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An Interim Review of the
Knight News Challenge

I. The Early Winners

The Knight News Challenge

The Knight News Challenge is a five-year media innovation
contest designed to reward new ideas for gathering, sharing
and using local news and information. Knight Foundation
launched the contest in September 2006, at a time when
the news industry was in great flux, as part of an effort to
encourage greater experimentation in the field of journalism
and media. To date, Knight Foundation has pledged nearly
$22 million to four sets of annual contest winners in the
search for bold community news and media experiments.

The News Challenge has three application rules. Projects
must: 1) use innovative open-source digital technology; 2)
distribute news in the public interest; and 3) be tested in a
local community. The selection process was deliberately
very broad as part of an effort to stimulate innovation

in local media ecosystems and disruptive changes in
philanthropic support of journalism. One important
assumption underlies the challenge: innovation can come
from anywhere: both new and established enterprises, the
commercial and nonprofit sectors, as well as individuals.

Media innovation is fluid, characterized by an ever-changing
stream of new technologies, ideas and products. Though
the scene is shifting at an increasingly rapid rate, lessons
learned still matter. In fact, they are crucial in helping to
see the bigger picture. Thus, efforts to openly share interim
results can be important. This report provides findings from
the work of LFA Group: Learning for Action, an independent
evaluation and strategy consulting firm. This interim
assessment focuses on the first two years of Knight News
Challenge Winners, 2007 and 2008, because sufficient
time has elapsed since those grants were awarded for early
measures of effectiveness and impact to be evaluated.
During this period, Knight Foundation committed a total
of $17 million to 31 winners across a range of project types
and recipients.! This interim report covers the key topics of
grantee outcomes and effectiveness, the challenges they
have faced and key areas of learning to be gleaned regarding
media innovation. The review provides an analysis of each
winner's progress to date; in many cases, individual projects
are still evolving as they continue to impact their targeted
field and communities. The assessment contains insights
that we hope funders, organizations, and individuals working
on the future of news and information will find valuable.

Early Knight News

Challenge Winners

Winners in 2007: 18
Winners in 2008: 13
Total Amount Pledged (2007-08 grants): $17M

Exhibit 1:
Breakdown of Type of Grant Recipient for 2007-08
Knight News Challenge Grants (n=31)

Individual
26%

Higher Learning
Institution
32%

For-Profit Entity
6%

Nonprofit Entity
35%

Exhibit 2:
Breakdown of Project Types Funded through 2007-08
Knight News Challenge Grants (n=31)

Existing Project
Scale Up
6%

Existing Entity
New Project
58%

Start-up
New Entity
35%
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The interim assessment comprises a cross-cutting overview

as well as a series of seven cluster reports on different groups

of 2007-2008 winners. These clusters have been created
for analysis purposes only; they were not categories in the
Knight News Challenge competition. We have grouped
winners together, after the fact, to facilitate understanding
of impact and to highlight key lessons that are actionable
and relevant to others in the field. The clusters are based on
platform type and the approach winners employed, rather
than by the types of targeted project outcomes.

This cross-cutting overview report includes:

I. Winner Profiles — providing a description of 2007-08
contest winners, their current project status and use
of open source code.

[ll. Lessons Learned — summarizing the cross-cutting
themes surfaced when examining project successes
and challenges.

It is important to note that this interim assessment is part

of an ongoing multi-year evaluation of the Knight News
Challenge. In addition to this retrospective on early contest
winners, Knight Foundation is partnering with Blueprint

RD, an evaluation and strategy firm, to track the continuing
progress of 2009, 2010 and soon to be announced 2011
winners (Appendix Il contains a list of 2009 and 2010
winners). Part of this work involves helping winners improve
their ability to measure their project outcomes. The findings
from this formative evaluation also will be shared on a
regular basis as results are gathered and analyzed.

Evaluating the Contest and “Innovation”

LFA Group conducted research for this interim assessment
in the spring of 2011. The methods for gathering data
included:

* Review of project reports, including prior information
collected by Blueprint RD consulting

¢ Review of project web sites and other available materials

¢ Key informant interviews with select winners, project
partners and users, and field experts (see Appendix 1V)

» Facilitated review and structured reflection with Knight
Foundation staff

The contest has resulted in a range of impacts on the
organizations that were awarded grants, the communities
served by grantee projects, Knight Foundation, and the
broad field of media and journalism. Each project and
cluster of grantees can therefore be examined from many
different perspectives.

In-Depth Cluster

Assessment Reports

1. Behind the Scenes:
Field-Building for Media Innovation

2. Hand-Held News:
Innovations in Mobile Platforms

3. Transforming the News: Innovative Tools
and Practices

. Re-Sourcing the News: Citizen Media

. Knowing Your Town: Local News Aggregators
. What's the Score?: News Games

. Going Public: Digital Tools for Public Media

N o o A

From the perspective of Knight Foundation, the News
Challenge as a whole has effected field-wide practices

and behavior, created an important pipeline for foundation
funding, injected positive energy into the sector, and helped
shift focus onto particularly innovative strategies.

This independent assessment, commissioned by Knight
Foundation, focuses specifically on the outcomes of early
individual News Challenge winners and the impact they each
have had on the field and communities served by their projects.

Funding innovation means embracing a level of risk that

is arguably beyond the typical comfort-level threshold
within philanthropy. With increased risk, however, comes
the potential for significant returns, if even among a small
percentage of investments. What rate of success might a
funder reasonably expect supporting projects in the social
sector? What are the implications for evaluating innovation
in the social sector? What factors contribute to or detract
from success? This assessment provides a starting point for
discussing these questions.

One implication — indeed, a challenge — of evaluating
innovative work in the social sector regards the need

for respectful language for discussing what worked well
and what did not. As Knight Foundation notes, these

were experiments; results were never guaranteed. In this
review, the LFA Group team examined the projects in

terms of the outcomes they have achieved in their targeted
communities, their influence on the field of journalism

and media, as well as their contribution to learning. This
framework is offered in the spirit of advancing a positive and
constructive dialogue regarding the efforts of those who
undertake innovative projects such as those funded through
the Knight News Challenge.

For an overview of the early Knight News Challenge winners, see Appendix |. The totals listed do not include the grants made to individuals to blog about their

ideas, which are not reviewed in this report (see Appendix I1).
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II. Profile of Early Winners

The LFA Group and Knight Foundation teams grouped 2007-08 grantees into clusters based on the core project approach,
type, or platform. The seven clusters are characterized below. Appendix | contains descriptions and key outputs for each

2007-08 grantee, organized by cluster.

Cluster Description
Name

Field-Building Grants to universities to support

for Media media innovation, including training

Innovation students in the intersection of
innovation, entrepreneurship, and
media, and providing legal support
to new media practitioners.

Innovations Projects to increase the utility of
in Mobile common cell phones to create,
Platforms disseminate, and obtain news
and information.
Innovative Projects to create and disseminate
Tools and new tools and practices for
Practices delivering community news and
information to users.
Citizen Media Projects to expand citizen voices

in the development of news and
information by engaging new, largely
unheard voices in the media. The
ultimate goal is to increase access to
news and information in a way that
better equips communities to improve
their lives individually and collectively.

Winners* Total
(Year Of Award) Grant
Center for Future Civic Media (MIT) (2007) $6,671,000
Citizen Media Law Project (40%)
[Citizen Journalist Resources] (2007)
Digital News Academic Program
(Northwestern) (2007)
Digital News Incubators (2007)
Knight Center for Digital Media
Entrepreneurship (ASU) (2007)
Freedom Fone (2008) $1,831,400
Mobile Information Platform (11%)
[News on Cell Phones] (2008)
lindaba Ziyafika [The News is Coming]
(2008)
Populous Project $2,552,000

[Community News Network] (2008) (15%)
Printcasting (2008)

Next Newsroom (2007)

Reporting On (2008)

Spot.Us (2008)

Transparency initiative (NNews) (2008)

VillageSoup (Open Source Community
News) (2007)

Boulder Carbon Tax Tracker (2007) $2,599,000
Chi-Town Daily News (2007) (15%)
Community Radio in India (2008)

Media Mobilizing Project (2007)

Mobile Youth Journalism (2007)

Rising Voices (2007)

SochiReporter
[Sochi Olympics Project] (2008)

Video Volunteers (2008)

continued
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Cluster Description Winners* Total
Name (Year Of Award) Grant
Local News Projects aggregating community-level e EveryBlock (2007) $1,322,000
Aggregators information in a manner that citizens « Placeblogger (2007) (8%)
find useful.
News Games Experimental efforts to develop digital + New York News Games (2007) $560,000
games to build citizen engagement « Oakland Jazz & Blues Clubs Video Game (3%)
around important issues. (2007)
« Playing the News (2007)
Digital Tools Projects to enhance digital content « Radio Engage, Radio Drupal (2008) $1,307,000
for Public and audience engagement with . Taklng Radio Out of the Box (2007) (8%)

Media public television, radio and other

public media. * Open Media Project

[Tools for Public Access TV] (2008)

* In instances where a project’'s name has changed over time, the original name of the project at the time of the News Challenge award is listed in square
brackets. Throughout this report, winners will be referred to according to their current project name.

In the first two years of the Knight News Challenge, the largest percentage of total funding (40%) went to the Field-Building

for Media Innovation cluster of projects. Most of the grantees in this cluster are universities, which, as large institutions, have
significant indirect expenses that must be covered, particularly in comparison to the small community-based organizations

that made up many of the other clusters.
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Status of Projects

The majority of 2007-08 projects — nearly three-quarters
(71%), in fact — remain active at the time of this assessment,
as Exhibit 4 depicts. Of the currently active projects, over
half continue to expand their reach. Less than one-third of
the 2007-08 projects (29%) are either completed or inactive
because of implementation problems. The following
definitions apply to these project status categories:

* Expanding — These projects are active and growing in
terms of their scale, reach, or product sophistication.

* Maintaining — The projects are active at a level
consistent with the original scope of their News
Challenge project.

» Active at a Lower Level — These projects are active,
but the level of activity or use has decreased and/or is limited
compared with the original scope of their News Challenge
project (often as a result of implementation challenges).

+ Completed or Inactive — These projects are no longer
actively being worked on. In most cases, the projects
were focused on discrete activities and time-bound
events, and were completed as planned. A few of these
projects faltered as a result of implementation challenges.

Exhibit 5:

Exhibit 4:
Current Status of 2007-08 Knight News Challenge Projects

Expanding
45%

Completed
or Inactive
29%

Active at a
Lower Level
13%

Maintaining
13%

This classification is based on project status and activity, and
should not be interpreted as a reflection of each project’s
overall effectiveness or influence on the field. Findings

on each project’s achieved outcomes and impacts are
contained in the cluster reports that follow.

2007-08 Knight News Challenge Projects by Current Status (in alphabetical order)

Expanding

Maintaining

« Center for Future Civic
Media (MIT C4)

« Community Radio in India

« Citizen Media Law Project
(Citizen Journalist Resources)

« EveryBlock
» Freedom Fone

« lindaba Ziyafika
(The News is Coming)

» Media Mobilizing Project

» Mobile Information Platform
(News on Cell Phones)

¢ Digital News Academic
Program (Northwestern)

* Knight Center for Digital
Media Entrepreneurship
(ASU)

» Placeblogger
» Rising Voices

» SochiReporter
(Sochi Olympics Project)

» Spot.Us

« Taking Radio Out of the Box

« Transparency initiative (hNews)
» Video Volunteers

« VillageSoup (Open Source
Community News)

Active at a
Lower Level

Completed

or Inactive

* Boulder Carbon
Tax Tracker

* Next Newsroom

* Open Media Project
(Tools for Public Access TV)

¢ Populous Project
(Community News

e Chi-Town Daily News
¢ Digital News Incubators
¢ Mobile Youth Journalism

Network)***
. * New York News Games
* Radio Engage,
Radio Drupal » Oakland Jazz & Blues

Clubs Video Game
 Playing the News*
e Printcasting**
¢ Reporting On

Playing the News: The main purpose of the project, the development and testing of two news games was completed. The project team recently launched in

2011 an open source Topic Tiles’ game.

** Printcasting: The Intellectual property from Printcasting evolved into FeedBrewer, a new entity launched by Dan Pacheco.
*** Populous Project: The project was accused of embedding code from a commercial product as part of the brief release of the beta version of its open source

content management system. Following the threat of a legal challenge over the proprietary code that was allegedly embedded, the grantee agreed to
discontinue work on the development of the open source content management system, the main element of the grant, and destroy copies of the code. The
development of a set of open source news planning tools continues. Knight Foundation was not a party to the legal challenge.
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Adoption through Spreading and Scaling Exhibit 6:
Number of 2007-08 Knight News Challenge Projects

An important goal of the Knight News Challenge was to that were Scaled or Spread
catalyze media innovation. The hope was that successful

projects would be either:

a) spread by other organizations wanting the techniques
or technology and replicating parts of the project or
product design; or

Total

2007-08 Grantees

31

b)scaled by the grantee by adapting, replicating or
expanding their project in new geographies or to new
audiences. (Projects that were noted as ‘expanding’ in
the earlier section all fit into this category of scaling.)

Evidence of Scaling
and/or Spreading
17

Of the 31 early News Challenge winners (2007-08),
evidence of spreading and/or scaling was found in the
case of 17 (55%). Of these, 10 are being spread by others,
12 are being scaled by the grantee, and five are being both
scaled and spread. An example of a project scaled by the
grantee is EveryBlock, which launched in three cities and Exhibit 7:

then later expanded to 16 cities. Project Sca]ing and Spreading

Another example of a grantee scaling their own project is
VillageSoup (Open Source Community News) which has
conducted 22 installations of an enterprise version of the
open source software (created through the Knight News
Challenge grant) with eight different news organizations
located across the United States. Earned revenue from this
enterprise version is helping to sustain the project.

Projects Scaled by Grantee

¢ Citizen Media Law Project
¢ EveryBlock

Media Mobilizing Project (MMP) is an example of a project * lindaba Ziyafika

being spread by external entities: three groups in Vermont, * Media Mobilizing Project*
Maryland, and Pennsylvania are buildling their own » Placeblogger

initiatives modeled on MMP’s program. Similarly, student- e Rising Voices*

led projects developed at the Center for Future Civic « SochiReporter

Media have been spread and replicated by external entities.
Another example of spreading, is the Associated Press
piloting of the Transparency initiative’'s hNews in the form

e Spot.Us*
¢ Taking Radio Out of the Box

of an electronic news clearinghouse which will make it
possible for any news provider to post news stories in one
location for reuse.

o Transparency initiative (nNews)*
¢ Video Volunteers*
* VillageSoup

Projects Spread by External Entities

o Center for Future Civic Media (MIT C4)

¢ Freedom Fone

¢ Media Mobilizing Project*

* Mobile Information Platform (News on Cell Phones)
¢ New York News Games

+ Open Media Project (Tools for Public Access TV)

¢ Rising Voices*

e Spot.Us*

e Transparency initiative (nNews)

¢ Video Volunteers*

* Denotes projects that are being both scaled and spread.
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Funding Beyond Knight Foundation

While project sustainability was a challenge across the
board, many grantees succeeded in securing additional
funds beyond their original News Challenge grant to
continue or expand their projects. The assessment revealed
that 19 of the 31 grantees (61%) secured additional funding
(data on total amounts of funding were not collected). Of
those, seven secured funding from foundations, four from
governmental entities, three from nonprofit entities, three
from for-profit entities, three from individual donors, and
two from universities. Eight projects were able to secure
some form of earned income revenue, largely in the

form of professional services and training or consulting
associated with their projects. (The Lessons Learned section
of this report includes more detail on the experiences of
projects that were able to generate earned income.)

Use of Open Source Code and Tools

The News Challenge includes a requirement that winners
use open source code and tools in the development of
their projects; however, many of these early projects, by
design, did not produce code. Exhibit 9 reveals that of the
31 winners in 2007-08, 20 (65%) produced open source
code that was released on Drupal, Google code, github, or
their own website; this is a measure only of the release of
open source code and not of the technical quality or ease
of use of that code.?

The ultimate impact of the open source requirement

is difficult to measure; while it is possible to track the
frequency of downloading open source code, it is harder
to ascertain the extent to which it is being redeployed.

Of the 20 projects that developed open source code, we
found evidence in the case of at least nine winners (29%)
that external entities have used their code for related
projects.® This is a minimum estimate of the actual use of
open source code developed by 2007-08 News Challenge
grantees as information was not available for all projects.

For example, organizations in Australia, Canada, France,
and Greece have used the Spot.Us open source code to
build their own community-funded reporting models.

In the case of the Open Media Project, modules that it
developed as part of its News Challenge award have been
installed by a number of sites. Another example is New
York News Games where the open source code for one of
the budget games it developed was used by the Newark
Star Ledger. In the case of the Center for Future Civic
Media, open source code from various student projects
has been used and adapted by others.

The open source requirement of the Knight News
Challenge represented a commitment to ensuring that

the products developed by grantees have the maximum
opportunity for widespread adoption. However, some
grantees encountered unanticipated challenges and delays
in designing, implementing, and distributing their products
as a result of the increased complexities associated

with working with open source code. Development and
implementation of code for digital tools is a time-intensive
endeavor that involves documentation, evaluation, iteration,
and training to encourage broader community adoption.
This often has implications for staff capacity to manage

the technical requirements of the project (on the provider
end) and training and technical assistance (on the user end).
These lessons and challenges have been an important area
of learning for Knight Foundation in its grant making.

Exhibit 8&:
Development of Open Source Code by 2007-08
News Challenge Winners and Evidence of External Use

Total
2007-08 Grantees
31

Developed
Open Source Code
20

Evidence of External
Use/Replication

of Grantee's Open
Source Code

9

For example, EveryBlock is included in this category because it developed and released its open source code in 2009. However, the code that was released was
not easy to use and did not inspire independent adoption. In June 2010, Knight Foundation made subsequent grants to Open Plans to improve the EveryBlock
open source code’s ease of use and to the Columbia Tribune and Boston Globe to test and install the modified software.

This figure includes the use of EveryBlock’s code by Open Plans and the Boston Globe that was facilitated through additional Knight Foundation grants.
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III. Project Design and Implementation: Lessons Learned

Knight Foundation has invested in a broad diversity of projects through the News Challenge as part of a broad strategy of
experimentation that was intended to produce innovation at multiple levels within community media ecosystems.

In the spirit of learning for action, this section explores lessons regarding both project design and execution. The findings
confirm many well-known principles of media innovation, as well as characteristics of effective entrepreneurs and
successful project execution. In addition, the individual cluster reports each contain a set of themes and lessons that are

specific to that cluster of projects.

Effective Community Building

Despite its capacity for preserving anonymity, the Internet
is a place where people seek community. In general, those
projects that understood and incorporated principles

of community building — whether online or in person —
both experienced greater initial success and are poised
for significant long-term impact. This was especially

the case for projects that are dependent upon building
and sustaining an active group of content contributors.
Video Volunteers partnered with local nonprofits and
community-based organizations to establish a consistent
presence in the communities where screenings were

held as a way to build community and trust; Rising Voices
ensured there were physical places for citizen journalists
to connect with each other to build camaraderie.
SochiReporter, which achieved a significant profile at the
local level, spent months before launching the website
raising visibility throughout the town through activities
such as running local contests for university students as a
way to involve potential contributors.

Training was a specific tool used by successful community-
based projects to promote engagement with their efforts.
Media Mobilizing Project and Video Volunteers offered
robust training activities which, in addition to ensuring

that their target audiences possessed the skills necessary
to produce content, provided a forum for building
relationships between community members that deepened
their sense of commitment to the project.

Projects that lacked effective mechanisms for engaging
their target audience struggled out of the gate, and
their success or failure is (or was) largely dependent on
their ability to manage this challenge. While Boulder
Carbon Tax Tracker made an effort to raise the visibility
of the project early on, and to modify their strategies
for building a community when their initial efforts did
not gain traction, they underestimated resistance by key
stakeholders to playing the role of citizen journalists or
to openly participating in discussion of a controversial
issue. Consequently, they failed to attract the audience
they were targeting. EveryBlock, despite the scope and
technical prowess of its platform, faced challenges in
generating traffic after launching what was largely a static
website containing a wealth of information tailored to

users’ specific geographies. It was not until EveryBlock
added social networking features (such as being able to
post updates that are shared with site users in the area) and
stimulated user participation through online community
discussions that it began to build a substantial user base.
These experiences demonstrate that, without an engaged
community, the role of technology is limited at best.

Promising Projects are Exploring Different Ways
to Secure their Sustainability

A sustainable business model for new media continues to
be elusive; while no magic formulas have been uncovered
by the Knight News Challenge, the experiences of grantees
provide some insights.

Revenue-generating activities that have been employed

by News Challenge grantees are summarized in Exhibit 9
and include professional services, training or consultation,
product sales, advertising, and member dues. Five grantees
earned revenue by offering professional services and
training or consulting associated with their projects. Two
commercialized their project, and a third is considering
commercialization. The Media Mobilizing Project is the
only one to have created a business model based on

paid membership. Advertising revenues were pursued by
Printcasting with extremely limited success (it coincided
with the economic recession) and by Chi-Town Daily News,
which failed to secure advertising of any significance.
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Exhibit 9:
Earned Income Ventures Employed by some of
the 2007-08 Knight News Challenge Projects

Professional Services,

Training, or Consultation

» SochiReporter earns revenue through an educational
training program for foreign students.

» Placeblogger trains and consults to media companies
and politicians who want to find out how and where
to advertise on placeblogs.

» Video Volunteers promotes revenue generation
amongst its Community Video Units; they produce
videos for their host NGOs or for other NGOs.

» Radio Engage developed a self-sustaining program for
public radio staff called Hope Foundry, where customers
pay for the production of a website and receive free
training for two staff as a part of the package

Product Sales

» VillageSoup generates an undisclosed, but sustainable
amount of revenue per year from subscriptions to the
Enterprise version of its software.

» Printcasting developed two digital publishing
applications called BookBrewer and Feedbrewer which
generate revenue through a commission of 5% on
sales of digital books published using their software.

Advertising/Sponsorship

e Printcasting kept 10% of ad revenue from businesses
paying for advertising (produced using Printcasting
software) in community publications.

e Chi-Town Daily News tried to sell ads for its citizen-
generated newspaper, but was unsuccessful.

» Village Soup has adopted a “business subscription”
model for paid content (clearly labeled).

» Spot.Us has developed an approach that allows
registered members to earn Spot.Us credits by taking
a brief survey from a sponsoring organization that, in
turn, contributes $1 to a Spot.Us story.

Member Dues

» Media Mobilizing Project charges $5-50/month
for member dues

Some projects that were not initially seeking ad revenue
found this to be an element that could promote product
uptake. For example, the Transparency initiative, which
conceptualized hNews (a microformat for news content)
to benefit news consumers, soon realized that media
organizations saw value in the metadata in terms of its
capacity to more accurately track the syndication of their
content and therefore make a better case to advertisers. This
incentive is improving chances for the widespread uptake of
hNews and therefore solidifying its long-term viability. It is
currently being piloted by the Associated Press in the form
of an electronic news clearinghouse which, with the help of
hNews tagging, will make it possible for any news provider
to post news stories in one location for reuse.

Some approaches that have been piloted by early News
Challenge grantees have potential for sustainability

but introduced dynamics that challenged tenets of
conventional journalism. Some, for example, may be
troubled by the feature of VillageSoup's software that
places paid content (clearly labeled) alongside professional
content; however, this “business subscription” model

is the basis for VillageSoup's sustainability and has to

date received positive feedback from both their news
organization customers and their audiences. Additionally,
Spot.Us is piloting a new model for crowd-funding that
enables individuals with interest in a particular issue to fund
reporting on it, which introduces the possibility of news
content being driven by citizens, as opposed to the practice
of news content being determined primarily by professional
editors and reporters.

Network-Oriented Leadership

The most effective Knight News Challenge projects were
often led by individuals who were highly networked either
online or in the geographic communities where their
projects were based. These local connections provided
winners with access to community resources and partners
that advanced their work. For example, Todd Wolfson not
only brought strong community organizing skills to his
work as the founder of Media Mobilizing Project (MMP), but
also a solid set of connections to government agencies,
community-based organizations, and low-income and
immigrant communities. MMP effectively recruited
participants by partnering with organizations that provide
services to immigrants and low-wage workers. Being
network oriented, Todd has led MMP to join a coalition of
government and community agencies as well as to form a
leadership council composed of both community members
and other stakeholders to keep the project firmly grounded
in the community.

Similarly, through her network orientation and skills, Brenda
Burrell of the Kubatana Trust of Zimbabwe has been able
to establish numerous partnerships with local groups in
Zimbabwe and beyond (including one outside of Africa)

to implement Freedom Fone. Through Freedom Fone,

cell phones become community organizing devices,
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providing on-demand information regarding human rights,
democracy, and other news and information to people
without easy access to such information due to literacy
barriers, lack of Internet access, and/or lack of non-
governmental communications outlets. The system enables
NGOs to record audio messages (essentially mini-podcasts)
on various topics that citizens can access by calling a
phone number and navigating voice menus. It also provides
a mechanism for two-way communication, allowing

callers to leave feedback, reactions, or requests for further
information about topics they have listened to.

Strong influence in online communities often translated
into significant web traffic and interaction with winners’
technology platforms. For example, a significant driving
force in the success of EveryBlock was Adrian Holovaty's
skills in and capacity to broadcast the value of his innovative
platform for local news; this was largely accomplished
through a robust, sustained online presence. Having
developed well-known prototypes of her product, Lisa
Williams of Placeblogger had both a rich network of
contacts and a positive reputation in online communities.
These assets translated into traffic for her website, and
bloggers and other online journalists have followed — and
continue to follow — her progress.

High Functioning Teams with
Multi-Disciplinary Skill Base

A significant proportion of News Challenge grantees

faced challenges based on the difficulty of assembling a
project team that possessed the talent and experience to
design and execute their projects. A significant challenge is
inherent in identifying, integrating and managing the range
of skills often needed for effective media projects such as
journalism (content development), website design (user
experience), and technical development (programming).
These are each distinct skill sets, and all must connect and
form a true collaboration.

Project management was a major area of deficit, likely
because project teams were typically assembled based
on the technical expertise needed to develop a product
rather than based on a prior track record of successful
collaboration.

Budget limitations also exacerbated problems associated
with deficiencies in technical expertise. Many winners
experienced difficulties in accurately planning upfront for
their project costs, particularly regarding technology and
marketing expenses. As a result, many individuals attempted
to approach or troubleshoot problems that were that were
outside their realm of expertise rather than hire someone
with those skills, resulting in delays and/or faulty products.
The news games projects commonly experienced this set
of challenges.

Adaptive Capacity and Responsiveness

Adaptive capacity is a key project feature in light of how
quickly the field of news and information changes, and
the frequency of innovations that disrupt the media
marketplace. Projects that inv