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Challenges for Obama

The First
We President
By BRIAN REICH | The Obama Presidency faces a unique challenge:
with the explosive growth of the Internet, the pervasive use of
mobile technologies and seemingly ubiquitous accessibility of people
across the globe, President Obama has a historic opportunity to
communicate more directly with the American public – and with the
entire world. The world, in turn, has an opportunity to monitor,
inform and influence the Obama Administration’s actions and policies. And traditional media, once the gatekeepers for information
about our government, are now competing for attention and access
while identifying a new role for themselves as both watchdogs and
advocates for democracy.
In many ways, this shift puts President Obama is in a stronger position than any previous president, allowing him to more easily engage
citizens into the process of leading the nation. His administration
has new tools to help overcome the communications obstacles and
unseat the entrenched interests that exist in government, and bypass
traditional barriers erected by the media when governments engage
their constituents. Moreover, he brings with him a massive and loyal
network of supporters and volunteers, who, throughout his campaign, were inspired to play a role in supporting their government
and empowered to participate in finding solutions to the challenges
facing our nation.
This new era of leadership and engagement also presents many
obstacles. With all the issues that demand attention from the president – a global economic crisis, two wars, a broken healthcare system and a failing schools among others – will the Obama
Administration have time to engage the population and welcome
their contribution? Will the media be able to serve its role of watchdog and keep the president and his team honest? And will the public, with so many distractions and a low tolerance for the partisan-
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ship that has long defined politics in Washington, choose to take
advantage of the opportunity to be involved when the solutions
aren’t as easy to figure out as they might expect? President Obama
and his administration can deliver their message as never before, by
bypassing traditional channels or choosing to create their own direct
channels to the public; the risks of trying to control what is said (and
how it is delivered), however, range from an unchecked president to a
disappointed and disillusioned electorate who won’t support his
agenda or help to re-elect him in four years.
It is no accident that President Obama takes office with such a strong
foundation from which to lead – through its use of technology and
the internet during the campaign, the
Obama campaign has, in the words of The
New York Times’ Adam Nagourney,
“rewritten the rules on how to reach voters,
raise money, organize supporters, manage
the news media, track and mold public
opinion, and wage — and withstand —
political attacks, including many carried by
blogs that did not exist four years ago.”
How did they do it?
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President Obama and his team recognized
the opportunity for using technology, and
especially the Internet, to connect and
engage with citizens in unprecedented
ways throughout his campaign. President Obama was able to talk
about issues during the campaign that other candidates couldn’t and
won support from voters in areas where Democratic candidates had
not previously competed. Whether they were forwarding his
groundbreaking speech on race to their friends, explaining how the
American economy could be rebuilt around green jobs and alternative energy sources, or knocking on doors to ensure turnout in the
key primary and caucus states, the millions of supporters who
received their marching orders online found their own ways to help
deliver Obama’s message and his positions when they came under. In
many ways, the Obama campaign served as its own media company,
creating direct channels and unique programming to satisfy every
niche interest in the nation.
The rise of digital technologies has driven greater democratization of
the media and created an opportunity for the first “We Government”
in our nation’s history. No longer will citizens be relegated to the role

of onlooker or viewer for the soap opera that is their government.
Our democracy, if it functions properly, will be active, interactive,
deliberative and genuinely representative of the population. We
will all be involved, whether we choose to or not.
Technology is driving the growth of new communities and a
change in the way people get and share information, with each
other and institutions. We have gone from “all politics is local” to
"all politics is personal”, where everyone has his favorite issue(s)
and expects his voice to be heard. More importantly, we now find
ourselves in what President Obama calls, ‘a new era of responsibility’ where citizens take an active role and make it their duty to
help find the solutions the our nation’s problems.
Only weeks into his presidency, it is clear
that the president and his team are looking to continue on the same path, taking
steps to both expand and reshape the
White House communications operation
and stay connected to their campaign
supporters. By loosely coordinating the
White House’s official efforts with the
work of the DNC-housed Organizing for
America (to be led by Obama campaign
manager David Plouffe) the goal is to
reach out directly to the campaign’s more
than 13-million supporters without having to go through the mainstream media,
and direct them in ways to support the president’s
agenda for change.
This paper will explore these trends and how the president’s plans
impacts government.
We begin with a deceptively simple question: How will
We Media impact the presidency, the press, and the public?
We Media is a movement, a concept that helps explain how we
know what we know, who we trust, and how we learn. It’s about
politics, democracy and the power of the community. We Media
is part of the infinite quest to harness the power of media, communication and human ingenuity for the common good.
For President Obama, We Media is about using technology to
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establish lines of communication and intelligence gathering, not just
with the world’s leaders and influencers but with ordinary citizens too.
With access to ideas, knowledge and insight from everywhere, the
president can open and reinvent the process of government itself.

Chicago Tribune front page from
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Through We Media, policies and actions can be informed and influenced by dialogue, public opinion, collective intelligence and
knowledge. Those same policies and actions can be produced,
shared and distributed by a wider spectrum of contributors than
previously sought or thought possible. The world of traditional,
mainstream journalism remains and their broadcast tools are vital
for mass communication. However, journalism is now networked
and distributed across an expanding and continuously shifting array
of institutions and actors. Blogs, independent researchers, advocacy
and watchdog groups and others are now vital producers and distributors of journalism and all play an increasingly important role in
the functioning and coverage of our society. Citizens have their own
channels, their own voices, and, therefore, greater expectations for
being invited to participate than ever before. And they are participating regardless of whether they are invited to or not. This creates
a significant challenge to, and a powerful opportunity for those in
positions of power more than ever.
How will we do it? What does the interaction between the president,
the press, and the public, look like in a connected or inter-connected
society? What does it mean to be connected – online, linked, interactive – and who decides?
This paper offers an outline of the new roles for the president, the
press, and the public – all critical players in the emergent We Media
culture – and a roadmap for the first connected government. But more
importantly, it begins a discussion about how the president, the press,
the public, and the roles they play, will, or can, change in the months
and years ahead.
This paper will highlight three findings:
1) Regardless of the policy or communication path chosen by the president, he and his government will be watched more closely than any
other - and reported on in greater detail by a larger, more uninhibited
audience of “reporters”. The election of 2008 foreshadowed a new role
for media and its institutions, a new set of journalistic processes for
the production, aggregation and distribution of journalism. It was the
first We Media election.

2) The Obama presidency will, or can, for better or worse, reflect
a new kind of partnership or collaboration between the government and the governed – a more democratic system if you will.
We will all have a role in shaping the policies of the nation and in
building relationships around the globe.
3) There is renewed interest in, and
opportunity for citizens on a local
level to get involved with issues
often overlooked by the media or
left untouched by government.
Beyond merely providing a sounding board for people who care
deeply about an issue or wondering
whether anyone else shares their
opinions, citizens will, or can, use
technology, and the Internet, to
pursue meaningful, measurable
action in their communities.
The American public has lost trust
in its government, its elected leaders, and the media institutions
that have covered them for so long. But the public hasn't dismissed or forgotten the role it can play in informing and improving the world. On the heels of this historic election, at the beginning of a new administration, and with the tools now available to
us, the opportunities are greater than they have ever been. The
risks of failure are greater as well. We Media shows that the reengagement of the public in its democracy that is necessary for
the nation to flourish is possible. The question is how – and if – it
will happen.
I. A New Role and New Relationships
for Media and Its Institutions
The press has played a substantive role in the operation of our
government since the very first president took office, and there
has always existed a unique and important relationship between
the president and the news media. As recognized in the
Constitution, the president is charged with leading government
while the press is responsible for communicating information
back to the public and providing a check on government power.
Over time (and especially in recent years) the press has become
one of the most influential institutions in our nation, and its
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impact on the operation of our government is significant. Presidents
must present their agenda, and their message must break through
the cacophony of competing interests in the world, and people’s
lives, in order for them to govern effectively. As such, they often rely
on the news media for coverage that helps advance their cause. For
the media to remain independent, and to fulfill its role as watchdog
on behalf of the citizenry, journalists feel the need to push back and
challenge – the pressure they exert helps to both define how the
president is perceived and, in some cases, which policies the president is willing or able to promote.

People are sharing their storires
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As the media space has evolved and technology has given the White
House increasingly sophisticated tools for communicating, the relationship between president and press has changed. New digital platforms present the President with an abundance of opportunities for
communicating with, and receiving input and support from, the
public, without media mediation. Even before he took office,
President Obama began posting his
weekly radio address to YouTube,
inviting the public to both view and
comment. The first public pronouncement from the president’s
office came in the form of a blog post
on the White House website. And the
president has promised to post all
non-emergency legislation online five
days before taking any action – the
public no longer is dependent on the
media for details, or to offer their
support or criticism of policy choices.
Instead of relying on traditional media
to share the details of his work or
advance his agenda, the president has created his own channels and
bypassed the filters imposed on previous chief executives. That gives
the president increasing control over his message and how it is communicated. It gives the public a direct source of information and
access to its most powerful elected representatives. And, it leaves the
media forced to compete for the same public access and attention
they once had all to themselves.
The Changing Demand for News: The challenges facing the news
industry are not confined to the shifting communications operations
originating from 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. It is the reality of our

connected society. The public is more engaged than ever before,
more capable of collecting and sharing information with a wider
audience – for free – than at any point in our history, and more
interested in what their community or network (of friends, colleagues, even trusted strangers) has to say. There is no need to wait
for, or rely solely on, traditional news institutions to get their
updates and insights on the world’s happenings. The results are
obvious: the news business is struggling. Viewership of news
broadcasts is down. Subscriptions to daily newspapers are off.
Magazines are going out of business. And audiences are splintering
across more platforms online than ever – if they are watching, they
are watching for less time, without commercials, and often while
multi-tasking with another form of technology.
The reasons for this are many and varied. Audiences feel confident
they will quickly learn about news that matters to them, potentially
from a variety of sources, so there isn’t a need to ‘tune in’ or subscribe to one particular source. No single publication, channel or
service has the ability to cover the full range of international,
national and local news stories that the audience is interested in –
so they don’t, leaving huge gaps in what issues are covered, and
how. Not finding the stories that interest them most, the audience
is forced to look to other sources (increasingly blogs and other
alternative news sites) to receive what they consider a complete
and instantly current information experience. And, as the cost of
producing news goes up, media cuts back -- stories are shorter, the
reach and ambitions of newsrooms become more limited and what
they do produce is often generalized and bland. Technology didn’t
create these problems, but they do help to accelerate them by
pushing people further and faster every day.
No matter the reasons, the dominance by the mainstream media is
obsolete in today’s increasingly connected society. Individuals
exert unprecedented power over how and when they access information and with whom they share it. In this sense, digital media is
profoundly disruptive to the interests of any institution premised
on power and control. The growth and power of the Internet rapidly and continuously changes how people interact with information
and with each other. There is an inverse relationship between the
speed at which information travels and the interest and tolerance
of people to spend time to understand a complex issue.
Conversations are shorter and transactions (of any kind online –
whether it’s a purchase or a request for more information) require
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just one click. Most importantly, we do not have to rely on the traditional media alone to tell us what is happening or why it is important.
Gone are the days when the majority of the population would sit for
hours to read a newspaper from cover to cover or to watch an extended
newscast. It was a big deal when the nightly news broadcasts expanded
from 15 minutes to 30 in the mid-1960s, but those broadcasts have
remained the same length and roughly the same format ever since. We
are nearly thirty years into the cable news era and the variety of different
networks still haven’t proven able to expand the range of issues the
media covers by any large measure. Even the millions of blogs and other
channels available on the always-on Internet more often than not seem
to coalesce around a few dominant themes or areas of focus when their
interest is news.

The Washington Post gathers
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Today’s audience is more connected and more diverse than ever before,
and possesses higher expectations on what the media, and all institutions really, can provide. If your audience doesn’t understand something instantly, they move on quickly to find something else. And unlike
just a few years ago, there is plenty of competition to capture their
interest. It is difficult to understand then why the quality and depth of
the news coverage available has not significantly evolved. In fact, there
is a reasonable argument that news has gone the opposite direction,
emphasizing soundbites and screen crawls over tough questioning and
comprehensive investigations. News has become commoditized – you
can get the same story in hundreds of different outlets or across numerous different channels. Instead of unique interpretations of an issue
through a local lens or a personalized voice to help the audience understand the context, you get filler.
If the public wants more and better news, but what the news industry
provides is lacking – or worse dumbed down -- it is not that hard to
understand why the audience is looking elsewhere for its information
and the news industry is struggling as a result.
The rise of We Media. As traditional media’s role changes, its control
over content and influence over opinions fade. We Media fills the void.
We Media represents the democratization of media –- giving the audience as much opportunity to participate in the creation of news and
opinion as any established news organization. Audiences want engaging, unique, creative, entertaining, informative and personal media
experiences, and if they can’t find it, they simply go out and create their
own. Everyone can have their own channel and an opportunity to

express their own perspective. As Lenovo’s Esteban Panzeri said
recently at the We Media Forum in Buenos Aires, “We Media isn’t
just about the rise and influence of independent voices. It’s about the
rise and influence of everyone’s voices.”
What does this mean for the future of news? Plenty. The very idea of
news, as well as its scope, will be bigger – more stories, more issues,
more voices, and more access to information around the globe.
Fueled by technology, we’ll have the ability to learn or discuss whatever we believe is relevant -- any time, any place, with a more diverse
(and deeply invested) audience, and through any
device. By contrast, the traditional news organizations and their products will shrink in size and
become more focused. In short, We Media disrupts the foundation of how media companies
operate, forcing them to change. Instead of simply receiving news, audiences will participate in
its creation and editorial judgment while those
who process and deliver the news will be indistinguishable from the rest of us.
The role We Media – not THE media – plays in
government is very different as well. Everyone is
a gatekeeper and a storyteller now, so journalists
become aggregators and editors, as opposed to
observers. A pool of journalists may still travel
with the president, recording his every move and providing a report
to a network of newsrooms everywhere – but an individual who just
happens to be in the right place can easily score an exclusive.
Consider, for example, how Mayhill Fowler, an Obama supporter and
donor, recorded then Senator Obama’s words at an April 6th San
Francisco fundraiser (“it’s not surprising then they get bitter, they
cling to guns or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like them”)
and then published what concerned her about the comments. Her
reporting of the comment – the only one done, since the event was
technically closed to the press – went from Huffington Post’s partprofessional-journalist-part-amateur-contributor campaign coverage site, OffTheBus, to every major and minor news outlet in the
world in a matter of days.
The potential that every person with a blog or cell-phone-enabled
camera can compete with the New York Times or BBC doesn’t make
the role of the media obsolete. In fact, the opposite is true – the new
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role for media may be of greater importance to our society. Journalists
must now serve not only as a check on the government, but on the
community as well. For every Mayhill Fowler ‘exclusive’ during the
campaign, there were dozens of rumors and hyperbolic statements
(remember Joe the Plumber’s assertion that an Obama presidency
would be dangerous to Israel, an empty claim that was shot down by
Fox News’ Shepard Smith on live TV) that were promoted as a way of
influencing public opinion. The narrow views and loud voices of Rush
Limbaugh, Bill O’Reilly, Keith Olbermann and Rachel Maddow,
though good for ratings, do more to limit our perspectives than clarify
important issues and bring us together and foster deeper understanding.
The media’s role must now becomes less about covering what is available to all, or framing for the few who are paying close attention, and
instead focus on helping to prioritize stories and issues that only a
handful of people realize are important, but whose impact is greatest
or will be felt by most. We need help interpreting the overwhelming
amount of information we are exposed to, but also must be left with
the an privilege of deciding for ourselves how we feel, or what we care
most about, and not pressured to simply repeat what we are told. The
traditional media are still distilling this information down too narrowly and too similarly to each other for the public to become any
better informed than in the pre-Internet, We Media era.

“1600 Pennsylvania Avenue” on
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Mainstream Media Following Predictable Patterns: The news media
began to explore with different ways of positioning itself with regard
to issues during the 22-months of the presidential election that just
ended, but their commitment to their role came in fits and starts and
their success was limited, at best. The traditional media spent billions
of dollars to cover and promote the race, embedding reporters within
the campaigns, building massive sets to report live from influential
events, and promoting their accomplishments – as measured through
ratings and reviews – to all who would listen. A whole new series of
niche channels were created, from XM Satellite Radio’s POTUS ’08
channel, offering round-the-clock news and discussion about the
campaign, to the slew of cable news programs like “Ballot Bowl” on
CNN and “1600 Pennsylvania Avenue” on MSNBC created especially
for this election season.
In past elections, most news organizations would not focus on the
campaign for President until around Labor Day – when only the final
sprint before Election Day remained. Stories about the campaign

would appear sporadically. Coverage of the issues and candidates would
be limited. Voters who relied on the media for access to the candidates
routinely complained that they did not have enough information to make
an informed choice. The 2008 cycle was different. The media obsession
with the campaign was at an unprecedented level and began far earlier
than ever before. There were more channels and access points devoted
to the political campaign in many cases than the sitting President. More
personalities – many who began as independent voices, operating online
only – were presented as experts or given a chance to offer their opinion.
Even with all the additional programming and
high-tech wizardry, the coverage itself followed the same old tired patterns as in past
elections. It was clear that more energy was
put into production values than substance in
most cases. The pronouncements of ‘breaking news’ became routine, instead of clarifying, the use of graphics to help illustrate basic
points was dizzying, and while the use of
stunning visualization technologies including
haptics, virtual reality and holograms was
ambitious, vital information graphics were
uniformly a mess -- colorized, overly decorated and over stuffed so that they confused
more than they clarified. It got so bad that John King’s touch screen
map, a central part of CNN’s election-related production, was even
spoofed on Saturday Night Live. And of course, rather than exploring
the issues in depth or challenging the candidates on their positions, most
news organizations focused instead on the ‘horse race’. (In fact, when
researchers at the Project for Excellence in Journalism reviewed 16
months of primary campaign coverage across media platforms, they discovered few stories on the foreign policy issues (2.6 percent), fewer on
race and gender (2.1 percent), and fewest on religion (1.9 percent). The
largest chunk of reporting (81 percent) was dedicated to strategy, handicapping, and who did what to whom.)
Interest in the election was certainly higher because of the wide availability of information, and turnout in many cases broke records. Still,
questions about whether the electorate was fully informed or the candidates were assessed completely and fairly, persist – and those questions
will certainly impact how President Obama is able to govern.
Alternative Media Everywhere: There were, of course, thousands of new
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entrants in the presidential news coverage contest this election season.
Blogs and social networks devoted to particular issues popped up – from
FiveThirtyEight.com (which correctly predicted the outcome of the election before anyone else) to GlassBooth (which offered a quiz, of sorts, to
help tens-of-millions of voters decide which candidate matched their issue
interests best) – devoting staff and space to non-stop election coverage.
Within the mainstream media giants themselves, the remaining differences
between blogs and traditional media began to melt away: most traditional
campaign reporters had a blog or blog-like outlet and networks and newspapers provided more and detailed information on their websites than
through their traditional TV or print channels. The reasons for the transition are obvious – blogs, social networks, online video, and other tools
offer something that traditional (or are these
now the traditional methods?) methods for
delivering information can’t – interactivity,
not to mention deep focus and really good
pandering to a biased audience. Beyond format, the blogs and other alternative media
venues, were giving the mainstream press a
challenge on the substance of their coverage.
As Chris Bowers from OpenLeft explained to
National Journal:

The Huffington Post
aggressively covered the election.

“[blogs] vastly improved the depth of media
coverage of the campaign. More specifically,
and in laundry list format, they provided by
far the best polling and delegate coverage; the best campaign event coverage; the most detailed paid media coverage; the most detailed discussion of
policy proposals; the least amount of time spent on idiocy like "lipstick on a
pig"; and also did a lot more to get people involved in the process than any
other medium.”
The Obama Campaign As Its Own Media Company: The media covered this campaign differently because the campaign functioned differently
from those before it. Transformational digital technologies arrived at just
right moment, enabling the democratization of media by the campaigns
themselves. Obviously, the Obama campaign understood this changing
media environment best -- because they had a candidate who came from
the generation that created it. Obama became the first political leader to
mobilize a changed and changing culture of Americans, and he did it by
being a citizen of the digital media democracy. This is in the tradition of
great leaders and the technology of their times: the power of the written

word as expressed by Franklin, Jefferson, Adams and Madison; Lincoln's
power of speech and oratory; Roosevelt's masterful use of radio; Kennedy's
power on television; and Reagan ushering in the use of powerful scripts
and elaborate backgrounds, as learned from his time in the movies.
The genius of the Obama campaign is how it reached and organized constituencies and coalitions through the Internet and always-on, mobile
devices in a sophisticated and defining way -- all executed almost flawlessly, 24/7 for 22 months -- a strategy that will be studied and applied to
every campaign from here forward. The campaign had more than 2 million
‘friends’ on Facebook, half-a-million followers on Twitter, and sent millions of text messages to supporters beginning with the announcement of
Joe Biden as the vice presidential nominee and continuing through
Election Day to encourage turnout.
Now, an Obama Administration will use technology, and the Internet, to
open up the process of running this country and give citizens an opportunity and challenge to change and improve things on their own. As
President Obama offered in his Inaugural, “What is required of us now is a
new era of responsibility — a recognition, on the part of every American,
that we have duties to ourselves, our nation, and the world, duties that we
do not grudgingly accept but rather seize gladly, firm in the knowledge
that there is nothing so satisfying to the spirit, so defining of our character,
than giving our all to a difficult task.” They have promised to convert the
Web-enabled campaign -- and vast community of online supporters -into a truly modern government, that both recognizes and welcomes the
potential of all Americans. That is their mandate.
II. The First We Government
When president Obama took office on January 20, 2009, we moved closer
to being a real democracy than we have been at any point in recent history.
Can President Obama apply the lessons of an extraordinary campaign to
an extraordinary government? Can government, its leaders, its policies and
its promise, be truly of the people, by the people and for the people? What
role will citizens play? And where does the media fit in? The first month
of his Presidency suggests it will be a while before the answers to any of
these questions are clear.
Shifting Focus: The last time we saw such a dramatic shift in how the
media covered government was when television became the central medium for news. Almost overnight, the president and his team were forced to
play for the cameras, or risk how the glare of the lights would portray them

in the eyes of the nation. Today, there are far more channels and ways in
which the president’s message, and of course his flaws, can be revealed to the
public. The mainstream media spends much of its time covering events,
promoting news, and delivering information in short snippets with little
detail and too often a focus on what passes as sensationalistic or even
tabloid. This is driven by the intense competition created by the 24/7 cable
TV networks, the influence of talk radio, and the proliferation of web sites
and blogs. Add into the mix the new community driven content engines like
Facebook, MySpace, and YouTube and competition for attention is even
more intense. What suffers, as the stories
get shorter and the subjects less substantive, is the quality of coverage and the level
of interest of the audience. We have far
fewer insightful, committed journalistic
voices – like Walter Cronkite or Tom
Friedman – than are needed.

Campbell Brown on CNN:
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The relationship between traditional, controlled media and our process for governing
has changed as well, albeit subtly, as a
result of this election and the widespread
integration and popularity of the various
online tools and channels used by the
Obama campaign, the media and others.
For the first time, everyday citizens were able to access real-time information at about the same moment it was available to news organizations.
Several news organizations such as CNN, AP, and MSNBC enabled and
shared that functionality — a huge change from the controlling mediation
that has traditionally characterized mainstream media — but even they
failed to truly recognize the promise it provided. CNN tried to satisfy the
public’s hunger for anti-spin by launching shows like “No Bias, No Bull.”
NPR and the New York Times, along with many others, gave the public a
chance to share their voice – unfiltered and unedited in some cases – to help
expand the perspectives in their coverage. Still, limited by its own myth
about complete coverage in a complicated society, the media left far more
uncovered than covered. Traditional media became better at moderating and
facilitating election coverage, and attempting to add insight, understanding
and meaning. But they have much to improve on still if they are to regain the
trust of their audience, and assume their designated role in the functioning
of our government and society. They must learn the value of steering citizens to a universe of choices and relying on the audience, who are interested
and seek to be engaged, to decide which direction to head. They must learn
to tell better stories, ones with greater meaning and context, but more

importantly listen to the audience and embrace their wisdom and contribution in their coverage as well.
A new way of governing? The Obama campaign reversed the usual trend
of politicians constructing one single mainstream message to appeal to a
mass audience. Instead, his campaign was able to carefully create tailored
messages for a large number of niche audiences, which he could reach via
their online communities. Individually, these niches are small, and traditional publicity thinking would say that it’s too costly to reach them (better to focus on the mass market), but
by creating a platform for supporters
to mobilize into these niches, he was
able to get his message out to every
corner of the population. They
responded by donating time and
money to support the issues in which
they believed. They became part of the
community with their friends and
family, and they opened their doors to
strangers. Perhaps most importantly,
there was no single campaign theme or message that could be dismantled
by an opponent’s attack. The audience was as much a part of the campaign in many ways as the candidate and the staff – so their diversity contributed to the Obama’s, and their experiences helped support his own.
Together they added up to a lot, enough to win an election – and potentially more to come.
Of course, the Internet is more than just a tool for reaching out to campaign supporters, or facilitating a contribution or house party. It shrinks
the distance between people and politicians. It makes new information
available for review and all issues up for debate. For the first time in history, it's possible for hundreds, thousands, or even millions of people to
have a single conversation. It can serve an equally important role in stirring up a mob or elevating a small interest into something that everyone
wants to know about. Will this momentum carry over to government
work – so that better legislation is written and special interests can be
eliminated from the political process? When the Obama cabinet debates
an issue, will they ask how it is being portrayed online – and integrate the
feedback that they receive from the public? Will the president’s team
consider what the press thinks or how they report on an issue, or trust
that they have a community in place that will help to carry their message?
If the public voices opposition to a particular decision or course of action,
will the president listen?

Everyone found a home
in the Obama camp.

While the citizens? used to watch the government operate, now we
are in the middle of it. Citizens have unprecedented opportunities to
access information and, at the same time, myriad ways to see issues
obscured. As a tool for both reporting on, and holding government
accountable, the Internet is still relatively new and untested. Blogs
continue to open new avenues for discourse. Social networks form
and bring communities closer together around issues. A search online
can uncover voting records and reveal the text of policy positions.
And citizens can ask questions of their representatives directly.
The relationship between the press and the chief executive is less
important than the relationship between connected citizens, their
president, and their government. No one cares if the president holds
press conferences with reporters from mainstream media. The public
almost certainly doesn’t care which networks did or did not get to ask
questions, or the other ‘insider baseball’ elements that still make up
so much of the coverage. What we care about is whether the
President is being asked, and is compelled to answer, questions about
the issues that we believe are important. What we care about is having a conversation with fellow citizens and sharing in the promise of
our nation. On some level, we want to take responsibility for our
democracy, not cede it to institutions that we may no longer trust -or that may no longer be relevant to how we know, understand,
behave and act. We are learning that in a democracy we must tolerate,
or even trust each other, to make any real progress.
III. All Politics Is Personal
Scott Hansen’s poster
for the campaign (sold out)

The relationship between traditional media and the public is changing.
The web’s natural social network produces, analyzes, and disseminates
news and information to technologically interconnected publics
unbounded by geography.
We Media is marked by the changing relationship between traditional
institutions. We Media is a bottom-up, grassroots fueled, emergent
process that can be applied to the production and distribution of
news or the organization of people in support of real action. The act of
a citizen, or group of citizens, playing a role in the process of collecting, reporting, analyzing, and disseminating news and information
rivals edited institutions and the journalists who work for them. And
similarly, the act of a citizen, or group of citizens, playing a role in the
process of making policy, passing legislation, or implementing a program on the local level is an advancement of our democratic principles

at work. In both cases, the intent is the same: providing independent,
accurate, wide-ranging, and relevant information and participation
that a democracy requires. That information and participation is now
available to everyone who can connect -- communities, businesses,
government agencies, pundits, journalists, and individuals.
There is still a role for media in a connected culture. Local news operations are supposed to be information hubs for the communities they
serve. And when they play that role – the same one the mainstream
media has played on a national level in its relationship to the president – the audience responds and the community prospers. Of late,
however, the local news has followed the national trend, focusing less
on the stories that require unique attention and community focus and
more on the sensationalistic (car crashes, crimes and fires) or functional (weather and traffic). In the age of digital media, it isn’t enough
to simply exist; local news must inform, educate, and help spur us to
action.
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People want a place, digital or otherwise, where they can gather and
learn about the community in which they are a part, a place where
they can get in touch with the issues. News organizations can host
and foster that community with the tools available to them online.
The Obama campaign turned the Internet into a gateway for millions
of Americans to participate in the political process, and now the
President and his team fully expects that base of support to continue
on their own, acting locally, to bring about change in our communities. At all levels, but especially on the local community level, the
media should be a part of the community, taking direction from individuals about what issues are important and what changes must be
made. Where the local news organizations can’t find resources to
cover an issue, they should ask the community to contribute. Instead
of going alone, they should collaborate to demand action.
The Obama campaign demonstrated through its online campaign
efforts that they had trust and confidence in their community. That
trust and confidence when shown at the national level by the candidate and his campaign team transformed people from supporters into
participants. People were actively thinking about why they supported
Obama and how to express that. Now that opportunity exists on the
local level as well. And it is not just Obama supporters who are feeling this need for change, and who have access to these tools. The
opportunities offered by the Internet are available to all who seek to
engage on issues and deliver change. What is missing is the participation of the media and the audience together to make it happen.
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IV. Conclusion
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Can every citizen be a reporter? Can news organizations be
organs of change? Can our government truly welcome the participation of its constituents and maintain the focus necessary to
lead? Are we prepared to take on the massive challenge of getting our government moving again? Are we truly interested in
opening up our democracy to those who make it strong, at the
risk of also needing to include those who might undermine it
with their actions? Did the public ever really trust the government or the media? Will they ever, even when they are a part of
the process that shapes how our country is managed? These are
just some of the questions we must answer as a new president
takes office and the media environment we have known for
decades undergoes radical and transformative changes.
The most trusted institutions in the We Media age, whether they
are familiar big media brands or new upstart competitors, will be
those that engage in, celebrate and strengthen civic
life. Journalists, digital communities, special interest groups and
independent storytellers will continue to compete for time,
attention and influence in the We Media culture. Whether they
behave as neutral watchdogs or partisan activists, the most
influential of these voices and institutions inside and outside of
government will be those that empower individuals to apply
what they know to improve their lives, their communities, and
the world. One measure of this empowerment will be the ability
to influence government and its policies. Another will be trust –
whether the public continues to believe that the president is acting with their best interests in mind, whether they are willing to
commit their time and effort to help advance his agenda. We
Media is the public – and the public’s increased interest and participation in covering the president, supporting his agenda,
challenging his claims and holding him accountable to his commitments, will reflect a rising tide of passion and purpose within
the swelling ranks of We Media.
Stay tuned. But more importantly, recognize that now is an
opportunity to tune in and make your voice heard. Help define
the future of We Media at www.wemedia.com

