neighborhoods the mere act of giving a reporter a 

quote, or being seen with a reporter, can be frowned upon by residents who don’t 
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trust the media, and can even be occasionally dangerous. One of the few student 

contributors at Creating Community Connections who regularly covered low-

income neighborhoods in West and South Chicago found it a challenge to 

establish trust with residents at first: 

I’d say I write for a community website. Some were excited, some were 
leery. I’d give them all contact info, made cards. People already didn’t 
trust the news that much.  

Through repeat attendance at neighborhood meeting with police or aldermen, the 

student established some trust with residents, but found that many residents were 

afraid to attend the meetings and intimidated by neighborhood gangs. 

One of the organizers talked, but not on the record. They felt threatened.  
But a girl approached me and confronted me about speaking out. It would 
have to be someone really bold, and sick and tired of people bringing 
nonsense into the community. 

Over time the student realized that the reluctance to talk to the media was part of a 

broader pattern: 

People are tired, constantly on guard. You buy your own house but there 
are people on the lawn. It makes you paranoid, always watching and 
looking. 

To adapt she downplayed her journalistic identity, “wouldn’t dress professional,” 

was “always on foot,” and while walking through the neighborhood “wouldn’t tell 

people why you were there.” 

 The student was the only contributor who regularly covered 

neighborhoods considered dangerous, perhaps as a result of the concerns she 

described. However students who occasionally also wrote articles about similar 

neighborhoods heard from their sources that there are occasional threats directed 
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at community organizers, who while not acting in a journalistic capacity are 

nevertheless considered troublemakers.  A June 2007 article about the West 

Chicago low-income neighborhood of Pilsen noted the difficulties faced by 

community organizers within their own neighborhood: 

Steering clear of the gangs isn’t easy, though. Last year, as Carmelita 
Frias, 35, and a few volunteers walked up 17

th
 and Loomis streets 

collecting signatures from homeowners so the block could be closed off 
for the weekly basketball games, they faced disgruntled gang members. 
Frias remembers the gang members shouting, “We don’t want that shit 
here!” But the group continued its work. “We’re just here for the kids,” 
the group told the gang members. Still, Frias and her volunteers felt 
threatened. 

As the student contributor said earlier, it seemed that many residents had 

internalized this fear of the repercussions of speaking out. There were several 

stories of people being afraid to be named on a website complaining about gangs 

amid fears that gang members would find out. In a July 2007 story about crime in 

the Edgewater neighborhood, a student wrote that:  

One 12-year old resident said the drug problem in the beat became 
undeniable about a year-and-a-half ago. He said he sees drug dealers 
almost daily on his block and requested to remain anonymous for this 
story because he fears retaliation from gang members. 

Safety concerns can also prohibit participation by making contributors seek other 

people to help them during the reporting process. One of the staff members 

involved with the Spring Terrace Media Project had hoped to film a video of a 

walk around the neighborhood that surrounded the complex, but wanted another 

person to join her since the area had a reputation for criminal activity. “If I’m 

filming I can’t see if someone comes up behind me,” she said, and because she 

was unable to coordinate a time when another contributor was available to join 
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her she had to abandon the idea. At a later meeting I suggested shooting a video 

about a neighborhood close to Spring Terrace where a shooting had occurred at a 

convenience store. A Spring Terrace resident who had lived in the neighborhood 

previously believed it was too dangerous, while a staff member agreed and 

skeptically asked “how are we going to up to that neighborhood and start 

filming?” In each case access to a camcorder and the ability to post whatever 

video was recorded were outweighed by the participants’ sense that the work 

would be too dangerous.  

 While journalists and activists face pressure for their work, sometimes the 

mere asking of questions by an outsider can be difficult in some of the more 

dangerous neighborhoods.  I met similar resistance to questioning and received 

similar words of caution on the street while conducting research for this 

dissertation. While walking around North Lawndale during the day to ask 

residents to fill out a brief questionnaire on their opinions about the news, I was 

warned by several residents that it was dangerous to approach people on the 

street, and that asking questions could be considered a threat and provocation. 

More often I was treated as an annoyance. As I approached one couple playing 

with their daughter in a local park, the father began to drop the can of beer he was 

drinking until I made it clear I wasn’t a police officer. While talking to the couple 

for 15 minutes, they said what I was doing was dangerous, asked me “do you 

know where you are” and suggested that to be safe I should stay next to the local 

grocery store, where security guards patrolled the parking lot. The mother said I 

“might upset the wrong people” because of the seemingly innocent questions on 
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the questionnaire, such as “what local issues are important to you” and “how do 

you find out about local news in this neighborhood?” The couple eventually filled 

out the questionnaire, as did several other residents, but it became clear that it 

would be very difficult for a community outsider to practice journalism within the 

neighborhood, particularly if the journalist attempted to write about the drug trade 

or similar problems facing the community. 

 

Journalistic Conventions Conflict With Contributor Recruitment from 

Marginalized Communities 

There are many residents who are not intimidated and do become active in 

their communities, but they do so as activists rather than journalists. Community 

activists’ work most often deals with gentrification and affordable housing, police 

brutality, anti-drug and anti-gang violence initiatives, and the need for more 

educational opportunities. The popularity of community activism in some low-

income neighborhoods leads to a high number of resident-initiated nonprofits 

established as 501k tax-exempt organizations. The South Chicago low-income 

African-American neighborhood of Pullman is known among community activists 

in West Chicago for supposedly having more than 200 “501ks” within its borders. 

Occasionally there is media work involved with these organizations, such as the 

creation of a website, informational pamphlets, or attempts to promote their 

efforts in the community or mainstream media.   

But despite the extent of this activity, there is a low amount of 

participation in the initiatives studied here.  Despite being based in the community 
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and almost entirely produced by people from the community, North Lawndale 

Weblog does not have a broad base of regular contributors. There are about a 

dozen writers who contribute every week. Two of the top editors are not natives 

of North Lawndale, although one – the managing editor – now lives there.  The 

difficultly of being a resident of a neighborhood and a journalist covering that 

neighborhood seems to affect story selection as well. While the core staff of 

contributors identifies themselves as journalists, the harder news coverage is 

directed at institutions and issues outside the community or not specific to it 

rather than at figures within the community, for example stories on foreclosures, 

public transportation cutbacks, the war in Iraq, and police brutality. It is rare to 

find coverage that might create conflict between the initiative and the community. 

The religion columnist will occasionally criticize drug dealers in the 

neighborhood, and mentions a former article that said “we’ve gone from white 

sheets to white t-shirts – they’re just as big a terror as the Klan.” Yet such 

criticisms are not leveled at any group or individual in particular, and are instead 

presented as issues that plague low-income African-American communities in 

general. 

For Chi-Town Daily News, this presents a difficult hurdle in finding 

resident correspondents from low-income neighborhoods. Edwards, the 

initiative’s community organizer, had made contacts with residents in Humboldt 

Park and Pilsen in West Chicago, and Auburn-Gresham in South Chicago. In each 

neighborhood residents are organizing against gentrification, and one woman in 

Auburn-Gresham was interested in writing a story about the issue for the site. 
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However site policy doesn’t permit anti-gentrification organizers to write about 

gentrification because of the potential conflict of interest. Edwards, who 

previously volunteered with an Indymedia affiliate in Austin, Texas, compared 

the two websites’ strategies for working with residents. Indymedia “could go in 

and say, ‘can we make you a film’,” without having to worry about compromising 

professional journalistic standards by working alongside political activists. Chi-

Town Daily News instead would ask the members of a community organization to 

submit an article to the website, but the submission would have to meet 

journalistic standards. As the organizer put it, “we can’t directly plug into what 

they’re doing.” This creates the difficult position of asking people to participate, 

but defining how they can participate. 

In comparison, the half of Creating Community Connections that does not 

adhere to journalistic convention provides the site with the opportunity to request 

participation with minimal limits. The “simple rules” it lists for submitting a story 

to this section are merely to include no profanity, nudity, personal attacks, or 

“attacks on the basis of race, religion, national origin or gender.” Although 

traditional journalistic style dominates the site, providing the majority of content 

and setting the tone for the site by its prominent placement on the homepage, the 

co-director in charge of developing community and networking with individuals 

and groups is able to accept contributions of all types. This includes media 

produced by activists as part of their political work. In several cases this has 

allowed Creating Community Connections to collaborate with residents from 

marginalized communities who identify themselves as activists more than 



 109 

journalists. A woman who works with Latino youth on environmental issues in 

the Little Village neighborhood discussed efforts to produce video versions of 

what her group calls “Toxic Tours” of industrial plants suspected of polluting the 

neighborhood, which the co-director hoped to publish on the site. A man active in 

efforts in West Chicago to expand access to computers, who also teaches classes 

for home business owners on how to use weblogs to promote their product or 

services, was able to post an unedited audio file about his programs on the site. 

By not restricting submissions to traditional journalistic standards the site was 

able to include such perspectives in its coverage.  

This sort of flexibility by initiatives in regards to how people might 

participate on their sites was also needed for Spring Terrace Media Project. One 

resident, who had been homeless for several years and was familiar with the 

area’s homeless and the camps where they lived, was among the first to express 

interest in participating and was involved in the production of one of the 

initiative’s videos. But his sensitivity to the privacy of potential subjects of stories 

made him uncomfortable in the role of journalist. In early meetings he talked 

about visiting homeless camps, where groups of homeless individuals gather in 

the woods, for a possible story. But his role would be to serve as an ambassador 

that would introduce other participants, who would then ask the questions. When 

a staff member asked if he could help survey the people living in the camps, he 

said the questions seemed intrusive.  On another occasion he agreed to help the 

group when it was interested in interviewing local homeless about the city’s 

proposed ban on panhandling. But when we approached a man panhandling on a 
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corner near Spring Terrace, the resident didn’t want to be the one to conduct the 

interview, although he was willing to introduce the panhandler to other members 

of the group. The resident was eager to tell his own story, and profile shelters, 

soup kitchens, and other non-profit organizations he was familiar with, but did not 

want to assume the journalistic role of asking strangers to tell their stories, out of 

respect for their privacy. 

 

Finding 

A high level of journalistic convention, if not combined with a high 

connection to community or a low level of editorial control, does not improve 

coverage of marginalized communities.  Although it helps attract participants and 

sources, the participants are likely to replicate the routines of mainstream news 

organizations, and the sources are likely to be the officials and elites who already 

dominate mainstream coverage. At the same time an initiative with a high level of 

journalistic convention can deter participation from contributors and sources in 

marginalized communities.  This is due to the pressure against such activity from 

groups within the community, the need to develop trust with new outsider groups, 

and the limited scope of participation as defined by journalistic standards. 

There is an important role played in this situation by place. The 

neighborhoods themselves influence the likelihood of participation and therefore 

the content of an initiative’s website.  A sense of danger within some 

marginalized communities, whether that danger is real or imagined, conflicted 

with the act of journalism when journalism was defined by traditional standards.  
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However when journalism was practiced in less conventional ways by an 

initiative, such as when it occurred within the offices of the non-profit where 

North Lawndale Weblog is based, place and the connection to community that 

place can provide helped improve  coverage of a marginalized community.  North 

Lawndale Weblog is able to attract contributors by offering other services 

provided by the non-profit Human Resource Services. Several frequent 

contributors first encountered the initiative after visiting Human Resource 

Services’ offices to use the free community computer lab.  In such ways the 

community connection helps offset negative associations residents might have 

with journalism.  By attracting these contributors, the initiative was then able to 

access stories without having to rely on traditional entry points to the community 

– officials and activists. 

In a similar way an initiative can attract participants with an initial 

aversion to traditional journalism by providing spaces on their website with lower 

editorial control. This allows the initiative to accept content that does not meet 

conventional journalistic standards.  For example, contributions from activist 

residents would create concerns about a conflict of interest at Chi-Town Daily 

News.  But these contributions can contain information and images of 

marginalized communities which go beyond mainstream portrayals of them as 

deviants or victims and provide a virtual “place” for these voices on the 

initiative’s website. 
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RQ3: Does greater connection to a community improve coverage of 

marginalized communities? 

The four initiatives are at their most different in relation to this variable.  

North Lawndale Weblog is the most connected to community, since it is 

published by a neighborhood non-profit, its contributors are mostly drawn from 

that neighborhood or nearby areas, and its content is mostly focused upon the 

neighborhood.  Creating Community Connections has a moderate connection to 

community because its student contributors report on the ward they live in, and 

spend the semester developing sources and promoting the website in those wards.  

The website also attempts to cover communities in less conventional ways, for 

instance by using residents as primary sources instead of officials.  The less 

controlled parts of Creating Community Connections are also meant to allow 

residents of different neighborhoods to use the website as their own direct 

platform.  However by attempting to cover the totality of Chicago communities, 

the weblog has lower connections to any community in particular.  Chi-Town 

Daily News hopes to have resident correspondents from each Chicago 

neighborhood as well, and would conceivably have them contributing for longer 

than the one semester term of most students writing for Creating Community 

Connections.  But these residents will be providing articles within more of a 

traditional journalistic context, because there are no sections of Chi-Town Daily 

News, other than comments and calender listings, where residents of a 

neighborhood can provide unfiltered information directly to the website.  Spring 
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Terrace Media Project has the lowest connection to community, because the 

residents of Spring Terrace are transplants from cities throughout the region – 

Austin, Dallas, Houston, New Orleans, and more – and Spring Terrace itself was 

less than a year old when the initiative began and had yet to form its own cohesive 

community identity.  In this sense there was no community for the initiative to be 

connected to, other than the area’s homeless and others living in poverty, a 

situation that created additional obstacles for the initiative. 

 

Impact on Recruitment 

While some contributors are attracted to websites with a high degree of 

journalistic convention because they want journalistic training, others participate 

on websites with a high connection to their community because they want to 

“give back” to their community. Their initial motivation is to write articles that 

will provide “useful” information to their neighbors. Unlike contributors to the 

more journalistic weblogs, the focus is placed on responding to the mainstream 

media’s coverage of the community, as one contributor to North Lawndale 

Weblog said when comparing its coverage to the mainstream: 

Overall the media in general puts a negative light on the North Lawndale 
community, and a negative spin on what goes on in the community. Not 
only do we talk about crime, lack of education, low graduation rate, we 
also highlight business owners, highlight students who have done well in 
school. Not only negatives but positives. 

The goal is to use the weblog to provide models to the audience of residents who 

have succeeded in school or business, and then provide advice and resources to 

help readers interested in finding work, earning a degree, or gaining access to 
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capital. This resonates with residents who feel that mainstream coverage is 

inadequate because of the contrast between what they see in the news and what 

they experience in their daily lives. Residents who responded to a questionnaire 

about local news said the information was not always accurate, that it ignored 

their neighborhood, and that it didn’t provide enough “problem-solving.” North 

Lawndale Weblog attracts participants not by offering a chance to cover the 

neighborhood as a reporter, but by offering a more generalized opportunity to 

help the neighborhood. One contributor noted this: 

I didn’t tell too many people that I write for a paper. I haven’t met too 
many people interested in writing for the paper, but people are interested 
to get involved in the community. 

There are contributors who do participate in North Lawndale Weblog 

because of the opportunity to report, but often they hope to build experience in 

order to be published in other community media. They don’t hope to “break into” 

the mainstream, but rather to work across community media. This is partly 

because they don’t believe a mainstream publication would print articles on the 

issues they’re interested in. As one regular contributor to North Lawndale Weblog 

said:  

I write articles about veterans. There’s a lot of information they don’t have 
or don’t know about health benefits…I have a lot of sources at VA, I try to 
get that news about stuff that larger papers wouldn’t buy.  

Skepticism about the mainstream news is common.  Another contributor, who 

was editor of his high school newspaper and said that “Edward R. Murrow is one 

of my heroes” nevertheless added “I don’t feel media want positive change” for 

his neighborhood.  This sentiment was repeated by several residents of North 
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Lawndale, despite their frequent use of mainstream news on television and in 

print.  In their responses to brief questionnaires about their media habits, the 

residents said they saw the value of telling people “the good and bad things that 

occur” and “all the issues my neighborhood faces” so that “others can see what 

goes on here” because “maybe they can help.”  But they found that local news did 

not offer solutions to problems such as “police brutality” and “funding being cut 

for local projects,” that their neighborhood was “sometimes portrayed as 

unimportant” and that: 

I don’t like how the news reporters are quick to tell about something in the 
whites’ area but not in my neighborhood. 

They were interested in contributing to a website that would cover community 

problems and potential solutions, and provide some of those solutions itself, with 

“workshops to help build careers” and “programs for all ages.” 

 In contrast to the North Lawndale community, which is based on a 

neighborhood, the identity community – homeless and previously homeless 

people – that the Spring Terrace Media Project originally hoped to cover did not 

provide similar motivations to participate.  Participants were more inclined to 

contribute stories about how they had overcome homelessness and moved from 

the streets to more stable lives at Spring Terrace than to write about issues facing 

those currently homeless, or about some of the causes of homelessness.  The 

participants’ personal experiences overlapped with some of these larger issues, 

such as when a video produced by a formerly homeless woman described her 

experience staying at the Salvation Army in downtown Austin, one of only two 

shelters for homeless women and children in Austin.  The video, shot from the 
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perspective of a person walking towards the shelter and past groups of men 

gathered on the street and in alleys nearby, and narrated by the female contributor, 

gives a sense of what the experience would be like for women in the same 

situation.  However suggestions to write about stories covered by the mainstream 

news that involved the homeless or those living in poverty, such as the murder of 

a homeless man, a proposed ordinance to ban panhandling on street corners, and a 

decrease in the supply of affordable housing in the city, were not pursued by 

participants.  

 This was due in part to a split identity among this particular marginalized 

community.  One participant said the difference was between “street people” and 

“mainstream” homeless.  The woman, who had been homeless for 10 years, 

defined street people as those homeless who “adapted the lifestyle, they like it, 

they don’t want to get back into the rat race, and have found that you can exist 

without the rat race,” while mainstream homeless are more likely to be “people 

who got hit hard and are trying to make a better life.”  She said the mainstream 

homeless are more likely to be scared of the situation, but also more likely to 

participate in an initiative like Spring Terrace Media Project, since they are still 

trying to find steady work.  But as one staff member said, many “don’t want to be 

identified as part of a group,” and the most frequent participants in the initiative 

were often “more comfortable with the staff than their neighbors.”  Although 

these participants had first-hand experience with homelessness, they did not 

identify themselves with homelessness to the degree that they would want to 
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become a representative for the homeless through their involvement in the 

initiative. 

 

Access to Stories 

 By having access to residents who are not in official posts and not 

involved in activist work, North Lawndale Weblog’s high connection to the 

community also provides access to stories not typically found in mainstream 

coverage of low-income neighborhoods.  One regular contributor used his 

experiences with local youth from the Little Village Mexican-American 

neighborhood for an article about attempts to improve race relations between 

African-Americans and Mexican-Americans, who were often rivals yet physically 

separated only by a city street: 

I went to a meeting in Little Village, where the Mexicans said ‘we need 
you guys to work with us and we want to work with you. We’re tired of 
not being able to go into your community.’ People are realizing the 
potential of this community. 

Here the contributor’s connection to the community as a resident gave him insider 

perspective into ongoing racial tensions and potential reconciliation of those 

differences at meetings that would otherwise be off the media’s radar, because 

they were not linked to the types of large institutions that have a higher chance of 

attracting coverage.  While covering a story about a local man shot by police, the 

family of the victim contacted North Lawndale Weblog with eyewitness accounts, 

according to the initiative’s director: 
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The people who witnessed the shooting were grandparents, they saw him 
run down the alley because they were on the back porch. Usually people 
don’t give up information.  

Chi-Town Daily News’ and Creating Community Connections’ articles on low-

income neighborhoods are more dependent than North Lawndale Weblog on 

institutionalized sources.  An article in Chi-Town Daily News on public housing 

and gentrification was centered on a panel discussion organized by the Chicago 

History Museum and Public Housing Museum, with panelists including a former 

executive from the Chicago Housing Authority and a Northwestern professor of 

sociology and African-American studies.  While a resident of a public housing 

complex in the Near Westside neighborhood is quoted in the lead, she was also a 

panelist.  The article provides insightful economic, political, and historical context 

for the gentrification debate, but shows a dependency on institutions for coverage 

in the absence of stronger community connections.  This can lead to coverage 

shaped by institutions rather than individuals, a characteristic of mainstream 

coverage that has skewed coverage away from marginalized communities in the 

past or distorted representations of them.  

 One way that Chi-Town Daily News and Creating Community 

Connections try to avoid this is by attending neighborhood meetings of the 

Chicago Alternative Policing Strategy (CAPS).  These monthly meetings, held in 

each of the Chicago Police Department’s “beats,” are an opportunity for residents 

of the beat to share information and concerns about local crimes with 

representative officers from the department.  On Chi-Town Daily News’ website, 

a page entitled “Become a Citizen Journalist” recommends these meetings to 
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contributors as “a great place to start” to “see what’s going on near you.”  Many 

of the articles written by students for Creating Community Connection about 

marginalized communities also use these meetings as a basis for stories, with 

headlines like “CAPS volunteers vs. drug dealers,” “Drug trafficking problem for 

South Loop seniors,” and “Gangs not welcome in West Bucktown.”  The 

meetings are often a useful middle ground where individuals from within 

communities and journalists from outside communities – or without access to the 

marginalized members of their neighborhoods – are exposed to each other, 

without mediation from institutions or officials.  The benefits of this are found in 

a story from Creating Community Connections titled “Safest in the city?” where a 

student begins by noting that: 

Sitting in on the most recent CAPS meeting for police beat 2024 in 
Edgewater, you might not be convinced you were in the “lowest crime 
district in the city.” But the alderman of the ward, Mary Ann Smith (48

th
), 

and the commander and beat officers of the district, all say it is. 

The student then addresses the concerns of residents of the Edgewater and 

Uptown neighborhoods about continuing crime.  At one point he refers to a 12-

year-old resident of Edgewater who “sees drug dealers almost daily on his block” 

but “requested to remain anonymous for this story because he fears retaliation 

from gang members.”  The perspective of the residents is presented in contrast to 

the police and official’s stance that crime is under control.  Yet this story reveals a 

problem with a reliance on CAPS meetings, or other public venues used to 

connect reporters with sources.  Another student who had “been to a lot of CAPS” 

would often write down the addresses where residents reported criminal activity, 

but the residents would not want to provide their names.  She said some residents 
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believed gangs and drug dealers sent people to monitor the CAPS meetings, 

which are open to the public.  

 Such difficulties are occasionally offset by looser editorial controls.  By 

allowing direct input from the public, a weblog can make it possible for residents 

to comment without exposing themselves to danger, whether real or imagined.  

Chi-Town Daily News’ policy of allowing open comments without registration 

enabled this sort of participation from the residents of the Uptown neighborhood 

after the site published reports that four police officers beat an unarmed teenager 

while dispersing a crowd on Halloween.  Thirty-one comments followed, by far 

the highest of any articles published by the four cases, which rarely receive a 

single comment on any of their posts.  Among the commenters were people who 

identified themselves as Uptown residents, said the story wasn’t put into context, 

and asked “do you even understand what we deal with…gangs, drugs, violence, 

guns” and “roving bands of youth in the neighborhood.” Others said police 

intimidation and abuse of power was a constant problem, writing that people were 

“repeatedly sexually harassed by the cops in this neighborhood” and “the police 

are more corrupt than anyone.”  While the comments were posted anonymously 

and were not verified, they provide potential leads for reporters to investigate that 

would likely not surface face-to-face, at CAPS meetings, or through official 

channels.  

 The community connection that provides story access requires greater 

involvement by initiative directors to turn that access into actual contributions.  

Participants in Spring Terrace Media Project, Spring Terrace residents who 
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occasionally attended meetings but did not contribute stories, and non-residents – 

who participants discussed the initiative with to encourage their contributions – 

often mentioned events, people, and information that would have made important 

and interesting stories.  Several residents had to relocate to Austin from New 

Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, and were in the process of trying to rebuild their 

lives.  One woman was pursuing a degree in social work at Austin Community 

College, taking classes at two of the college’s campuses, working part-time at a 

mall, and riding city buses to travel to each location, leading to a hectic schedule 

that kept her from being able to attend the initiative’s weekly meetings.  Yet she 

was interested in sharing her experiences to show the challenges faced by 

evacuees several years after Katrina.  The group suggested she borrow one of its 

two video cameras for a few days and document her experiences, which the group 

would then post on the weblog.  Yet ultimately she was unable to do so because 

of the personal and professional demands on her time. 

 The lack of structure, requirements, and direction from the group, which it 

originally considered an asset, can also make it more likely for participation in a 

volunteer-based effort to be lost amid the more concrete demands, schedules, and 

requirements of work and school.  This was the case for several participants who 

received disposable cameras to take digital photos with throughout their day.  The 

participants had mentioned witnessing potential stories such as increased 

homeless populations in city parks, and were given the cameras to document such 

things.  Yet none of them took any photos despite having the cameras for weeks.  
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Participants said they needed more guidance rather than such a “hands-off” 

policy, including the resident who attended the most weekly meetings: 

We had good ideas, but no follow-through because there was no structure. 
If we didn’t set a day (to shoot a video), by then we had our own worries 
and issues to take care of…If I can plan for something, it keeps me more 
aware and less in my head. 

 

Features and Profiles Contain Perspectives Rare in Mainstream 

When an initiative has a high connection to community, stories of all types 

can nevertheless provide information about the lives of those within marginalized 

communities.  Writers for a weblog with high connection to a marginalized 

community do not have to write “hard news” and cover institutions or events to 

obtain information about important social issues, because so often these issues 

surface in the most mundane events. 

Because of this high connection, the community is the backdrop to the 

initiative’s coverage regardless of whether the contributor was motivated to 

participate because of an interest in journalism or an interest in supporting the 

community.  Either way the stories can provide perspectives and voices from 

community members who are not usually found in mainstream coverage.  An 

article written in December 2007 by a resident describes an annual effort by a 

local couple to drive around their neighborhood handing out hams and other gifts 

to families that can’t afford Christmas presents or dinner.  The article shows the 

different levels of economic status within a marginalized community, and 

complicates stereotypical perceptions of the community.  In the middle of a story 
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about a local family’s efforts to provide free Christmas dinners to residents who 

otherwise could not afford one, the writer notes that: 

After the interview, Darren said “I went from selling drugs and doing 
drugs to owning a house and helping other families out,” instead of being 
the problem he solved it, he should be a role model of today for children 
all around that’s doing and selling drugs just as he was, you can make a 
change if you try. 

This excerpt displays a much different tone and writing style than conventional 

journalism.  There are grammatical errors, the writer addresses the audience 

directly, exhibits a sense of transparency about the writing process, and takes a 

subjective opinionated stance.  But along the way, details about life in North 

Lawndale emerge. 

 This phenomena occurs with the sections of Creating Community 

Connections that have lower editorial control and allow community members to 

contribute information directly to the website.  For example, a series of videos 

were produced and posted on YouTube by a community organizer turned political 

candidate from South Chicago, which one of the co-directors of Creating 

Community Connections hoped to post on the site.  The aspiring alderman filmed 

a series of videos in several South Side neighborhoods, including interviews with 

non-profit directors and activists and footage shot on the street to document 

neighborhood atmosphere.  The videos would have been acceptable by 

community media standards, but a conventional journalistic outlet would have 

found the blurring of reporter and candidate too problematic for publication.  

However because an area exists on Creating Community Connections where this 

type of media is allowed, the co-director of the site was able to invite the potential 
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contributor to post his videos.  While viewing the videos in a computer lab in 

West Garfield, the co-director was more interested in the people and places that 

were included in the videos than what was not included.  In this way the videos 

were valued for containing pieces of a larger puzzle, rather than expected to 

provide the entire story. 

 

Conflicts of Interest 

A high connection to the community can present potential conflicts of 

interest.  Since volunteers do not depend on the initiative as their full-time job, 

there is little chance they can cite professional duties, the influence of an editor, or 

the potential loss of a job as a defense in the face of community criticism.  

Contributors realize these issues.  One writer said they “like to do investigative 

stuff, but it takes a lot of work.”  Relying on stories drawn from everyday 

experience makes it more possible to expose problems in the community, but this 

also creates pressures.  At one point the contributor thought about writing a story 

based on something she observed while at work, but hesitated: 

The reaction I’d get is people saying ‘you’re not supposed to be doing this, 
you should be working’…it’s hard, you’re working here, you’re not 
reporting here…it might make a good article, but what are the 
consequences of that? 

 

In this case the idea that residents can report on events around them is in conflict 

with the reality that their voluntary contribution cannot replace their full-time job.  

Whereas a whistle-blower could anonymously tip off a reporter about a story, a 
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system designed to obtain the story directly from the whistle-blower fails to take 

into account the personal and professional repercussions of that contribution for 

the whistle-blower – repercussions that the whistle-blower is all too aware of.  

Such close relationships can also create greater advertiser pressure on media with 

high community connections.  By focusing coverage on a particular community, 

the pool of advertisers is smaller, and they have the potential to exert more 

influence than they would upon media that covers a broader geographic and 

demographic audience. One regular contributor, who noted how financial 

pressures can also shape coverage, said that “if they’re struggling, can’t put an 

article in ‘cause you need that ad.” 

 Journalistic conventions might be lower at North Lawndale Weblog, but 

editors will still defer to journalistic standards to help them avoid such pressures.  

By citing journalistic standards as the reason for occasionally rejecting 

submissions, the managing editor is able to shift responsibility for such decisions 

to a professional standard rather than a personal standard.  These decisions are 

sometimes made by the managing editor on a one-to-one basis with potential 

contributors, such as a resident who called the offices one day to inquire whether 

their story would be published.  The managing editor explained that it lacked the 

sourcing required to qualify for a story, and was told only from the contributor’s 

perspective.  After ending the call, the managing editor explained to another 

editor that the story was “just p.r.” and not acceptable.  Journalistic standards are 

also cited during the monthly staff meetings by editors when they discourage 

stories that appear heavy on opinion and light on facts.  
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 Yet the lines between news and “p.r.” are still blurry at times.  In 

December 2007 the city held local meetings about a controversial re-development 

plan for North Lawndale, which is in the midst of gentrification as public housing 

complexes are torn down and replaced with high-end condominiums.  A local 

activist, the director of the North Lawndale Alliance, which is critical of how city 

officials have handled the re-development process, submitted a column calling for 

more openness and transparency in the process.  North Lawndale Weblog 

published it as a letter to the editor.  This is in stark contrast to the way similar 

situations are handled by other community media, such as a paper published by a 

woman in the Bronzesville neighborhood in South Chicago where headlines 

compare gentrification to apartheid.  Yet when the lines between activism and 

journalism are not as clear, stories appear in North Lawndale Weblog like one 

about a local state senator’s birthday party – which doubled as a fundraiser for his 

re-election campaign – titled “100 Men Celebrate Senator Rickey Hendon’s 

Birthday.” Although the article does have some news value by documenting the 

participation of neighborhood males in political campaigns usually dominated by 

female volunteers, it makes no attempt at balance, failing to even mention the 

name of other candidates in the race (if there were any).  The quote of an attendee 

at the end of the article reinforces this bias: 

This was truly an awesome event.  Just being in attendance, I felt a surge 
of power.  I am glad to be a man and to be a part of 100 men for State 
Senator Rickey R. Hendon. 

Although such articles are rare, it is common for local state and city 

representatives to be the subjects of coverage, because they so often hold events 
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and make announcements that are of importance to the neighborhood and require 

coverage.  Determining how to cover these events without lapsing into something 

more akin to a press release is a greater challenge for media that are highly 

connected to a community. 

 

Finding 

A high connection to community improves coverage of marginalized 

communities.  It makes it possible for an initiative to gain access to more sources 

and stories.  However this connection comes with a price, for contributors to the 

weblog and the weblog itself face more conflicts of interest because of the 

proximity to sources and advertisers.  Therefore the high connection to 

community requires a moderate level of journalistic standards to help it avoid 

conflicts of interest and manipulated coverage.  For example, although North 

Lawndale Weblog’s contributors might not have been as objective or detached as 

journalistic standards require, the editors still would not accept contributions that 

were considered press releases for a local organization.  

Those initiatives that do not have a high connection to community 

physically, as North Lawndale Weblog does, have to compensate by providing 

sections of their websites that have lower levels of editorial control and lower 

levels of journalistic convention.  This makes it possible for an initiative to 

accommodate those residents who want to participate in a project to help their 

community rather than for journalistic motivations.  It also makes it possible to 

accommodate members of marginalized communities who do not identify 
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themselves with that community, as was the case for participants at Spring 

Terrace.  These participants might contribute stories that have a low news value 

by journalistic standards, but nevertheless contain details about the lives of 

members of these communities that are not included in mainstream news 

coverage. 

 

RQ4: Does greater editorial control increase the social capital of 

participants?  

The level of editorial control is an important factor in determining whether 

an initiative was able to create bonding social capital or bridging social capital.  

Social capital is based on Bourdieu’s definition, where social capital is the 

product of relations within a network.  Bonding social capital is defined here as 

dense connections of high intensity with a group of similar individuals.  For 

instance an initiative that has multiple connections with residents from a specific 

neighborhood, who are likewise connected to each other, would have high 

bonding social capital with that network of individuals.  Bridging social capital is 

a weaker tie to an individual or group that is outside the initiative’s immediate 

social network.  For example an initiative that publishes a contribution from a 

previously un-connected non-profit would gain bridging social capital to that non-

profit and perhaps its network, as would an initiative that hired an intern from a 

local journalism school.  

The levels of control for each initiative should be reviewed first. North 

Lawndale Weblog has the highest level of control because it is the only initiative 
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that edits all contributions before they are posted, and although users may 

comment after posts they must first register with the site.  Chi-Town Daily News 

edits almost al of its contributions, but its mostly volunteer contributors have 

greater responsibility for determining what stories they will cover, and the 

audience can contribute directly to an online list of events and the comments 

section for each post.  Creating Community Connections has lower control, 

because its homepage only displays edited articles, but there are numerous other 

sections of the weblog where the audience can contribute directly without editor 

approval.  Spring Terrace Media Project has the lowest level of control, because 

contributions are not edited before or after publication. 

 

Which “Participants?”  

It is important to distinguish between the participants in a weblog who 

launched and direct the weblog, and the participants who voluntarily contribute to 

the weblog.  Each group could experience a much different effect upon their 

social capital, and combining the two distinct groups into one would be 

misleading.  The group behind the initiative can gain bonding capital with others 

in the community weblog “movement” – foundations that support such work, 

individuals and organizations involved in similar work, and academics interested 

in the research applications of such work.  Their bridging capital could come in 

the form of connections to community activist groups, professional journalists, 

bloggers, politicians, business owners, and other individuals or groups that are not 

involved in community weblog development.  
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These connections, which would be of value to the initiative itself, are not 

necessarily of value to the participants.  Often they coincide.  Exposure for the 

initiative means exposure for the participants, and as noted earlier is one of the 

principal reasons why people voluntarily contribute.  What is good for the 

initiative can be good for them.  However there are occasional conflicts.  A 

contributor interested in building a professional journalistic portfolio might not 

agree with the initiative’s hopes to build community through looser editorial 

standards.  Or a contributor interested in building civic capacity for their 

neighborhood might not support an initiative’s use of unmoderated comments, 

which could allow criticism of the neighborhood.  These discrepancies could lead 

to an imbalance where the project gains social capital by increasing its position of 

strength in its network, but at the cost of the participant’s position of strength in 

their network.  

For example the Spring Terrace Media Project was able to gain bridging 

social capital as an initiative when links to the videos that participants posted on 

the weblog were forwarded by e-mail to other non-profits, and posted on the 

website of the local public television station.  This increased attention for the 

initiative potentially could help it gain support for additional work.  But it was 

less clear if this created bridging social capital for the participants themselves.  If 

circulation of the video led to a connection between the individual participant and 

another individual or group, who was less interested in the initiative overall but 

instead interested solely in the participant, this would create bridging capital for 

the participant more so than the initiative.  Keeping track of these multiple 
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motivations and outcomes can reveal whether the project gains social capital at 

the expense of the participants, and vice versa.  

 

Sacrificing Bridging Capital for Bonding Capital 

North Lawndale Weblog has the highest level of editorial control, which 

helps it to attract participation from within its community, but makes it difficult 

for the initiative to connect with other communities.  North Lawndale Weblog’s 

high level of control does not deter all participation.  It is able to attract residents, 

freelancers for community media outlets, and former and current journalism 

students interested in interning or working for a group based in a marginalized 

community.  By exerting high levels of control, the directors and editors of North 

Lawndale Weblog are able to produce a particular type of media that presents a 

mostly positive picture of the neighborhood.  The resulting “brand” of the 

initiative has led it to gain access to local officials, community activists, and 

residents.  It is able to interview the neighborhood’s alderman, residents contact 

the newsroom with information about sensitive and controversial stories, and 

activists submit letters to the editor and comment on posts.  

However this high level of control also makes it difficult for North 

Lawndale Weblog to gain bridging capital.  Community newspapers traditionally 

have focused on covering their neighborhood and gaining audience among the 

residents of that particular neighborhood.  The director of North Lawndale 

Weblog created this online version of his community newspaper in part to help it 

gain an audience among residents from other neighborhoods.  In 2007 the 
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newspaper which Human Resource Services (the non-profit which produces the 

weblog) had a weekly circulation of 15,000.  The population in North Lawndale 

was about 42,000, but the total population of the other neighborhoods the 

initiative was beginning to include in its coverage was 356,000.  This is attractive 

to many participants, who hope to gain exposure through their work, in effect 

gaining bridging social capital by connecting to individuals and groups that are 

not already part of their community.  One regular contributor who writes a 

column on the relationship between current events and biblical scripture said he 

“wants to put (his column) in everyone’s weekly paper.”  Another contributor was 

excited about the expanded coverage not only because “it’s a whole different 

market and they’re interested in what’s going on” but because he hoped the 

weblog could create a way for people in different neighborhoods with different 

ethnic compositions to communicate, to “use it as a tool to improve race relations 

as a whole.” 

Yet by having a high level of control North Lawndale Weblog makes it 

difficult to gain the bridging capital necessary to gain such exposure and 

influence.  High control leads to low interactivity, and fewer chances for the 

initiative to make a connection on its weblog with an individual or group from a 

different community.  Although there is the ability for readers to comment on 

posts, allowing potential interaction between the weblog and its audience, there is 

no interaction with other weblogs or similar engagement with others in Chicago’s 

online media networks.  There are no links to other weblogs, or RSS feeds from 

other weblogs on North Lawndale Weblog.  In contrast the student contributors 



 133 

for Creating Community Connections link to the websites of organizations 

mentioned in their stories.  As a result, a student said a weblog based in a 

neighborhood that she had covered had linked to her articles, while another 

student’s article about the Chicago Foundation for Women led the group to 

mention Creating Community Connections in its e-mail newsletter to members.  

However simply linking to other groups on a blogroll does not seem to encourage 

similar treatment.  Creating Community Connections links to several websites 

from its homepage, such as Beachwood Reporter, Chicagoist, and Gapers Block, 

but these sites and others listed on the blogroll do not link to Creating Community 

Connections. 

North Lawndale Weblog is similarly disconnected from the other two 

Chicago-based initiatives.  All three initiatives are in fact not aware of what each 

other is up to, although they often cover the same neighborhoods.  When I 

mentioned North Lawndale Weblog to the director of Chi-Town Daily News in 

November 2007, he suggested to the community organizer that they contact North 

Lawndale Weblog to discuss possible collaborations.  The co-director for 

Creating Community Connections who networks with Chicago bloggers by 

organizing the city’s monthly Meet-Up blogger gathering was not even sure if 

North Lawndale Weblog was still active – an understandable perception, since the 

weblog was not working for a period of several weeks from October to November 

2007.  At the same time the director of North Lawndale Weblog said he didn’t 

follow the work of Creating Community Connections or Chi-Town Daily News.  

Considering the amount of time required to run a non-profit and news 
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organization with a small staff this was also understandable, while at the same 

time a reflection of the low priority placed on the linking and online networking 

that is so central to creating bridging social capital online. 

Residents of North Lawndale Weblog’s coverage area who are more 

engaged in using the Internet to create bridging social capital nevertheless do not 

participate on North Lawndale Weblog.  Sy Bounds, one of the regular attendees 

of the monthly Meet-Up for Chicago bloggers, works with residents of several of  

the West Chicago neighborhoods included in North Lawndale Weblog’s coverage 

area, and teaches classes to people from the neighborhood about how to set-up 

and run a weblog.  One of the co-directors from Creating Community 

Connections, who runs the blogging Meet-Up, knows Sy and has taught web 

publishing classes to residents at Sy’s offices, and Sy has in turn contributed to 

Creating Community Connections. Yet there is no connection, online or offline, 

between Sy and North Lawndale Weblog.  The same is true with the video 

blogger Syron Smith, a community activist and aspiring politician who posts 

videos to YouTube of interviews with several residents of neighborhoods in West 

and South Chicago, including North Lawndale and Garfield.  The editorial control 

of North Lawndale Weblog would likely be unappealing to either of these 

potential contributors, who are instead able to launch their own blog or video blog 

on services like Blogger and YouTube, which has minimal controls.  The editorial 

control therefore discourages participation from those active in online media who 

would be better equipped to help North Lawndale Weblog gain bridging social 

capital.  



 135 

 

Sacrificing Bonding Capital for Bridging Capital 

Editorial control does not necessarily keep an initiative from creating 

bridging social capital and does not necessarily help it create bonding capital. 

Chi-Town Daily News has lower levels of editorial control than North Lawndale 

Weblog but higher levels of editorial control than Creating Community 

Connections or Spring Terrace Media Project.  But Chi-Town Daily News has the 

highest level of journalistic convention of the four initiatives.  The initiative’s 

founder was a former professional journalist and two-time Pulitzer finalist, and he 

has applied professional journalistic standards to the website’s content.  The 

website was a finalist in the 2007 Online News Association awards for 

investigative reporting, and it received more than $300,000 from the Knight 

Foundation’s News Challenge grant program in 2007 to expand its network of 

contributors.  The founder was on a February 2008 panel alongside Chicago’s 

Associated Press bureau chief and a reporter from the Chicago Tribune meant to 

help non-profits better understand how to pitch stories to the press.  But while this 

high level of journalistic convention helps the initiative to create bridging capital, 

the site’s goal to create bonding capital within communities in order to increase 

participation is made more difficult.  

Chi-Town Daily News makes it easier to participate on its website than 

North Lawndale Weblog does. It is easy to comment on each entry, readers just 

have to fill out forms that say “your name” and “your comment.” Registering to 

comment on North Lawndale Weblog requires administrator approval. Users of 
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Chi-Town Daily News can also post events to the website calendar, which only 

requires signing up for a user account before submitting directly to the site.  

Although there are no links on the homepage to other blogs, the director of the 

site often links to other media outlets in the weblog that he writes for the website.  

These gaps in editorial control allow other bloggers and other denizens of 

Chicago’s online media sphere to engage Chi-Town Daily News, and the director 

is quick to respond in the comments to reader questions, suggestions, or 

complaints.  This level of interaction between producer and audience is much 

higher than that found on North Lawndale Weblog.  

But it is Chi-Town Daily News’ high level of journalistic convention that 

seems to determine how readers react to these opportunities to participate.  This 

dynamic was on display after the website published a report submitted by a 

volunteer about alleged police brutality during a Halloween party in the Uptown 

neighborhood.  As the editor explained on his blog: 

When I first began thinking of launching a website that published the work 
of citizen journalists, one of the most alluring potential benefits was the 
idea of putting more eyes on the street…We got an illustration of how 
important that is on Friday, when citizen journalist Kimberly Michaelson 
called to say that an acquaintance had witnessed an instance of apparent 
police brutality near the Wilson Red Line stop…The result is this 
important story detailing police abuse of a teenage boy and of the 
bystanders who attempted to film the incident. 

After Chi-Town Daily News published the story, two Chicago bloggers posted 

links to it, spurring a series of comments from several readers, debating the 

veracity of the story and raising concerns about additional police abuse and the 

presence of gangs in the neighborhood.  Although reaction to the story was 

mixed, with some believing it to be inaccurate or merely overblown, and others 
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applauding the coverage, the site’s tolerance for lessened editorial control helped 

it to gain traffic and exposure to other individuals in Chicago’s network of online 

media.  Chi-Town Daily News’ open comment policy, its tolerance for audience 

dissent, and the director’s willingness to interact with the commenters combined 

to help it gain bridging social capital, by forging connections to multiple actors 

within the network. 

 This incident also revealed the tradeoffs community weblogs make 

between journalistic convention and connection to community.  One comment 

from someone who claimed to be an Uptown resident called for less “sensational 

articles” and more coverage along the lines of the community news focus of a site 

like North Lawndale Weblog: 

Chi-Town Daily News, shame on you for not reporting on the problems 
we face in Uptown in a manner that will HELP us instead of trying to 
make it seem like the police are just a bunch of A-holes up here. 

This sort of approach is not part of Chi-Town Daily News’ mission, which is a 

much more traditionally journalistic one.  After another anonymous commenter 

wrote “way to unite an already polarized community,” the site’s director replied 

“our job is to report the news, not unite (or disunite) the community.”  More 

readers criticized the article for a perceived lack of professionalism and sloppy 

reporting, leading the debate away from discussion about broader issues in 

Uptown and towards specific defenses of the contributor’s reporting methods.  

Within this comment thread, and as explained throughout the site and in 

interviews, Chi-Town Daily News identifies itself with traditional journalism 

culture rather than community media culture.  This helps the site to earn respect in 
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professional journalistic circles and attract aspiring journalists, but likely makes it 

more difficult to find resident volunteer contributors. By approaching stories from 

a journalistic perspective, like the article on police brutality in Uptown, the 

weblog’s objectivity makes it harder for it to build bonding capital within a 

community.  Trying to “help” or “unite” a neighborhood, as some commenters 

wished, is contrary to traditional journalism’s detached stance.  The higher 

intensity connections to a community that create bonding social capital are 

therefore harder to obtain, which likely makes it more difficult for Chi-Town 

Daily News to attract sustained contributions from residents. 

 

Attempts to Create Bridging and Bonding 

Creating Community Connections has lower levels of control than Chi-

Town Daily News and North Lawndale Weblog, because there are entire sections 

where readers can contribute directly after registering for the site.  These 

contributions also do not have to adhere to journalistic conventions.  Yet there are 

sections of Creating Community Connections that are highly controlled.  The 

homepage of the website in particular contains stories, written by journalism 

students, that undergo an extensive editing process before publication.  But even 

within those sections there are links to the low-control sections, non-affiliated 

weblogs and websites listed in the blogroll, links within articles to other sources 

off the site, and comment sections for every article.  The combination of these two 

approaches makes the overall control on Creating Community Connections lower 

than these other two initiatives, and this is a key aspect of its strategy to create 
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bridging social capital and bonding social capital.  But the tension between the 

two approaches again shows the difficulty of creating both with the same 

initiative. 

As with North Lawndale Weblog and Chi-Town Daily News, a high level 

of control in itself does not determine whether an initiative creates bridging social 

capital with other communities or bonding social capital within communities.  

The level of journalistic convention is key, and Creating Community 

Connections’ level of journalistic convention, which is lower than Chi-Town 

Daily News but higher than North Lawndale Weblog, helps it to create bonding 

social capital within the communities that the initiative’s journalism student 

contributors cover.  Students are encouraged to write stories from the perspective 

of residents that document places and trends, providing them time to develop 

sources through neighborhood meetings and organizations.  For a story on 

domestic violence in Chicago’s Latino community, a student found it difficult at 

first to get sources to discuss the issue.  After attending meetings of organizations 

dealing with the issue the student was able to gain the trust of several sources 

willing to describe incidents of abuse that occurred within the families.  This 

repeat exposure to one community helps the students gain access to officials and 

residents.  Another student covering gentrification issues in the Uptown 

neighborhood “was always in the alderman’s office” and “became friends with 

the chief of staff” while also developing sources on both sides of the 

gentrification debate.  By having students focus on one community in particular 

and cover it throughout the semester, Creating Community Connections is able to 
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create stronger bonds between the student and the community, and by extension 

the website and the community. 

Yet Creating Community Connections also hopes to encourage 

contributions from residents in neighborhoods throughout Chicago, and needs 

bridging capital to do so.  It attempts to create this by providing sections with low 

levels of control, where community members can contribute directly to the 

weblog.  This unfiltered participation allows the sources to express themselves as 

community members rather than as journalists, and thereby allows multiple ways 

for them to participate.  The initiative co-director who promotes the sections of 

the website with low levels of control frequently attempts to network with other 

communities while online and offline.  In the “Talk Around Town” section she 

posts about “a Southside view of community organizing with a legal perspective” 

whose focus is “African-American empowerment through open, honest, and 

courageous discussions of politics, old notions, and economics.”  The same co-

director also organizes the monthly Meet-Up session of Chicago bloggers, and 

met a blogger from a low-income neighborhood in West Chicago at one of the 

meetings.  The blogger, who teaches computer skills classes at a local computer 

lab and helps residents launch and maintain their own blogs, was able to post on 

Talk Around Town about his work in the neighborhood and the importance of the 

Internet as a tool for economic development and job creation in his community.  

In subsequent meetings between the initiative co-director and the community 

activist, the two discuss future collaborations.  Here the lower level of control 

combined with the lower level of journalistic convention helped the initiative 
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create bridging social capital through the connections it makes to community 

members free to contribute information about their interests on the website. 

By providing sections of its website with low levels of control where 

groups and individuals can post about their interests, Creating Community 

Connections is able to build bridging social capital for the project.  It has a 

partnership with Chicago’s Community Media Workshop, which provides 

connections from the group’s “news tips” program for Creating Community 

Connections when the school is on semester break.  It can build relationships with 

activist groups in a variety of neighborhoods because the co-director responsible 

for community development is free to accept articles from the activists without 

concerns about it meeting journalistic standards.  By providing this online forum 

for a broad range of groups and individuals, trust is created between Creating 

Community Connections and these sources.  The difference between such a 

system and the more controlled system of Chi-Town Daily News is illustrated by 

the different behavior of a commenter on both sites.  While it is possible to 

directly participate on both, readers comment in response to posts on Chi-Town 

Daily News and its editorial agenda, whereas on Creating Community 

Connections readers can help establish that editorial agenda.  For example, on a 

November 2007 post by the editor of Chi-Town Daily News about the weblog’s 

plans to use Facebook, a commenter suggested using Facebook so readers could 

receive reports about breaking news.  While in January 2008 the same commenter 

posted an entry to Creating Community Connections’ “Talk Around Town” 

section of greater length discussing recent shootings in their neighborhood, Logan 
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Square, and how they hoped the website could help in shaping a community 

response, perhaps at a meeting of the neighborhood’s block club:  

Since this site is about creating community connections, I now ask myself 
what can I do on a hyperlocal, blockclub level to get neighbors more 
involved with making our neighborhood a safer, family-friendly place to 
live. 

Not only was the person able to contribute a story directly to Creating Community 

Connections, but they seemed to follow the website’s goals of using media to 

foster more civic engagement.  In this case the reader approached participation in 

this way, and considered the website a place for discussion and debate among 

residents of the Logan Square neighborhood. 

 Yet this is also an example of a gap between contributors to the low-

control section of the site and the staff of Creating Community Connections, 

which raises questions about the ability of community members to gain bridging 

capital.  Although the Logan Square resident posted to the weblog, there was no 

interaction between him and the weblog directors or students.  The same is true 

for the blog entries submitted by other users of Talk Around Town.  Although 

students are writing for a weblog, the interaction required of bloggers is not part 

of their work routines.  The conversation found in the comment threads of posts 

on Chi-Town Daily News between the editor and the audience does not take place 

on Creating Community Connections.  The student editors most involved in the 

daily maintenance of the latter defer to the co-director in charge of the blogs, and 

consider it separate from their responsibilities publishing the more journalistic and 

controlled side of the site.  One student editor said she devotes time to linking to 

the websites of organizations mentioned in articles, and finds that such “online 



 143 

networking” should be increased because of it is welcomed by their sources, 

increases traffic, and occasionally leads organizations to mention Creating 

Community Connections on their website or newsletter to their members.  But 

without communication between the main journalistic sections of the weblog and 

the open community media sections of Talk Around Town, participants to those 

open sections have difficultly gaining bridging capital.  If the connection between 

the weblog and participants is one-directional, the weblog might gain bridging 

capital that increases its exposure and traffic, but less attention is paid to the 

participants and their hopes to gain bridging capital or bonding capital, as in the 

case of the Logan Square resident.  One student contributor said he had not 

“looked to see if people comment,” although “if it’s on the main page I’ve 

probably seen it, but I haven’t delved deeper.”  The student editors for the website 

said they did not get involved in the sections of the website where readers can 

contribute directly, and deferred to the co-director responsible for those sections.  

This focus by the student contributors on the high control sections of the website 

that they hope to use to gain bridging capital leads to less of an emphasis on the 

low control sections of the website that the initiative hopes to use to gain bonding 

social capital with communities.  

A Shift from Low Control to High Control 

Spring Terrace Media Project had the lowest levels of control, but after it 

ended in December 2007 the Residents Council – an organizing committee and 

advocate for residents of the complex – offered to start a new weblog and 

collaborate with residents who had been involved in the original initiative.  
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However unlike Spring Terrace Media Project the new weblog – 

ResidentsWhoCare.org – was going to be much more highly controlled and 

focused specifically on activities occurring in Spring Terrace, and the members of 

the Residents Council would be in charge of deciding what was posted.  The 

differences between the two models had far different effects on social capital. 

The low control employed by Spring Terrace Media Project occasionally 

helped it to create bridging social capital.  Although the lack of direction and 

structure made it difficult for the initiative to produce regular work, there was an 

emphasis by the initiative’s founders on creating media about issues of 

homelessness in general.  The video projects that residents did create were 

circulated over two email listservs for non-profit staff involved in providing 

technology services to marginalized communities in Austin.  One local blogger 

reposted the two videos on a weblog produced by the Austin public television 

station KLRU entitled “Docubloggers,” which was similarly interested in citizen 

journalism, urging submissions from residents by saying that “stories reflecting 

life in Central Texas shouldn’t only be told from the perspective of a couple of 

KLRU producers, they should also come from its community – that is to say, from 

you!”  The videos were also posted on a MySpace page, where Spring Terrace 

linked to 69 “friends” including the ACLU, community arts organization 

DiverseArts, East Austin community activists PODER, and Habitat for Humanity.  

The videos were also posted on a YouTube page, where one of the videos had 

been viewed 281 times (in comparison a CBS News story on homelessness that 
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the YouTube page linked to had been viewed 771 times), and the page overall had 

been viewed more than 1000 times. 

Yet the low control combined with low journalistic conventions also made 

it possible for participants to pursue stories that were more individually focused, 

which made it difficult to create bridging capital but helped the initiative create 

bonding capital.  When the initiative held a contest to encourage more widespread 

participation among residents, it removed the emphasis on stories about 

homelessness and allowed residents to contribute stories or videos on any topic.  

Among the proposed contributions were poetry, a fictional story about therapy, a 

tour of the Spring Terrace apartment complex, and a photo essay about one 

resident’s bike tour of the Texas Hill Country.  The contest entries which were 

completed were not posted on the initiative’s weblog, the MySpace page, or the 

YouTube page, but participants hoped to eventually post them on the 

ResidentsWhoCare weblog, which had launched before the contest ended and was 

looking for content.  By allowing residents to participate without having to write 

about the specific topics of homelessness and poverty, attendance increased at the 

initiative’s weekly meetings.  Many of the residents who attended the meetings 

had not met each other before, although they had lived in the complex since it had 

opened a year earlier.  The initiative increased its bonding social capital with the 

community of Spring Terrace residents, but it sacrificed the creation of bridging 

social capital that it had success with earlier in the initiative.  When the initiative 

switched to a strict focus on news about Spring Terrace activities, it increased its 

level of control and its connection to community, and these trends continued.  
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Although ResidentsWhoCare links to the Spring Terrace YouTube and MySpace 

pages, it does not update them or use them to connect with other individuals and 

groups.  As with North Lawndale Weblog, there was a high level of control and a 

high connection to community, which helped the project create bonding social 

capital but not bridging social capital. 

 

Findings 

The results suggest that the type of social capital produced is a result of 

the level of control and the initiative’s degree of journalistic convention and 

community connection.   High editorial control can create bridging capital if there 

is a high level of journalistic convention, as in the case of Chi-Town Daily News.  

High control can create bonding capital if there is a high level of community 

connection, as with North Lawndale Weblog and Spring Terrace’s 

ResidentsWhoCare.  Lower levels of control can still create bridging capital and 

bonding capital if there is a moderate level of journalistic convention and 

moderate level of community connection, but the tensions between these two 

goals can make it difficult to create bonding capital if there is little to no 

interaction between the journalistic aspects of the initiative and the community-

building aspects of the initiative, a situation which Creating Community 

Connections faces.  This was the case with Spring Terrace Media Project, which 

eventually folded and was replaced by a weblog with a higher connection to 

community, high level of control, and success at building bonding social capital 

but not bridging social capital.  
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RQ5: Does greater adherence to journalistic conventions increase the social 

capital of participants? 

 Each of the four initiatives defines journalism differently.  Chi-Town 

Daily News primarily produces articles that are constructed and written in a 

traditional journalistic style, as part of a traditional journalistic agenda, albeit with 

a more ambitious goal in terms of geographic sweep.  Creating Community 

Connections mixes unconventional user-generated sections with traditionally-

constructed articles, but its news agenda is designed to cover neighborhoods and 

residents rather than officials, events, and institutions.  North Lawndale Weblog 

has the least traditional journalistic process and style, as its reporters combine 

reporting with opinion and information on resources in more of a civic-journalism 

based approach.  Spring Terrace Media Project sought to use its initiative to 

produce stories that would raise awareness of issues among other individuals and 

groups, but was the least concerned with becoming an outlet for journalism.  The 

different strategies have different effects upon social capital and raise questions 

about the occasionally conflicted identities of citizen journalists. 

 

Journalism as Ambassador 

An emphasis on traditional journalistic skills helps a weblog create 

bridging social capital.  It helps it attract participants from other communities who 

are interested in learning or improving skills in writing and reporting.  This is 

especially the case with Chi-Town Daily News, which has the highest level of 
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journalistic convention and which has developed a network of volunteer 

contributors from several neighborhoods.  Over the period of December 2007 to 

January 2008 it added 17 new writers as a result of its online and offline 

recruitment efforts.  Yet the contributors were interested in covering topics and 

areas of the city that often receive mainstream coverage.  Nearly half of these 

contributors reported on the races for the February 2008 Illinois primary, profiling 

and interviewing candidates.  Almost all of them reported on neighborhoods from 

Northeast Chicago rather than the poorer West and South Chicago neighborhoods, 

with the exception of a contributor who focused on Chicago’s public schools and 

referred to schools in Humboldt Park and West Englewood, two of the most 

disadvantaged neighborhoods in the city.  As with that coverage, the articles 

followed the activities of a city institution.  This could lead the coverage to topics 

that concerned marginalized communities, such as another article that discussed 

gentrification but as a response to a panel organized by the Chicago History 

Museum.  Overall the opportunity to cover topics, people, events, and institutions 

found in the coverage of traditional journalistic organizations was a draw for 

contributors hoping to learn reporting skills. 

One of the most frequent volunteer contributors expressed this sentiment 

in several posts on his own weblog.  Although a local blogger in Chicago since 

2002, he now wanted to become involved in Chi-Town Daily News, and in 

October 2007 in a post titled “Yesterday I Couldn’t Spell ‘Journalist’…” he 

described Chi-Town Daily News and his reasons for getting involved:  

The Chi-Town Daily News is a web-only newspaper focused on local 
coverage through citizen journalism.  That means they depend on people 
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from the neighborhoods to report on stories from the neighborhoods. Or, 
to put it another way, they’re hoping they can get people to write for them 
for free.  Since I’ve been writing for free on Windypundit anyway, I 
thought I’d give it a shot.  Ever since I  got comfortable writing online, 
I’ve been wanting to try some real journalism.  I’ve done some original 
reporting here – that is, not just commentary on somebody else’s story – 
but it was written in the style of a blog, not a regular news story. 

The blogger’s primary motivation was to learn how to write for an edited 

publication, the “basic process of journalism,” “the careful writing process of a 

journalist,” and “some investigative skills.” 

Why bother?  Well, meeting stories are the bread-and-butter of news 
coverage.  Not very exciting, but a good way to start.  I may be an unpaid 
volunteer (I’m trying not to think of myself as the world’s oldest 
newspaper intern) but I’m planning to get something out of this. 

Bloggers are typically engaged in current events, comfortable writing for an 

audience, and able and willing to write for free.  But participation in Chi-Town 

Daily News or other blogs that hope to gather a network of community 

correspondents have only a few enticements to lure bloggers to write for someone 

else for free: opportunity for broader exposure, a chance to work with a team 

rather than alone – therefore sharing responsibility for maintaining and updating 

the weblog and providing companionship and contacts, and training.  For a 

weblog that is relatively new and unestablished, the first two criteria are probably 

not available.  But as shown here, offering training for journalistic skills that 

could be marketable elsewhere can be enough to help a weblog form the bridging 

connections needed to expand its coverage.  

 The emphasis on traditional journalism can also attract participants by 

making it possible for them to have access to official sources.  For potential 
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contributors who have some journalistic training already, this can be attractive.  

Although North Lawndale Weblog has low levels of journalistic convention 

overall, it occasionally covers stories that are more commonly associated with 

mainstream media outlets, such as local elections, a fatal police shooting of a man 

from the neighborhood, and a threatened strike by workers for the Chicago 

Transit Authority.  One of the most frequent contributors to North Lawndale 

Weblog had been the editor of his college newspaper and was often responsible 

for covering these types of stories.  He was originally writing stories on 

technology but “got interested in interviewing people,” had gone on to meet and 

interview local candidates in the city alderman’s races, and found himself and 

other writers were being “invited to the events that we hadn’t covered before.”  

Even though traditional journalism is not the focus of North Lawndale Weblog, 

its occasional forays into this type of coverage allowed this and other participants 

to gain bridging social capital.  

 An emphasis on journalistic convention can also increase the weblog’s 

access to the networks of professional journalists.  In 2007 the co-directors of 

Creating Community Connections spoke to audiences at two separate events 

partly organized by the J-Lab center that provided part of their start-up grant 

funding.  One director spoke in October 2007 to the Associated Press Managing 

Editors conference, where she balanced her respect for the traditions of journalism 

with suggestions for improvements: 

I like the gatekeeper function; I’m not comfortable with Wikipedia, I’m 
not sure I’ll ever be…(but) there has to be a better way to cover more local 
news. 
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Among the work highlighted in her talk were an investigative report about 

controversial hiring practices by Chicago aldermen and interviews with an 

undocumented immigrant whose deportation became a widely reported national 

story in the immigrant rights debate.  While she also mentioned popular 

contributions from citizens, the emphasis was on breaking stories and obtaining 

interviews with newsworthy figures, which provides journalistic currency with 

audiences of professional journalists.  By having this aspect to its site, Creating 

Community Connections is able to gain bridging capital with such audiences.  

Similar appearances occurred in 2007 at the Society of Professional Journalists’ 

annual convention (which also featured the founder of Chi-Town Daily News) 

and the annual convention of the Online News Association in 2007.  Such 

exposure can lead to connections and access to potential contributors or partner 

organizations, and funders.  In May 2007 Chi-Town Daily News won a grant 

from the Knight Foundation’s News Challenge for $340,000, on the strength of its 

prior efforts and with the following pitch in mind: 

The Chi-Town Daily News will recruit and train a network of 75 citizen 
journalists – one in each Chicago neighborhood.  The journalists will work 
with editors to produce a professional, comprehensive daily local news 
report. 

 

Journalism as Wedge 

While journalistic conventions can help a project gain bridging social 

capital to contributors in different neighborhoods, it can make it difficult for them 

to create the bonding capital of multiple connections within a neighborhood.  
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Consider the contrast between the reporting of Chi-Town Daily News and 

Creating Community Connections on the Uptown neighborhood versus a local 

blog focused on Uptown that is far less conventional journalistically. The majority 

of Chi-Town Daily News’ reporting on Uptown, in addition to the controversial 

article on alleged police brutality, focuses on crimes in the area.  When the site 

published the police brutality story in November 2007, there were more than 30 

comments from several people who identified themselves as Uptown residents, 

many of whom were upset with the article.  Those who supported the article did 

so from more of an activist perspective, applauding the investigation of what they 

consider a constant problem, although they did not volunteer to provide more 

coverage of the issue as journalists.  This audience response was temporary. In the 

more than 10 stories on Uptown that followed over the next two months, there 

was no commenting activity.   

Creating Community Connections has covered Uptown more than any 

other Chicago neighborhood, and also has been unable to generate any 

interactivity with residents online.  For one student contributor who lives in 

Uptown and has written extensively on the neighborhood, the reaction to her work 

is composed of non-profit groups “excited you’re covering their community” or 

“people who live in the neighborhood for a long time who are very leery about 

how you cover the neighborhood.”  This often leads neighborhoods to develop 

their own weblog.  The student found one such blog about gentrification in 

Uptown, where “anyone can post and say whatever they want” and readers have 

criticized the student’s reporting.  Although in conversation people told the 
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student she did “an ok job” of covering both sides of the gentrification issue in 

one of her articles, one resident she sent the article to e-mailed back with “all the 

things missing.”  By emphasizing journalistic standards, Chi-Town Daily News 

and Creating Community Connections each have difficulty competing with 

weblogs that encourage the outspoken residents of a neighborhood to provide 

information and opinion as they wish.  One such weblog, Uptown Update, 

launched in May 2007 and already averages more than 50 posts per month and 

10-20 comments per post. 

Each case faces a tradeoff between journalistic standards and bonding to a 

community.  Chi-Town Daily News emphasizes journalistic training and 

standards rather than the community building aspects of weblogs like Uptown 

Update.  This attracts some bloggers and residents who are interested in learning 

these skills to become more employable.  But an emphasis on the traditionally 

journalistic aspects of an initiative can create a divide between participants and 

other members of their community.  This was particularly true for Spring Terrace 

Media Project.  Although the initiative did not enforce any journalistic 

conventions stylistically, it was nevertheless “dedicated to giving voice, power, 

and face to underserved persons, populations, and places,” as it stated on its 

YouTube page.  By emphasizing coverage of homelessness and other underserved 

communities, the initiative was able to create some bridging capital with other 

organizations that serve these communities and community media such as KLRU 

that were also seeking expanded coverage of these communities.  But the 

initiative received some negative feedback from a few residents as a result of its 
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attempts to provide this coverage.  The group met in the complex’s computer lab, 

which was open to residents throughout the day, and several residents would be 

using the computers while the group discussed potential stories or transferred 

footage from the digital camcorders to its weblog and YouTube pages.  On one 

occasion a woman in the lab concerned about a potential loss of privacy turned to 

the group and asked “you’re not filming anything in here are you?” The Spring 

Terrace staff members who worked with the initiative explained that they would 

not film anyone without their consent, but in the weeks after that the woman 

would leave the lab when the group’s meetings began.  

Another woman who had recently moved into the complex was highly 

critical of the project, accusing it of violating the privacy of tenants and the 

subjects of its videos, such as people filmed while waiting in line to enter the 

Salvation Army.  The participants themselves had been highly cautious and 

concerned about such issues, and would cut sections of their video footage where 

people’s faces were identifiable.  Nevertheless the overlap between participants’ 

identities as residents and their identities as journalists led to such tensions with 

other residents.  In another case the group had provided a disposable camera to a 

resident who had evacuated New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, so he could 

take photos of the places he visited throughout his day. About a week later he 

returned the camera to a Spring Terrace staff member without taking any photos, 

and said he didn’t want to participate anymore.  One of the regular participants in 

the group said the man had been avoiding her for weeks afterwards, and would 

only talk to her “long as it’s not about that media group.” 
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For each of these initiatives there is a conflict between the goals of the 

initiative and the goals of the participants.  As mentioned earlier, the students 

contributing to Creating Community Connections are focused primarily on 

writing traditional news articles for the website, although the initiative tries to use 

the website as a way to build community.  Yet most of the responsibility for this 

task rests with one of the initiative’s co-directors, who spends time each week 

visiting individuals and groups in different neighborhoods to promote the website 

and encourage participation.  For Chi-Town Daily News the site’s hopes to build 

a network of contributors from each neighborhood relies on “positioning 

ourselves as a community service” as the community organizer explains: 

Having just one person, they can get burned out.  You have to have it built 
so the network sustains itself.  

This requires “partnering with organizations” and other activities that would 

create bonding social capital.  But these types of participants would likely be 

similar to Human Resource Services, the non-profit that produces North 

Lawndale Weblog, which views journalism as a way to serve the community and 

is less objective and detached than the standards set by Chi-Town Daily News, 

which hopes to avoid conflicts of interest among its participants.  The participants 

for North Lawndale Weblog can face the opposite situation.  While some writers 

might have journalistic aspirations, the site’s emphasis on community building 

can conflict with journalistic goals.  North Lawndale Weblog is able to create 

bonding capital with residents, officials, and organizations in the neighborhood.  

But this can conflict with producing stories about issues that participants observe 

in their daily lives when not volunteering for the initiative.  One contributor 
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considered writing a story drawn from things she observed at her workplace.  But 

she decided against it because it seemed unethical and unfair to people who were 

talking to her not as a journalist but as a co-worker and friend: 

I think if I came in (to the offices) they’d say something like, ‘do you 
really want to tackle that?’ I don’t think it would hurt me or hurt the paper, 
but people…would come to me, and say ‘you were laughing with us, but 
you were stabbing us in the back.’ 

Here the connection to community that provides access to stories also created a 

conflict with journalistic goals of the initiative, and without such stories the 

initiative has not had similar success as Chi-Town Daily News at creating 

bridging social capital. 

 

Findings 

Adherence to journalistic conventions increases bridging social capital but 

not bonding social capital.  North Lawndale Weblog, which has a low level of 

journalistic convention, is best able to increase bonding capital.  Chi-Town Daily 

News, which has the highest level of journalistic convention, is best able to 

increase bridging capital.  High journalistic convention seems to impede the 

ability to create a high connection with community.  In this way it seems possible 

that high levels of journalistic culture can actually undermine the high 

connections to community needed to create bonding social capital and produce 

groups of potential contributors for a website.  Initiatives that attempt to reduce 

their level of journalistic convention in order to increase bridging social capital 

and bonding social capital must continually attempt to address the conflicts this 



 157 

strategy creates.  Creating Community Connections must find a way to make its 

student contributors more involved in interacting with the public contributors if 

the initiative is going to successfully create bonding capital with local 

communities.  Spring Terrace Media Project was not conventional enough to 

create bridging capital, but was considered too conventional by residents who did 

not participate to create bonding capital, and ultimately decided to focus on 

creating bonding social capital within the community defined by the Spring 

Terrace apartment complex.  

 

RQ6: Does greater connection to a community increase the social capital of 

participants? 

The connection to community variable requires a distinction once again 

between the initiative and the participants in the initiative.  The four initiatives 

have different levels of connection to community, with North Lawndale Weblog 

possessing the highest levels, followed by Creating Community Connections, 

Chi-Town Daily News, and Spring Terrace Media Project.  North Lawndale 

Weblog is mostly produced by residents of the North Lawndale neighborhood, 

within the North Lawndale neighborhood, and with a focus on North Lawndale-

related news and how broader issues affect the community.  Creating Community 

Connections uses the sections of its website with low levels of control to allow 

community residents to contribute directly to the site, its student contributors are 

residents of the neighborhoods they report on, and they are directed to report on 

the residents of the neighborhoods rather than local officials and institutions.  Chi-

Town Daily News’ resident correspondents from different neighborhoods provide 
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articles within more of a traditional journalistic context and the journalistic 

standards the initiative hopes to meet require more detachment and objectivity 

than North Lawndale Weblog or Creating Community Connections.  Spring 

Terrace Media Project has the lowest connection to community, because the 

participants themselves have been disconnected from physical communities for 

long periods of time while they were homeless, and their connection to other 

homeless people varies and can lessen when they find housing at Spring Terrace. 

However participants on each site can indeed have high connections to 

community despite participating in an initiative that overall has a low connection 

to community.  This distinction leads to some unusual findings that must be 

considered in terms of Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital.  Cultural capital is 

typically associated with the knowledge and experience an individual acquires 

because of their class background, which they then use to acquire other forms of 

capital such as social, economic, and political capital.  However cultural capital 

does not necessarily have to be only the product of elites, and previous research 

has found that cultural capital can be possessed by people without any other forms 

of capital.  It is with this in mind that these results should be considered. 

 

Using Cultural Capital to Create Bridging Social Capital 

People with high connections to community can potentially convert those 

connections into cultural capital.  Their experiences and knowledge with respect 

to their community are in demand by directors of community weblogs.  Residents 

with high connections to their community have access to sources and ideas for 
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stories to submit, while residents with lower connections to their community 

might instead opt to cover meetings or other institutions and officials for their 

stories because they are less engaged in their neighborhood, or at least have less 

immediate access to sources.  Because of the need for Chi-Town Daily News and 

Creating Community Connections to find contributors from neighborhoods 

around Chicago, this cultural capital can potentially be converted to bridging 

social capital.  This is particularly true for residents of marginalized communities, 

who are more difficult to recruit because of the digital divide, existence in 

different social networks, and the need for outsiders to establish trust.  

The value of such correspondents was clear when one of the Creating 

Community Connections’ co-directors visited a public computer lab in West 

Chicago, and was shown YouTube videos produced by a community activist.  The 

nearly 80 videos he has posted on YouTube are dispatches from low-income 

neighborhoods throughout West and South Chicago, and as titles like “Black men 

stand up in Chicago,” “ Community protest by the youth,” and “Roseland stands 

up tall” suggest, there is a blurring of identities between activist and journalist.  

While the videos document areas and interview residents who are rarely heard 

from, particularly online, there are several potential conflicts of interest at play, 

particularly the activist’s political aspirations.  But after viewing several videos, 

the Creating Community Connections co-director had the lab director contact the 

activist to arrange potential contributions to the weblog. 

However, whether residents are able to capitalize on their cultural capital 

depends on either the flexibility of the weblog’s standards for participation, or the 
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willingness of the residents to abide by standards if they are strict.  Since Chi-

Town Daily News has a policy that does not allow people to cover issues that they 

are politically involved in, residents who are highly connected to the community 

through activist efforts would have to disassociate themselves from the 

organization in order to participate or report on topics that would not present a 

conflict of interest.  The extent of these potential conflicts of interest is difficult to 

judge, but consider that one zip code in South Chicago is home to more than 200 

non-profits such as “Kids Off the Block,” a group run by a woman out of her 

home which organizes after-school anti-gang programs.  Such residents are 

engaged in their community and outspoken, but perhaps unable to untangle 

themselves from their community ties enough to assume the detached journalistic 

identity.  It is more likely such residents would contribute to a weblog like 

Creating Community Connections, which allows them to maintain their activist 

identity.  The participation of several neighborhood activists on Creating 

Community Connections already attests to this. 

Several participants with Spring Terrace Media Project had high levels of 

this type of cultural capital, and as with participants to Creating Community 

Connections, they were able to utilize it because of the low level of control and 

journalistic convention on the website.  As mentioned previously this made it 

difficult to turn the knowledge and experience potential contributors had into 

published stories, as when several members of the group visited a local soup 

kitchen and talked to a contact there about a dispute the soup kitchen faced with a 

neighbor, and their fears that the soup kitchen would shut down.  The potential 
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story was never published, but in other cases participants had similar access to 

knowledge and experience that they used to produce stories for Spring Terrace 

Media Project.  These stories – one by a formerly homeless man who described 

his past, including what it was like to lose his job and home and end up living 

underneath a highway overpass, and another by a woman who was homeless and 

had to stay at one of the two homeless shelters in Austin available to women, who 

narrated a video about the added challenges faced by being female when 

homeless.  The two videos were distributed on activist listservs, by bloggers, 

viewed on YouTube between 150-300 times each, and posted on the local PBS 

affiliate’s weblog.  Staff with Austin’s public access television station offered to 

include the videos in a broadcast if more videos were created throughout the 

project.  

 

Using Cultural Capital to Create Bonding Capital 

Even with the willingness of Creating Community Connections to accept 

such content, and the willingness of the activists to initially contribute, it is 

difficult for the site to attract regular participation.  Months after talking to 

activists from West Chicago and discussing potential contributors to the weblog, 

the activists had yet to post.  In part this could be attributed to the ability of the 

activists to directly post their content to their organization’s website or to start 

their own YouTube page.  Perhaps community media produced by and targeted to 

marginalized communities have traditionally provided a platform for activist 

media producers.  Communities with less of a history of marginalization who did 
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not have a community media infrastructure in place when low-cost online media 

became available are possibly more likely to use weblogs, while community 

activists who began producing media when print, radio, and television were the 

only options are more likely to contribute to those types of media.   

There is also the appeal of reaching the particular audience for a 

community media outlet.  Several contributors to North Lawndale Weblog are 

drawn by the mission of providing information about resources and documenting 

success stories from the neighborhood.  A contributor who writes about financial 

planning said she became involved with the weblog because she wanted the 

opportunity to “give something back” to the neighborhood: 

The paper allows me to share knowledge I have with other people.  It’s a 
great way to express myself and ideas and educate people about finances.  
I enjoy writing, it’s a fun hobby for me, and I know someone on the other 
side will get to read and benefit from my work. 

This was the most typical explanation for involvement with North Lawndale 

Weblog.  Contributors did not participate with the hope of reaching an audience 

beyond their neighborhood.  While some hoped to write for other media outlets 

eventually, they didn’t consider writing for other weblogs or outlets that might 

showcase their work or spread information about their community to others 

instead of writing for North Lawndale Weblog.  Sources exhibit similar 

motivations.  A recurring source in several posts on Creating Community 

Connections about the West Humboldt Park neighborhood contributed several 

quotes to a student reporter but said it was unlikely they would contribute directly 

to the weblog.  As the director of a non-profit focused on creating affordable 

housing through partnerships with foundations, banks, and state and local 
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governments, he believed his time was best spent pushing for coverage in either 

the mainstream media where policymakers and business leaders would read it, or 

in the community media where potential clients could learn about the service: 

It establishes a stamp of approval if (the program) is in the mainstream 
media…powermakers and kingmakers take the mainstream media more 
serious than the local. 

However the activist’s organization took out ads in a local community paper to 

alert residents interested in receiving public and private financial assistance for 

buying a home.  On a trip to a local coffee shop, he checked a stack of free 

community papers placed in the lobby to make sure the ads were prominently 

featured. 

 

Creating Bridging Capital Through Community Media Networks 

This tendency to produce media for ones own community, thereby 

creating bonding capital, can still lead to the creating of bridging capital.  But the 

bridging connections are formed to other community media.  Contributors for 

North Lawndale Weblog spoke of reading a popular columnist for a community 

paper from a nearby West Chicago neighborhood.  An editor for the same 

newspaper spoke at one of North Lawndale Weblog’s writers meetings.  Several 

contributors to the site freelance for a variety of community media outlets such as 

the Chicago Defender, a once daily African-American newspaper with a national 

following that has since scaled production back to a weekly pace.  At a visit to the 

Residents’ Journal, a community newspaper for residents of public housing in 

South Chicago, staff members were aware of North Lawndale Weblog but not 
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Chi-Town Daily News or Creating Community Connections.  Community media 

also form partnerships with area journalism schools by providing internships, and 

the immersion within a neighborhood required by some programs, particularly 

Northwestern.  One of the staff editors for North Lawndale Weblog is a graduate 

of Northwestern but not a resident of the neighborhood, as is a frequent 

contributor.  Through such ties the weblog is able to bridge to other communities, 

and participants are able to bridge to other communities.  

This is not restricted to media or academic connections.  Because of the 

blurring of identities for participants between journalism and activism, 

contributors are able to use their role as journalist to create bridging capital with 

activists in other communities, and then use the access they acquire within the 

other communities to produce articles and thereby serve their journalistic role.  

One contributor for North Lawndale Weblog was responsible for helping the site 

expand its coverage into the predominately Mexican-American neighborhoods of 

Pilsen and Little Village that are near North Lawndale – in Little Village’s case, 

adjacent.  Through this coverage, the contributor was: 

…putting together a small group, trying to improve race relations between 
African-American and Hispanic, trying to become a more powerful 
community as one. 

Within months, the contributor had written a story about the effort.  Through the 

contacts created by engaging with the neighborhoods as a journalist, he was able 

to pursue community organizing.  Through the community organizing, he was 

able to produce journalism.  
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 The difficulty community media in Chicago have with expanding their 

bridging capital beyond this community media network and into the mainstream 

media has led to the creation of a group launched in 1987 to address the problem, 

the Community Media Workshop.  The group’s strategy seizes on the mainstream 

media’s lack of connection and access to marginalized neighborhoods, and the 

neighborhood-based organization’s desire for coverage.  Since reporters don’t 

have the time and opportunity to reach sources and organizations are “not trained 

to pitch stories,” the group tries to develop relationships between the two groups 

and serve as the bridge.  For community media such programs are a way to reach 

a broader audience, but improving connections with mainstream media can 

require community media to adjust what can occasionally be radical rhetoric.  The 

adjustments required to engage the mainstream raise the question of how much 

the mainstream’s agenda can potentially shape the agenda of community media.  

 However attempting to create bridging social capital with other activist 

groups can make it more difficult to create bonding social capital.  There were 

several times when Spring Terrace Media Project considered partnering with 

other organizations and groups who worked with Austin’s homeless population.  

One resident who participated in the initiative had worked in the past with the 

Austin Advocate, a newspaper written and sold by the homeless, and the group 

discussed partnering with its five regular writers to help them produce videos for 

the website.  When the group discussed covering staffing cutbacks at 

organizations like the Austin Resource Center for the Homeless (ARCH), which 

provides temporary shelter, food, and a computer lab, and publishes the Austin 
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Advocate, one Spring Terrace staff member suggested contacting their friends on 

the staff at ARCH to see if they would be willing to discuss the issue.  In both 

cases the stories and partnerships were not pursued, but they were symbolic of the 

initiative’s identification with homeless issues and advocacy. Yet staff members 

and participants said this discouraged participation by other residents who did not 

identify with these issues, and were living at Spring Terrace because it was 

affordable, not because they had been homeless.  Several of these residents had 

attended meetings because they were interested in filming videos about Spring 

Terrace, or about their own individual interests, and not the issues facing the 

homeless and homeless-related organizations.  

 

Findings 

An initiative with a high connection to community can increase bonding 

social capital, bridging social capital to similar groups, and potentially bridging 

social capital to other groups and individuals through mainstream media.  This 

connection to community can serve as cultural capital that a participant in an 

initiative can use to create bridging social capital.  But the value of this cultural 

capital depends on the degree to which the mainstream is willing to relax 

traditional journalistic standards to accommodate participation, and the 

willingness of residents to accept those standards in return for participation and 

access to a broader audience.  Webogs with a high level of journalistic convention 

and a low level of connection to community will have difficulty developing 

bonding social capital with any one community in particular, but can attract 
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participation from community members hoping to distribute information to elites.  

Weblogs with moderate levels of community connection and moderate levels of 

journalistic convention will also have difficulty creating bonding capital because 

they lack the appeal of exposure to elites and exposure to other residents – two 

motivations for participation in weblogs by residents and activists within a 

community.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions 

If the keys to power are the “cultural codes” that Castells believes are used 

to indirectly exclude access to the most central and advantageous positions in the 

network society, then the moment when those codes are in flux should be of great 

interest.  This is the case for journalism today.  The confluence of journalism 

culture, digital culture, and community media culture spurred by citizen 

journalism has created an opportunity for each of the three cultures to influence 

and change the others.  

Since the creation of bonding and bridging social capital are needed to 

gain centrality and influence within the field of networked journalism, the levels 

of the three variables which were best at producing these forms of social capital 

would likely be desired by citizen journalism initiatives.  A balanced mixture of 

the three cultures seems to be the best strategy.  High editorial control and high 

journalistic convention create bridging social capital but not the bonding social 

capital needed to sustain an initiative by supplying it with a group of contributors.  

High editorial control and high connection to community create bonding capital, 

but not the bridging capital an initiative needs to help it gain a broader audience 

outside its community.  Initiatives that have moderate levels of journalistic 

convention and connection to community have the potential to produce bonding 

and bridging social capital, but this depends on the degree of control within the 

journalistic aspects of the website.  If the journalistic side of the website does not 

interact with the community-building side of the website because it is too highly 
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controlled, it will lose the ability to create bonding social capital with the 

communities it first creates bridging social capital with.  Therefore, it seems that 

to gain the two forms of social capital needed to gain a position of influence in the 

field, a citizen journalism initiative would have to reduce its level of control and 

its level of journalistic convention, in other words increase its level of digital 

culture and reduce its level of journalistic culture.  This would be a positive 

development for residents of marginalized communities, who would be able to 

convert their cultural capital into social capital through these initiatives.  The 

cultural capital of members of marginalized communities has become valuable to 

these initiatives because of the access it provides to stories and information, but 

many aspects of marginalized communities conflict with journalistic culture as it 

is traditionally practiced.  If initiatives become willing to loosen control and 

convention in order to compete in the field of networked journalism, it would 

seem to provide an opening for the marginalized to begin to convert their cultural 

capital to social capital.  

A balanced mixture of the three cultures would also improve the coverage 

of marginalized communities.  Repeatedly throughout this analysis it became 

apparent that a strict adherence to one of the three cultures would undermine the 

goals of improving coverage of marginalized communities while creating bonding 

and bridging social capital.  The economic and social trends that led to the four 

cases examined here provide motivation for alternative and mainstream news 

organizations to pursue these goals.  As mainstream journalism scales back its 

operations in the face of financial pressures, alternatives arise hoping to find a 
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market in the gaps of coverage, by serving abandoned audiences and addressing 

problems with mainstream coverage.  Such a pattern spawned each of the four 

cases. 

In the field of networked journalism it is not just economic capital or 

political capital that is important, but social capital as well.  The need to gain this 

capital leads citizen journalism initiatives to draw on cultural influences that are 

in opposition to journalism’s dominant routines and frames.  Nevertheless as seen 

in the case of each of these initiatives, these cultures do not coexist easily.  The 

mixture of cultures leads initiatives to juggle multiple roles (journalist v. activist), 

responsibilities (to neighborhood and publication), and goals (building 

community and building portfolios).  Tensions continually emerge within the 

initiatives, and with the resolution of each conflict the initiative sways towards 

one culture or another. Often these different roles and identities are found within 

the same individual, for instance a contributor motivated by the image of 

journalist as crusading neighborhood activist, yet restrained by the compromises 

necessary to engage institutions and the officials who run them.   

Through this interplay at the individual and organizational level, the 

resiliency of journalism reveals itself.  The challenge presented to journalism’s 

authority by the new entrants to the field leave it facing a paradoxical situation – 

at the same time that it must establish boundaries around the profession to assert 

its authority, it seeks to undermine the energy of those who would challenge it by 

absorbing some of their qualities and incorporating them into professional 

practice.  Yet journalism is not alone in this effort.  It finds assistance from actors 
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outside the profession – the sources, institutions, laws, symbols, reputations, and 

other material and non-material societal elements that have shaped the actions of 

professional journalists similarly work to influence the actions of citizen 

journalists.  

 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Study 

This research attempted to analyze citizen journalism using a variety of 

theories and methods that apply a sociological and cultural perspective previously 

lacking in the literature.  It also tried to further develop Bourdieu’s concepts of 

social capital and cultural capital and reveal the value of the study of citizen 

journalism for broader sociological and cultural questions regarding the 

relationship between structure and agency.  Although I do not consider it a field 

analysis – primarily because there is no clear method for conducting one, this 

study will hopefully help build a methodological program that can test field 

theory in a more systematic and rigorous way.  By focusing on marginalized 

communities as a critical intersection for many of these issues, this study shows 

how including the members of these communities in journalism research can 

make the field more vital within the academy and society.  

However ambitions of this size are bound to be difficult to achieve within 

the limits of one study.  The first issue is the that of case selection, and the extent 

to which these findings might be generalized.  Although great care was taken in 

the selection of these four cases, they might not be representative of all the 

potential models for citizen journalism initiatives.  Yet there are general types that 
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these cases stood in for – a non-profit news organization, a journalism school-

based news organization, a community-based news organization, and an advocacy 

group-based news organization.  These general types face inherent tensions, and 

there was nothing in the research that suggested the culture of journalism schools 

or community media groups would vary to a significant degree in a different case.  

The majority of journalism students are going to be enrolled in the hopes of 

finding jobs in the news industry, and so would be more willing to accept 

journalistic conventions than challenge them. There are potentially other factors 

that could help an initiative address these tensions and lead similar initiatives to 

experience different fates, such as financial resources, or even the individual 

personalities of those involved.  But the tensions would still exist and require a 

response.  

The second issue is that of methodology. The unorthodox organizational 

models used by these initiatives do not lend themselves to the type of 

ethnographic fieldwork that has been standard in newsroom ethnography, but I 

believe the combination of observations, interviews, and textual analysis led the 

conclusions to be based on sufficient data.  One problem in particular is the 

difficulty in gaining access to people who participated in an initiative and left, 

never to be heard from on the weblog again.  Since some of the initiatives allowed 

anonymous contribution, and others required registration before participation but 

do not provide contact information for the contributors, it can be almost 

impossible to find out what makes a participant stop participating.  Is it an 

aversion to journalistic conventions, or a desire for more of them?  Being able to 
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observe Spring Terrace Media Project and witness potential participants attending 

a meeting, responding to different aspects of the initiative, and then declining to 

attend another meeting was a unique opportunity to see this process in such a 

transparent and face-to-face manner. 

When determining the effect of the three variables on social capital, it is 

also difficult to determine why it is that groups or individuals do not connect with 

an initiative.  It could simply be that they are not aware of it yet, not that there is 

something about the way the initiative operates that they do not like.  Of course 

there could also intervening variables that affect the creation of social capital or 

lack thereof.  A community activist who does not participate with a citizen 

journalism initiative might have plans to develop their own weblog, and view the 

initiative as competition.  Therefore the fact that this particular activist does not 

participate might not be a reflection of how the initiative has “lost touch” with the 

community by pursuing high levels of journalistic convention, but a result of 

these more business-oriented motivations. 

This research attempted to deal with these challenges by amassing as 

much data as possible and analyzing that data critically through triangulation of 

methods and constant testing of findings against new data.  It hopes to have done 

justice to the efforts of those involved in each initiative, and to have shed some 

light on aspects of journalism’s relationship to society that are not often asked 

because of the daunting nature of the research.  Many of the same issues that 

prevent professional journalists from covering marginalized communities present 

problems for an academic researcher.  It can take a prohibitive amount of time 
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and resources for the outsider to build the trust, experience, and knowledge of a 

community needed to draw credible conclusions.  Yet while journalism research 

has criticized professional journalists for ignoring the marginalized in their 

coverage, researchers often repeat these omissions in their studies.  I tried here to 

avoid making this same mistake, mainly because over the course of my personal 

and professional life I have grown to value the perspectives of people who are 

removed from the cultures and backgrounds that dominate the typical workplace 

and academy setting.  But at the same time I think this personal preference has 

much academic value as well, and hopefully this study will encourage future 

researchers to be more inclusive in where they look for answers to their questions.  

 

Conflicting Goals: Journalism v. Community? 

Mainstream journalism and community media are often considered 

opposites.  Community media either define themselves in opposition to the 

mainstream as alternative media, or as citizen media, where involvement is a step 

towards greater civic engagement.  It is within this form of media that questions 

of social capital are typically raised, due in large part to the frequent 

conceptualization of social capital at the individual level, where individuals gain 

social capital through their participation in media.  But by basing a definition of 

social capital upon Bourdieu’s conceptualization of the term, social capital 

becomes not only a byproduct of involvement in media – a souvenir for 

participants – but an essential requirement for the success of an initiative.  While 

economic capital remains important, in the field of networked journalism social 
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capital is critical as well, for the degree of social capital is a reflection of position 

within a network.  A weblog without social capital is one disconnected and on the 

margins, less likely to influence and perhaps less likely to survive.  Without 

bridging capital, the weblog does not gain the audience it needs to survive and the 

potential exposure it uses to attract participation.  Without bonding social capital, 

the project lacks the loyalty of a group needed to attract participation in the 

absence of fame, fortune, or similar enticements created by a large audience. 

Mainstream news organizations now find themselves fighting for positions 

of centrality within networks, with success measured in terms of social capital.  

Community media have long done the same.  The revised models of Habermas’ 

public sphere theory describe an interaction between the dominant public sphere 

of the mainstream media and the counterspheres of oppositionist groups and the 

alternative media they produce.  If social capital as Bourdieu defines it is the 

position of power within a network – or field – then increasing social capital is the 

goal, not only for individuals who participate on a weblog, but the weblog itself.  

The analysis of these three cases found that the models which had the most 

success at creating bridging and bonding capital were those that combined 

elements of traditional journalism with elements of community media, as well as 

the low level of control associated with digital culture.  This mixture also is best 

for improving coverage of marginalized communities.  

Amid the fragmentation and individualization of the network society the 

news media have the potential to serve as the bridge between the centers and the 

margins. The newsgathering routines create by the structure of news organizations 
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have traditionally undermined this role of the press.  But journalism’s response to 

the processes of fragmentation and individualization could force it to change its 

structure and routines.  The experiences of the initiatives studied here show some 

reasons why it would be strategically wise for journalism culture to incorporate 

the influence of digital culture and community media culture and thereby alter 

some its conventions.  This presents an opportunity for members of marginalized 

communities, whether they already produce media or participate in an initiative 

produced by a group outside their community.  By incorporating a greater degree 

of journalism culture in their work, they can gain broader influence and improve 

coverage of their community.  This can make it more difficult to create bonding 

capital within the community, but it provides an opportunity to access a broader 

audience.  It is a delicate balancing act.  Enforce traditional journalistic standards 

too strictly, and risk alienating the community.  Ignore journalistic standards and 

risk not being taken seriously beyond the community. 

 

The Value of Digital Culture for Community Media 

The opening created for marginalized communities to participate in more 

mainstream venues is dependent on their ability to incorporate digital culture into 

their work.  It is perhaps the best resolution to the split between journalism culture 

and community media culture.  Incorporating digital culture into an initiative 

provides space for participants to engage with the mainstream by adopting 

journalistic conventions, yet still provides room for members of the community to 

participate without adopting those conventions.  It provides a flexibility of 
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identity that allows an initiative to straddle the mainstream and the margins, and 

serve as a bridge between the two.  Yet facility with digital culture is necessary.  

If the two elements do not interact, if participants adhere to only one identity and 

reject the other, the potential for mainstream and marginalized cultures to coexist 

within the same initiative would be wasted.  

This need for digital literacy reinforces Castells’ belief that the same 

technology which has created the inequality and fragmentation of the dual city 

can be used to help those on the margins.  Despite the alternative agendas of 

community media, its production processes can frequently be as conservative as 

the mainstream media, with clear delineations between staff and audience, and 

centralized control.  This high-control model is effective at improving coverage of 

a marginalized community, but when combined with a high connection to the 

community it becomes difficult for an initiative to connect with other 

communities.  However if the initiative adopted a more traditionally journalistic 

approach it would conflict with its community bonds.  By increasing its level of 

digital culture, community media like North Lawndale Weblog would have a 

better opportunity to distribute their work to a broader and more diverse audience. 

In this way digital media allow members of marginalized communities to 

use their cultural capital to potentially gain bridging social capital and improve 

their network position.  Previous research has shown that cultural capital is 

occasionally possessed by those with no economic capital, because the culture 

produced by such individuals is occasionally valued by those with economic 

capital and access to larger social networks.  At a time when access to 
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marginalized communities and the stories found within them is valued by the 

media, the experiences and knowledge built through exposure to the marginalized 

community becomes the cultural capital that members of that community can 

potentially convert for social capital. 

This will be a difficult task.  Applications of digital technology, the 

Internet, and Web 2.0 software as interpreted by members of several of the 

marginalized communities in this study conflicts with several of the assumptions 

of the digital culture.  Consider one key aspect of digital culture – the 

performance of work without compensation.  Online communities are often built 

on the efforts of unpaid volunteer contributors.  The great majority of individual 

bloggers work day after day to maintain their site with no financial gain.  Artists 

make their work available for free online, as part of a “gift economy,” and 

typically with the goal of making a personal, political, or artistic statement rather 

than an income.  Yet in West Chicago at the blogging classes taught at a public 

computer lab, blogs are viewed as a means to promote a product or service and 

make money.  Residents who cannot find employment because of a lack of skills 

or a prior criminal record instead run businesses out of their home, and use blogs 

as a free way to promote themselves.  At another public lab where instructors 

teach residents how to develop MySpace pages, the students are predominately 

interested in using their sites as a way to promote their music.  The use of digital 

technology is more individualized than collaborative. 

The collaborative approach to technology is therefore more likely to occur 

within community media and community activism, which are often intertwined.  
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For both efforts there is a history of voluntary work without financial gain, and a 

mindset that fits well with online tools.  The question is whether those involved in 

community media choose to emulate the more traditional controlled “broadcast” 

model of journalism or the more experimental and interactive digital models.  For 

the cases studied here, the former was often the case.  At a time when mainstream 

news organizations are losing their monopoly over audiences, journalists are less 

likely to be gatekeepers.  But the acceptance of journalistic standards by groups 

outside the mainstream can lead to a situation where the idea of journalism itself 

functions as gatekeeper.  

 

The Need for Hybridization of Cultures 

The ideal model for an initiative is one that mixes these three cultures.  

None of the three cultures can independently produce a weblog that improves the 

coverage of marginalized communities while creating the bonding and bridging 

capital needed to sustain the effort.  Journalism as conventionally practiced makes 

it difficult to build a high connection to a marginalized community.  A low level 

of control without any journalistic aspirations or connection to a community 

would likely produce weblogs motivated by more individual concerns.  A high 

connection to community without concessions to journalistic standards and the 

lower control of digital culture risks manipulation and isolation.  

Each of the three cases studied here is an early example of attempts to mix 

elements of these three cultures, and each displays the complexities of trying to 

balance the three cultures in the face of factors beyond the weblog’s control.  The 



 180 

motivations of participants, the reactions of other groups to the weblog, the 

sociological obstacles to producing media in low-income neighborhoods – each 

leads to tradeoffs which often results in one of the three cultures dominating the 

others.  The process through which these external and internal factors shape an 

initiative show the extent of the framing process beyond mainstream news 

organizations and the influences upon them, and into the corners of society that 

are at first glance far removed from the influence of power.  As new examples of 

citizen journalism emerge in the wake of a shrinking mainstream the dominant 

frames of the mainstream will be negotiated throughout each experiment.  The 

participants in each initiative are engaged in a continual process that determines 

whether journalism’s traditional routines, and the frames that they produce, will 

spread throughout the myriad forms of media within a city.  Or perhaps these 

alternative examples will prove more effective and influential, ultimately 

influencing mainstream journalism itself.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Interview Topics 

Project Objectives: 

-What are your goals for this initiative? 

-How do you think this initiative could help residents of (enter 

community/neighborhood here)? 

-How do you describe this project to potential contributors? 

 

Director Control: 

-What sort of content do you hope residents will contribute? 

-What ways do people have to participate in this project? 

-How do you encourage participation? 

-Have you had to edit or delete any contributions and why? 

 

Journalistic Conventions: 

-What training do you think potential contributors need before they 

participate? 

-What obstacles have you found to participating? 

-What do residents of low-income neighborhoods have to offer this 

initiative? 

-What stories would you like to write about this neighborhood? 
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-What has been the response of participants to training sessions and 

editorial guidelines? 

-Have you adjusted editorial guidelines based on participant input? 

 

Connections to Community: 

-Why do you contribute to initiative? 

-Why do you think people contribute? 

-Why do you think people do not contribute?  

-What do potential contributors want to know about the initiative? 

-Could you describe the demographics of your contributors so far? 

 

Social Capital Effects: 

-What has been the response of residents to the initiative? 

-How do other media respond to the initiative? 

-How do officials respond to the initiative? 

-How have these neighborhoods and the residents of these neighborhoods   

been portrayed in the local media? 

-What stories have been written about this neighborhood? 
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Appendix B: Questionnaire Topics 

-How long have you lived in this neighborhood? 

-How do you find out about news in this neighborhood? 

-Which of the following news sources do you use and how frequently? 

(TV news, Newspaper, Radio, Internet) 

-What would you contribute to a website about your neighborhood? 

-What local issues are important to you? 

-What do you like/dislike about local news? 

-Would you read a website with information provided by your neighbors? 
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Appendix C: Examples of Textual Analysis Evidence 

Director Control: 

-Website rules and procedures 

-Registration form requirements 

-Initiative polices regarding reader participation (i.e. what activity is 

prohibited, what activity is encouraged) 

 

Journalistic Conventions: 

-Who is quoted in articles 

-How articles are constructed (i.e. use of inverted pyramid) 

-Language used in posts 

-Framing of issues and events 

 

Connections to Community: 

-Contributor demographics 

-Subject demographics 

-Detailed information about community in content 

-Geographical focus of topics: local, state, national, international 

 

Social Capital Effects: 

-Contributor demographics 

-Subject demographics 

-Commenter demographics 
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-Links to other media 
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Appendix D: Location of Chicago Initiatives 

 

 

 

 
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neighborhoods_of_Chicago 
 



 187 

 

Bibliography 

 

Adams, P. C. (2005). The Boundless Self: Communication in Physical and Virtual 
Spaces (1st ed.). Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press. 

Appadurai, A. (1996). Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Bauman, Z. (2001). The Individualized Society. Cambridge, UK: Polity. 

Benkler, Y. (2006). The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms 
Markets and Freedom. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press. 

Benson, R., & Neveu, E. (Eds.). (2005). Bourdieu and the Journalistic Field. 
Cambridge, UK: Polity  

Benson, R., & Neveu, E. (2005). Introduction: Field Theory as a Work in 
Progress. In R. Benson & E. Neveu (Eds.), Bourdieu and the Journalistic 
Field. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Blood, R. (2003). Weblogs and Journalism: Do They Connect, Nieman Reports 
(Vol. 57). 

Boczkowski, P. J. (2004). Digitizing the News: Innovation in Online Newspapers. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (1979). Distinction. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (1993). The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and 
Literature. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (2005). The Political Field, the Social Science Field, and the 
Journalistic Field. In R. Benson & E. Neveu (Eds.), Bourdieu and the 
Journalistic Field. Cambridge, UK: Polity  

 



 188 

Brock, A. (2005). “A Belief in Humanity is a Belief in Colored Men”: Using 
Culture to Span the Digital Divide. Journal of Computer-Mediated 
Communication, 11(1), 357-374. 

Caldeira, T.P.R. (1996). “Fortified Enclaves: The New Urban Segregation,” 
Public Culture 8(2), 303-328. 

Campbell, V. (2004). Information Age Journalism: Journalism in an International 

Context. London: Arnold. 

Carey, J. W. (1989). Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and Society. 
Boston, MA: Unwin Hyman. 

Carlson, M. (2007). Blogs and Journalistic Authority: The role of blogs in US 
Election Day 2004 coverage. Journalism Studies, 8(2), 264-279. 

Castells, M. (1989). The Informational City: Information Technology, Economic 
Restructuring, and the Urban-Regional Process. Oxford, UK: Blackwell. 

Castells , M. (1997). The Power of Identity. Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers. 

Children’s Partnership (2000). Online content for low-income and under-served 

Americans, from www.childrenspartnership.org 

Coleman, J. S. (1990). Foundations of Social Theory. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. 

Couldry, N. (2004). The Digital Divide. In D. Gauntlett & R. Horsley (Eds.), 
Web.Studies (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Couldry, N. (2007). Bourdieu and the media: the promise and limits of field 
theory. Theory and Society, 36(2), 209-213. 

Cresswell, T. (2006). On the Move: Mobility in the Modern Western World. New 
York: Routledge. 
 

Deuze, M. (2005). What is journalism?: professional identity and ideology of 
journalists reconsidered. Journalism, 6(4). 

Deuze, M. (2007). Media Work. Cambridge: Polity Press. 



 189 

Downing, J. (2001). Radical Media: Rebellious Communication and Social 

Movements. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Everbach, T. (2006). The Culture of a Women-Led Newspaper: An Ethnographic 
Study of the Sarasota Herald-Tribune. Journalism and Mass 
Communication Quarterly, 83(3). 

Everett, M. G., and Stephen P. Borgatti. (2005). Extending Centrality. In P. J. 
Carrington, J. Scott, S. Wasserman (Eds.), Models and Methods in Social 
Network Analysis. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Fischer, C .S. (1984). The Urban Experience (2
nd
 ed.) San Diego: Harcourt Brace 

Jovanovich. 

Flap, H. D., & B. Volker (2004). Creation and Returns of Social Capital: A New 

Research Program. New York: Routledge. 

Florida, R. (2005). Cities and the Creative Class.  New York: Routledge. 

Fraser, N. (1992). Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of 
Acutally Existing Democracy. In C. Calhoun (Ed.), Habermas and the 

Public Sphere. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Friedland, L. (1996). Electronic democracy and the new citizenship. Media, 
Culture, and Society, 18, 185-212. 

Gandy, O. H. (2001). Framing at the Horizon: A Retrospective Assessment. In S. 
D. Reese, O. H. Gandy, & A. E. Grant (Eds.), Framing Public Life: 

Perspectives on Media and Our Understanding of the Social World. 
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Gans, H. J. (1979). Deciding What's News. Evanston, IL: Northwestern University 
Press. 

Giddens, A. (1984). The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of 

Structuration. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Gitlin, T. (1980). The Whole World is Watching: Mass Media in the Making and 
Unmaking of the New Left. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

Gordo, B. (2006). Overcoming Institutional Marginalization. In D. Silver & A. 
Massanari (Eds.), Critical Cyberculture. New York: New York University 
Press. 



 190 

Greider, W. (1992). Who Will Tell the People: the Betrayal of American 

Democracy. New York: Simon & Schuster. 

Habermas, J. (1996). Jurgen Habermas on Society and Politics: a Reader     

Boston: Beacon Press. 

Habermas, J. (1962 (English translation 1991)). The Structural Transformation of 

the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Hamilton, J. (2000). Alternative Media: Conceptual Difficulties, Critical 
Possibilities. Journal of Communication Inquiry, 24(4), 357-378. 

Hampton, K. N., & Wellman, B. (2002). The Not So Global Village of Netville. 
In B. Wellman & C. Haythornthwaite (Eds.), The Internet in Everyday 

Life. Oxford: UK: Blackwell. 

Harvey, D. (2001). Spaces of Capital: Towards a Critical Geography. New York: 
Routledge. 

Haythornthwaite, C. & Wellman, B. (2002). The Internet in Everyday Life: An 
Introduction. In B. Wellman & C. Haythornthwaite (Eds.), The Internet in 

Everyday Life. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Heider, D. (2000). White News: Why Local News Programs Don't Cover People 

of Color. Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Heider, D. (Ed.). (2004). Class and News. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers. 

Herring, S. C., Scheidt, L. A., Kouper, I., & Wright, E. (2006). Longitudinal 
Content Analysis of Blogs: 2003-2004. In M. Tremayne (Ed.), Blogging, 

Citizenship, and the Future of Media. New York: Routledge. 

Hindman, E. B. (2005). Jayson Blair, The New York Times, and Paradigm 
Repair. Journal of Communication, 55(2). 

Hodkinson, P. (2007). Interactive online journals and individualization. New 
Media and Society, 9(4), 625-650. 

Howley, K. (2005). Community Media: People, Places and Communication 
Technologies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



 191 

Hudson, J.C. (2006). Chicago: A Geography of the City and Its Region. Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press. 

Jacobson, T. L. (2000). Cultural Hybridity and the Public Sphere. In K. G. 
Wilkins (Ed.), Redeveloping Communication for Social Change: Theory, 
Practice, and Power. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield  

Jenkins, H. (2006). Convergence Culture. New York, NY: New York University 
Press. 

Katz, J., Rick, R., and Aspden, P (2001). The Internet, 1995-2000: access, civic 
involvement and social interaction. American Behavioral Scientist, 45(3), 
405-419. 

Kavanaugh, A., Carroll, J. M., Rosson, M. B., Zin, T. T., & Reese, D. D. (2005). 
Community networks: Where offline communities meet online. Journal of 
Computer-Mediated Communication, 10(4), 442-464. 

Kaye, B. K., & Johnson, T. J. (2004). Wag the Blog: How Reliance on Traditional 
Media and the Internet Influence Credibility Perceptions of Weblogs 
Among Blog Users. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 

81(3), 622-642. 

Kilduff, M., & Tsai, W. (2003). Social Networks and Organizations. London: 
Sage. 

Klinenberg, E. (2005). Channeling into the Journalistic Field: Youth Activism and 
the Media Justice Movement. In R. E. N. Benson (Ed.), Bourdieu and the 

Journalistic Field. Cambridge, UK: Polity. 

Knight Center News Network (2008) Directory of Citizen Media Sites. Retrieved 
March 24, 2008, from http://www.kcnn.org/citmedia_sites/ 

Kurtz, H. (1994). Media Circus: the Trouble with America's Newspapers. New 
York: Times Books. 

Lin, N. (2001). Social Capital: A Theory of Social Structure and Action. 
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Livingstone, S., & Helsper, E. (2007). Gradations in digital inclusion: children, 
young people and the digital divide. New Media and Society, 9(4), 671-
696. 



 192 

Lyotard, J. F. (1984). The Postmodern Condition: a Report on Knowledge. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Massey, D. (1994). Space, Place and Gender. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press. 

McChesney, R. W. (1999). Rich Media, Poor Democracy: Communication 

Politics in Dubious Times. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press. 

Meyer, P. (2004). The Vanishing Newspaper: Saving Journalism in the 
Information Age. Columbia, MS: University of Missouri Press. 

Mishne, G., & Glance, N. (2006). Leave a Reply: An Analysis of Weblog 
Comments. (available online at http:www.blogpulse.com/www2006-
workshop/papers/wwe2006-blogcomments.pdf) last accessed July 23, 
2008. 

Mitchell, B. (2003). Weblogs: A Road Back to Basics, Nieman Reports (Vol. 57). 

Negt, O., & Kluge, A. (1972 (English translation 1993)). Public Sphere and 
Experience: Toward an Analysis of the Bourgeois and Proletarian Public 

Sphere. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Nip, J. Y. M. (2006). Exploring the second phase of public journalism. 
Journalism Studies, 7(2), 212-236. 

Norris, P. (2000). Digital Divide. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Papacharissi, Z. (2004). Democracy online: civility, politeness, and the 
democratic potential of online political discussion groups. New Media and 

Society, 6(2), 259-283. 

Papacharissi, Z. (2006). Audiences as Media Producers: Content Analysis of 260 
Blogs. In M. Tremayne (Ed.), Blogging, Citizenship, and the Future of 

Media. New York: Routledge. 

Pew Internet and American Life Project (2002). The Digital Disconnect: The 
widening gap between Internet-savvy students and their schools. 

Project for Excellence in Journalism (2008). The State of the News Media 2008. 

Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 

Community. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster. 



 193 

Reese, S. D. (2001). Framing Public Life: A Bridging Model for Media Research. 
In S. D. Reese, O. H. Gandy, & A. E. Grant (Eds.), Framing Public Life:  
Perspectives on Media and Our Understanding of the Social World. 
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Rennie, E. (2006). Community Media: a Global Introduction. Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield. 

Ricoeur, P. (1984). Time and Narrative. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Rifkin, J. (2000). The Age of Access: the New Culture of Hypercapitalism, Where 

All of Life is a Paid-For Experience. New York: J.P. Tarcher/Putnam. 

Robinson, S. (2006). The mission of the j-blog. Journalism, 7(1), 65-83. 

Rodriguez, C. (2001). Fissures in the Mediascape: an International Study of 

Citizens' Media. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press. 

Schaffer, J. (2007). Citizen Media: Fad or the Future of News? The rise and 

prospects of hyperlocal journalism. 

Scheufele, D. A., & Shah, D. V. (2000). Personality Strength and Social Capital: 
The Role of Dispositional and Informational Variables in the Production 
of Civic Participation. Communication Research, 27(2), 107-131. 

Schmidt, J. (2007). Blogging Practices: An Analytical Framework. Journal of 

Computer-Mediated Communication, 12(4), 1409-1427. 

Schudson, M. (1995). The Power of News. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press. 

Schudson, M. (2005). Autonomy from What? In R. E. N. Benson (Ed.), Bourdieu 
and the Journalistic Field. Cambridge, UK: Polity. 

Schuler, D. (2005). The Seattle Community Network: Anomaly or Replicable 
Model? . In P. van den Besselaar & S. Koizumi (Eds.), Digital Cities III. 
Amsterdam: Springer. 

Shoemaker, P. J. (1997). A New Gatekeeping Model. In D. Berkowitz (Ed.), 
Social Meanings of News: A Text-Reader. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 
Publications. 



 194 

Shoemaker, P. J. and Reese, S. D. (1996). Mediating the Message: Theories of 

Influences on Mass Media Content. New York: Longman. 

Singer, J. B. (2006). Stepping Back from the Gate: Online Newspaper Editors and 
the Co-Production of Content in Campaign 2004. Journalism and Mass 
Communication Quarterly, 83(2), 265-280. 

Straubhaar, J. D. (2007). World Television: from Global to Local. Los Angeles: 
Sage. 

Swartz, D. (1997). Culture & Power: The sociology of Pierre Bourdieu. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Tremayne, M. (Ed.). (2006). Blogging, Citizenship, and the Future of Media. New 
York: Routledge. 

Tuchman, G. (1978). Making News: a Study in the Construction of Reality. New 
York: Free Press. 

Urry, J. (2003). Global Complexity. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Van Dijk, J. (2006). The Network Society (2nd ed.). London: Sage. 

Wall, M. (2005). 'Blogs of war'. Journalism, 6(2), 153-172. 

Zukin, S. (1995). The Cultures of Cities. Cambridge: Blackwell 



 195 

Vita 

Louis William Rutigliano attended East Islip High School, Islip Terrace, 

New York. He received the degree of Bachelor of Science from the University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 1997. Upon graduation he worked as a reporter 

in Rocky Mount, North Carolina; Los Angeles, California; and El Paso, Texas. In 

September 2002 he entered the Graduate School at the University of Texas at 

Austin, where he completed his M.A. in Journalism before entering the doctoral 

program. 

 

Permanent address: PO Box 300351, Austin, TX 78703 

This dissertation was typed by the author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


