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Abstract
[bookmark: _Int_kBIPDKP5]This project answers the question of how local newspaper companies in North Carolina are diminishing the odds that news deserts exist in their community. To narrow down my research, this project focuses on two specific factors that most newspaper companies rely on: funding and readership. This project presents its findings through a documentary in which three newspaper companies are interviewed and asked a set of questions about their company. Scholarly sources provided statistical data on the state of newspaper companies in North Carolina and the chances of a news desert in a specific area.
My major findings from this project are, first, that readership is key to making sure a newspaper company stays afloat. Many people support companies that present real, accurate, and trustworthy journalism. Even though funding plays an important role as well, it is support from the community that keeps the newspaper industry going. Second, through interviews with news company executives, I found their biggest concerns deal with funding. Whether it is making sure that staff is taken care of or covering any extra expenses, many companies pay close attention  to ensuring that they have enough funds to cover all expenses.  
Link to Master’s Project Documentary:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tXIUmd2zeFs
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Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_vUcRecrS][bookmark: _Int_8y5qB05h][bookmark: _Int_fBWWTIt6][bookmark: _Int_FwAiBODe][bookmark: _Int_DCfGZr8j]Since the early 2000’s, there has been an upward trend in local newspapers closing around the United States. This decline in newspapers has resulted in news deserts across the U.S., leaving communities with no news source to rely on for timely, local information. Several factors have also had a huge impact on the decline of local newspapers, such as the Great Recession, Covid-19, and the rise of social media.[footnoteRef:2] Not having a reliable news source in one’s area can result in misinformation getting spread through word of mouth or an important event or an issue going unnoticed. Those who don’t have a reliable news source in their area often get their news from national news organizations such as CNN, Fox News, and MSNBC. [footnoteRef:3] These organizations inform audiences what is going on nationally which is not beneficial for those who need to know what’s happening locally. [2: “Addressing the Decline of Local News, Rise of Platforms, and Spread of Mis- and Disinformation Online.” The Center for Information, Technology, and Public Life (CITAP), 9 Mar. 2023, citap.unc.edu/news/local-news-platforms-mis-disinformation/.]  [3:  “The Disappearing Rural Newspaper.” Center for Rural Policy and Development, 3 May 2023, www.ruralmn.org/the-disappearing-rural-newspaper/.] 

[bookmark: _Int_FdABmXef][bookmark: _Int_UoGJ1jrP][bookmark: _Int_LEd3dJZS][bookmark: _Int_7IMzOFK6]The goal of this project is to get a sense of the condition of the newspaper industry specifically in North Carolina. I spoke with three newspaper organizations, each covering different areas of the state. The three companies I spoke with were The Indy Week, The Daily Tar Heel, and The Border Belt Independent. I asked representatives from each organization a set of questions regarding background information, funding, audience engagement, and the future of their company. Each interview was recorded and compiled into a documentary film. From these interviews and the research collected, I determined that readership and funding were the two main factors when it comes to the success of a newspaper company. This mimics the same factors facing news companies across the country. 
Throughout this paper I will reflect on the process of speaking with each of these newspaper organizations and collecting data, while also going into detail on the actual filming and editing process.
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1

History and Importance
The circulation of newspapers in the United States have constantly shifted throughout the years. Since the 1940s there has been a steady increase in more people reading the newspapers, but this steady circulation peaked around the 1980s. Newspapers started out as one of the main sources for people to receive their news, but the start of news cable channels such as TBS and CNN soon took over. TV and radio became new sources for information which led to a downward shift in people reading newspapers. Around the early 2000s newspaper circulation dropped dramatically. The internet became the main tool for people to receive news due to how accessible and convenient it was, and once the smartphone was released in 2007 news was available at viewer's fingertips. According to a Pew survey, by 2011 a majority of people no longer saw local newspapers as a key source for local news and information.2
Aside from a newspaper keeping their audience engaged, revenue also played a huge part in the decline of local news. From the 1970s until 2020 newspapers relied on revenue from classified ads, display ads, and subscriptions. Revenue from ads and subscriptions for newspapers were negatively impacted by the launch of Craigslist and the Great Recession. [footnoteRef:4]2 Craigslist offered a free alternative to classified ads when compared to a classified ad on papers. Display ads were no longer useful as online retailers such as Amazon soon took over and the Great Recession led to the closing of many department stores especially in rural areas. As the internet took over, newspapers had no choice to shift to this online format in hopes of gaining their revenue back through readership, but they could not compete with large companies like Google and Facebook who used digital ads more effectively. [4: 2“The Disappearing Rural Newspaper.” Center for Rural Policy and Development, 3 May 2023, www.ruralmn.org/the-disappearing-rural-newspaper/.] 

Seeing how newspapers saw a massive decline in the 2000s this may make one question why it is important to have local news in the first place. According to “When a Small Market Newspaper Closes” by Mark Nonkes, “losing a small-market newspaper affects citizens’ access to information and news about political matters in their community.”3 Even though people may have access to this information through the internet, in depth reporting about a specific topic such as local politics, school board meetings, or city council meetings would not be accessible without a local newspaper to report it. In addition to not fully being informed of local news, even though social media can be a source of news, the source does have its disadvantages. Older generations who don’t have much experience with social media often prefer getting their news from their local newspaper because it’s what they are used to and is easy to navigate. Another disadvantage to social media as a news source is it is self-selecting meaning people only see what they want to see. This can also lead to misinformation being spread since social media can sometimes be unreliable and untrue. Joshua Darr, a researcher, did a study on how the type of news can have an impact on readers. Darr’s study revealed that when a local newspaper closes, people then get their news solely from national outlets.3 Instead of being aware of what is going on in their own community, people are only aware of what’s happening nationally, which is not helpful when it comes to making a difference locally.
In response to this decline several solutions have been proposed to address this decline. One solution includes educating the public on the importance of journalists and the value of local news. The public must first understand why this decline is an issue in order to aid in saving local news. Another solution is to encourage journalists to report on local news issues. Many journalists seek out big companies in well-known cities mainly due to better pay. Local companies need to ensure they have the right amount of funds to hire a reporting staff and that they are provided with resources. In response to digital platforms such as Google, Facebook, and Amazon taking away from local news, experts have proposed that the “government impose ex ante restructuring to limit anticompetitive practices.” 3 This would limit the power of those digital platforms and possibly help direct those funds back to local media.
These proposals are only a start to how the decline of local news could be fixed. According to a 2023 report by Penelope Abernathy, to reverse this decline of local news “it will involve multiple stakeholders pursuing complementary programs and objectives that target funding to communities and news outlets most at risk.” [footnoteRef:5] Through looking at the history behind why local news diminished and speaking with organizations, it all comes down to receiving support from the community and the public. This support can bring in necessary funds and resources to keep a newspaper running or even start a new one. [5:  “The State of Local News 2022.” Local News Initiative, localnewsinitiative.northwestern.edu/projects/state-of-local-news/.

] 



The Idea
The interest in doing a project on this topic stems from my own personal background in journalism. Instead of only recognizing the writing that goes into making and publishing stories, this project has allowed me to go behind the scenes of journalism. I am now aware just how important local journalism is and the challenges one’s newspaper organization faces to be successful.
When it came to the format of this project, I knew I wanted to do more than just write about this issue. I wanted this issue to be presented in a creative and visual way, while also giving others a way to tell their story in their own voices. I decided to make a documentary that visually shows this decline in newspapers in North Carolina in which viewers can hear straight from the source what their organization encompasses. I took it upon myself to enroll in a documentary class to gain insights and skills to better prepare myself in taking on such a task.
My original idea was to examine the state of rural newspaper companies in North Carolina, but I found it more convenient to examine, generally, local newspapers in North Carolina instead, given the interest in who wanted to participate in my project. After doing some research, I found there were currently around 187 newspapers that publish in North Carolina. I thought it would be best to reach out to three newspaper companies. I came up with a list of companies I was interested in speaking with.  
The first three companies I had the intention of speaking with were: The Border Belt Independent, The Star, and The News & Observer. During this time, I was still interested in the idea of focusing my project on rural-covering newspaper companies which was my reason for reaching out to The Border Belt Independent and The Star. After only receiving a definite “yes” in participation from Border Belt Independent, I had to be open to other suggestions and alternatives. I was then presented with the idea of speaking with a college newspaper publication, the Daily Tar Heel. I was open to this idea because I knew it would bring attention to college publications and provide a different, yet similar, perspective on journalism. I reached out to the general manager of the Daily Tar Heel, and received confirmation  of their participation. The third company I was interested in speaking with was The Indy Week. Unlike The Daily Tar Heel and the Border Belt Independent, The Indy Week is in a partnership with another publication. I thought it would be interesting to hear how their organization operates while in this partnership. After receiving confirmation from each company, the next step in my project was completing enough research to come up with appropriate interview questions.


Conducting Research
	Before beginning this project, I consulted with a librarian in this field for sources while also forming my own list of sources to further my knowledge of this topic. Later in the semester, I consulted with Jessica Mahone who specifically researched local media in North Carolina to help further my research. Most of the sources that I read would go into detail of how the newspaper industry was doing on a worldwide platform before specifically referencing specific locations. Marnie Werner’s “The Disappearing Rural Newspaper,” served as a great base, explaining how local newspapers have changed over the years and what had an impact on their decline. Werner reported several factors that diminished local newspapers.[footnoteRef:6]2 Though I did not mention every factor within my documentary, I discuss factors that seemed to have had the greatest impact: the Great Recession, the Covid-19 pandemic, and the rise in social media. [6: 2 “The Disappearing Rural Newspaper.” Center for Rural Policy and Development, 3 May 2023, www.ruralmn.org/the-disappearing-rural-newspaper/.] 

	I also wanted to have sources that related to the companies I was speaking with. An article published by Nieman Lab, “How college students can help save local news,” gives information on the importance of college publications.[footnoteRef:7]4 The article served as a great resource in coming up with questions specifically for The Daily Tar Heel. Even though the article focused on college newspaper organizations, it also presented this question of whether local newspapers collaborated with college publications or if they collaborated with any newspaper for that matter to combine resources or develop new revenue streams. [7: 4 “How College Students Can Help Save Local News.” Nieman Lab, www.niemanlab.org/2022/06/how-college-students-can-help-save-local-news/. Accessed 28 Mar. 2024.] 

	Penny Abernathy’s The Expanding News Desert served as a source that provided the most up-to-date information on this topic. The UNC Hussman School of Journalism and Media provides a map of counties in North Carolina that are currently categorized as a “news desert.” In addition to pointing this data out specifically, the map also illustrates the current of newspaper companies in each county.  I used this data in my documentary by placing the image of the map in the film.[footnoteRef:8]5  [8: 5 Abernathy, Penelope Muse. The Expanding News Desert. Center for Innovation and Sustainability in Local Media, University of North Carolina, 2018.] 



Filming and Editing Process
I enrolled in a documentary course to gain skills that could help me in taking on this project. Throughout the course, I learned several themes, also described as impulses, of documentary work such as folklore, social documentary, and journalism. For each assignment, I was told to come up with a form of documentary that best represented that specific impulse. I found the course to be challenging as it encouraged me to think outside of the box and step out of my comfort zone in trying new things. At some point in the course, we were told to make a book for the page turning impulse. I took on the challenge of making a hardcover book for the assignment and learned how to bind my own book. Through taking this course, I learned that, with resources and a sense of direction, one should be encouraged to take on something new and complete the task. The course encouraged me to take on this documentary and try editing my own film for the first time.
	To ensure proper equipment was used to make this film I requested services from the Pitch Story Lab, a student-powered advertising agency run through The Chronicle as a revenue source. As a producer and pro bono client, my job was to make sure the camera crew knew the location each interview was going to be held. I also checked in with the newspaper organizations to see what their availability was for an interview and to ensure that the interview could be done in a spacious and quiet space. As soon as I knew everyone’s availability to film, I was able to schedule the interviews.
Even though Pitch took care of setting up cameras, sound, and lighting, I was able to witness what went into setting up for a filmed interview. I learned that the longest part of filming can be the actual set up time depending on how many cameras are used, the need for lights, and making sure there are no outside noises. To have different options to choose from when it came to editing, for each interview, except for one, two cameras were set up from different angles. For the interview I did not want the speaker to look directly at the camera, so the cameras were placed diagonally from the speaker. Before beginning the interview, I reminded each speaker to restate the beginning of each question making it clear what exactly they are talking about at the moment. I also learned it was great practice to take a slight pause before asking the next question, which aided in the editing process and gave each speaker a chance to breathe. Each interview took about an hour to film. Once filming was over, the footage was then sent to me through Dropbox ready for me to edit.
After completing the interviews with the different newspaper companies, I was then able to come up with a personal script of what I wanted to say for the introduction and throughout the film, as well as the order of the interviews. Writing the script was my way of reflecting on everything I learned through the interviews and research to eventually come to a conclusion on what I found. To make sure I kept eye contact with my viewers, a teleprompter was used for my speaking parts. Once I had all of my footage, I was able to organize each piece of the documentary where it needed to be.
Since this was my first time editing, I did some research on the best editing apps to use for a documentary while also making sure it was accessible through my Duke credentials. I decided to use Adobe Premiere Pro which I saw as a great tool especially for beginners at editing. To keep viewers engaged, I implemented sound effects and images to bring creativity to the documentary. The editing app made it fairly easy to navigate how to add images and effects to the film, but I had to pay close attention to make sure the dialogue was consistent with who was speaking at the moment. I also learned effects such as “dissolve” and “cross dissolve” when transitioning from one scene to the next. This aided in making the film visually cohesive in between each scene.  


The Future of this Project
As I have reflected on the process of this project, I can see this project being continued in some fashion in the future. Even though I specifically explored how audience engagement and funding can be key in the decline of news deserts, there are so many other factors to consider. A possible next step on this project could involve examining topics such as how many local newspaper companies in a certain area appeal to an ethnic voice. Instead of focusing on the state of North Carolina, another way to expand this project is to research the state of local newspaper companies in another state. This also could result in a comparison of the two states that presents new solutions or ideas for how to diminish the impact of news deserts. Another proposal that was presented to me at the beginning of this project was to research how election coverage impacts local news companies. In completing this project, I can see the many ways in which the topic can be explored further.
	From the beginning of this project, I wanted my research to be used as a source for local newspaper companies in North Carolina. Companies would be able to hear from other news companies and hopefully gain ideas or strategies for keeping their own audience engaged or developing better habits when it comes to funding. I found that my research could also be beneficial to companies outside of North Carolina, such as other college newspaper companies, independent companies, newly established publications, and the list goes on.
If I were to expand on this project, my goal would be to talk with more newspaper companies both in and outside of North Carolina and hear about their current state, while also addressing additional factors such as race, politics, and environment. I could also implement research showing where there is an increase in publications compared to the areas that are experiencing or are on the edge of becoming a news desert. Aside from this being a source for companies, it is also a source for people not associated with newspaper companies. Everyone consumes the news in some form or another. By hearing how their area may be at risk of becoming a news desert, this could prompt the general public to want to change those odds. 
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