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i. Action Idea for this Project 
With the decline of traditional journalism, there’s an increased 

need for trusted information.  This presents a huge opportunity 

to individuals, communities, companies and 

organizations.  They can fill that void by telling their own 

multimedia stories and creating their own channels of 

distribution -- thereby serving as trusted sources in their own 

right.  That’s the “uprising” — people seizing control of 

communication by building ongoing credible connection 

through story and digital technology.  Storyteller Uprising 

explains why this is now possible, and why you should harness 

the power of story in your own communication endeavors. 
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1. Telling Your Story -- Hereʼs Mine 

 

“Anyone can practice journalism,” Dean Joan Konner said, 

on the first day of school at the Columbia University Graduate 

School of Journalism in September 1993.  “And anyone usually 

does.” 

Most likely, Dean Konner intended that her words serve as 

a rallying cry for us, the chosen few who would bear the 

standard of professional journalism: well-trained, well-educated, 

armed with progressive ethics and principles.  Newspaper 

readership was already in decline in the early 1990’s, but that 

had little to do with a barely noticeable worldwide web.  An 

explosion in cable news outlets and a number of other electronic 

sources of information made newspapers seem less timely, and 

necessary.  Despite this competition and drop-off in audience, 

the writing would not appear on the wall for these print 

organizations for another fifteen years.  At that point, they’d 

blame the Internet and profess to not have seen it coming. 

Still, it was coming – even then.  We just didn’t know what 

to call this creeping sense of unease.  Yes, there were more 

channels, more magazines – more content.  But there was also 

more criticism, more declaration of mistrust of “The Media” as 

the citizenry would call this increasingly concentrated group of 

large corporations.  Starting in the 1980’s with deregulation, 
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conglomerates would snap up the Big Three networks (ABC, 

CBC, NBC), competing newspapers folded into each other 

creating one-paper towns, and companies like Clear Channel 

would start programming radio stations from a central location 

thousands of miles away, dispensing with local DJ’s in some 

cases.  It’s no coincidence that the public decline in trust in the 

American press began in 1985, according to a 2009 Pew 

Foundation study. 

As I was set to graduate from Columbia, my colleagues and 

I looked out in dismay at what our professors were calling the 

“toughest” journalism job market that they could remember.   

So when NBC News unexpectedly offered me a job a couple of 

weeks prior to my graduation day, I figured it would be the best 

chance for me to land on my feet.  One of my favorite 

professors had already called journalism the “first downwardly 

mobile profession,” meaning I guessed, that I had better love 

what I did because the salaries just weren’t going to get close to 

what a lawyer or an investment banker made. 

I was fine with all of that – I was on a grand adventure.  

And though I had never watched much news on NBC, at least 

I’d have the benefit of working for a prestigious, and somewhat 

powerful, organization. 

This sunny outlook was despite the fact that NBC was 

paying less than what I could afford to live on in pricey 
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Manhattan, and without any health benefits whatsoever.  An 

NBC News vice president would try to take the sting off of this 

hardship by proclaiming that more and more people would be 

flooding into journalism thanks to the proliferation of new 

distribution channels (primarily cable) like Headline News, 

CNBC, National Geographic, The Discovery Channel, which 

would only further depress salaries.  He may have added that he 

was glad that he’d be retiring by the time the worst of this 

coming catastrophe would hit (he did). 

Similar to Dean Konner’s “everyone” declaration, this was 

still pre-Internet-as-mass-media slayer chatter.  Non-linear 

editing software was too expensive for anyone but professionals 

and deep-pocketed hobbyists.   If you didn’t have six figures for 

a professional video or film camera, you were dabbling with 

decidedly consumer grade resolution with VHS, Super8 or 

16mm.  In the ‘90’s, we were still in a mass media state of mind, 

deep within the heart of the world’s media capital. 

I would still get my chance to experience the power and 

glory of working in a top mass communications company, first 

as a producer at the still-flagship evening newscast, helmed by 

celebrated anchorman Tom Brokaw (ratings were already in 

decline from their 1980’s nadir), and then on a prestigious 

overseas posting as the network’s Middle East producer, based 

out of Tel Aviv, Israel.  I was in my 20’s – this was too good of 
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an opportunity to pass up, and by the time they sent me to Israel, 

I was getting paid fairly well.  Besides, I had the incredible 

opportunity to report firsthand on historical events. 

Of course, it was an exciting life, working for a recognized 

American institution, within a country that appreciated 

American institutions.  We would report on the news, 

sometimes produce features when the news cycle was slow, all 

overseen and vetted by management in New York.  It was a 

simple process – someone would first pitch a story.  From our 

end, it would either be a lead we had gleaned from a contact, or 

a nugget we had borrowed from the local news.  From 30 

Rockefeller Plaza, where NBC was headquartered, it’d more 

likely than not be something they had come across in the day’s 

issue of the New York Times.  We’d work up a story pitch, 

send it to New York, get approval to shoot the story (since it 

would cost us time, effort, and expense if we had to travel or 

hire freelance support), then head out as a foursome: producer, 

correspondent cameraman, soundman, maybe even a translator 

if we were going to interact with Palestinians.  The team would 

shoot the story, return to our office to review the footage, write 

a script, get more approval from New York, then sit down with 

an editor to marry the images and sound to the script.  Once we 

had finished the piece, we’d use an expensive satellite uplink to 

send the 2-minute story to “30 Rock” in time for the broadcast. 
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It was a tried and time-tested process, replete with several 

checks and balances, as well as with a number of creative 

contributors, all in support of a short piece of video that would 

air nationwide, and then end up in the archives. 

I remember thinking that it seemed like an awful lot of 

effort for two pages of writing.  And it felt all so transitory – 

even superficial – compared to the amount of work that we had 

put into produce so much content.  Maybe ten percent of that 

content would end up in the final story. 

And how could we gauge the impact of our work?  Other 

than the requisite feedback that we’d receive from a colleague 

via the internal computer system, and the odd letter of 

complaint or support from a viewer or special interest group, 

many of our stories disappeared into the great news vacuum.  

Especially if it were breaking news, the average viewer would 

be hard-pressed to distinguish our work from the “alphabet 

soup” (CBS, ABC, CNN, and sometimes the BBC) of the other 

networks’ output. 

If the local people we had interviewed for the story wanted 

to see the final product, we would have to dub a copy to VHS 

tape.  This was always an ordeal, as we would have to first 

convert the video from the American broadcast “NTSC” 

standard to “PAL” for the Middle East. 
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We always got access to the powerful players that mattered, 

within the military, government and militant groups.  

Sometimes, we would have to resort to the anchorman’s star 

power to book a head-of-state or a charismatic, elusive leader 

like Yassir Arafat (who exuded “guerilla chic”).  We knew what 

buttons to press, and were well aware of the rules of 

engagement if we wanted to sustain access to the subjects.  

When I once helped assemble a story that took a hard look at 

corruption and human rights abuses within the Arafat regime, 

we received an angry call from Brokaw just before his show 

went on the air, accusing us of maligning an American ally.  

Arafat was not Iraq’s Saddam Hussein.  It reminded me of that 

old adage, “he may be a son-of-a-bitch, but he’s our son-of-a-

bitch.”   

It was a cozy, insular, influential world.  It was also very 

much a one-way communication environment, with little 

feedback. 

My arrival in Israel coincided with the Dot Com boom, the 

24-hour news craze, and the launch of news organization 

websites such as MSNBC.com.  As I got the hang of my new 

job in the TV news world, I quickly discovered that I had a 

more substantive outlet in the less developed, less entrenched 

online one.  Over the three and a half years that I would spend 

in the Middle East, I would increasingly spend my free time 
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crafting web versions of the stories we were broadcasting, 

adding more detail, creating behind-the-scenes “Reporter’s 

Notebooks,” and eventually pitching more enterprising features 

for the .com team.  Many of these stories were ones that I knew 

TV producers would never commit to, partly for financial 

reasons, mainly because they couldn’t fathom how a mass 

audience would gravitate to what would translate to a small 

anecdote within a standard TV news story. 

Other than the freedom to provide more detail, and thanks 

to developing digital imaging technology to provide my own 

images without having to rely on the efforts of a professional 

cameraman, I reveled in this ability to communicate directly 

with the audience (via an e-mail link at the end of my stories), 

and send behind-the-scenes missives to friends and family.  I 

eventually purchased a broadcast-quality Sony digital video 

camcorder with my own funds, and used it to shoot still images 

(video file sizes were still too large, internet access speeds, still 

too slow) that I would append to my “proto blog” – my very 

own online diary of life overseas as a network journalist.  These 

were obviously still very early days, and I didn’t tell too many 

of my colleagues about the “Hanson’s Self-Center” site: 

(http://aminstrel.tripod.com/).   

I was probably still concerned about the appearance of 

“talking out of school” and potentially running counter to 
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NBC’s strict editorial policy.  And perish the thought that I 

might not come across as “objective” – still the halcyon of 

mainstream American journalism. 

It was already too late for me however.  As I became 

further enamored with this more gratifying way of interpreting 

the news, which employed more subjective observation and 

reflection, as well as audience interaction, I grew increasingly 

frustrated with what felt like an editorial and creative 

straitjacket on the network side. 

Near the end, NBC would award me stock options, as well 

as offer to promote me to serve its chief overseas producer 

based out of London.  This happened after we produced a 

superb run of stories from the war in Kosovo in 1999.  But this 

institutional recognition only filled me with a feeling of dread, 

and not one of elation.  I knew I wasn’t on the right track.  I 

turned down the promotion, and then asked for the impossible.  

Would management allow a guy with the same last name 

(pronunciation-wise) as the dictator still in power in Iraq to take 

to the American airwaves as a correspondent, but primarily 

contributing to the network’s flourishing web presence?  I 

would experiment with more cost-effective, compact 

technology, and perhaps lead the way as the news organization 

contemplated the changing nature of the business ahead. 

Their response was a quick and definitive, “no.” 
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I was left with few options.  Violence between Israelis and 

Palestinians was beginning to flare, as the second Intifada 

(Arabic for “uprising”) was about to start.  I had just convinced 

the woman who would soon become my wife to leave Seattle 

and move into my apartment in Tel Aviv.  NBC presented me 

with two options: extend my stay in Israel another year, or 

return to the United States as a domestic news producer.  There 

were no resources, interest or patience for an untested staffer 

like me to make the jump to become one of the public faces of 

America’s top news network.  My good fortune at the Peacock 

had run out.  I was further weakened by a stress overload that 

put me in a Tel Aviv hospital with all the symptoms of a stroke.  

So when the network’s foreign news editor asked me 

definitively whether I would renew my contract for another year, 

I was quick to decline.  And then I resigned. 

I was so determined to pursue another kind of creative path 

that I turned down attractive offers from Canadian TV networks 

to take national, on-air correspondent positions (ones that NBC 

would never had allowed me to fill).  But to me, it felt like more 

of the same, with a defined institutional career path down the 

traditional road of journalism. 

I ended up taking an unorthodox offer: an entry-level 

position at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, where I 

would learn how to shoot and edit my own stories from a one-
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person bureau in rural western Canada.  It was the furthest thing 

from the top of the mountain, where I had been with NBC.  It 

would be like being paid to go back to school.  I could learn to 

master tools that didn’t cost more than $10,000 cumulatively, 

and which I could stuff into a backpack, making me a portable 

broadcast studio.  This approach suited the lesser-resourced 

public Canadian network well, despite the compromises it 

would have to make in production value with less professional 

gear, and this less trained professional. 

I was awful at first.  It was easy to distinguish between my 

grainy, dark footage and the sharp, smooth and steady video 

shot by a full-time cameraman.  I had to aim the camera, ask 

questions, and reflect upon what other video elements I needed 

– strategizing throughout how I was going to edit it all together 

at the same time. 

I loved the freedom to create, even as I chafed at being so 

far from the network’s decision-makers in Toronto, leaving me 

out-of-sight, out-of-mind.  The CBC was also less than 

enthusiastic about my request to create an online portal for my 

stories and behind-the-scene essays.  So when George W. Bush 

began to threaten Iraq in 2002, and the network told me that it 

had no inclination to send anyone to the region other than their 

seasoned correspondents with their professional camera crews, I 

took my career suicide one step further.  I quit my full-time staff 
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position and accepted a six-month contract with NBC.  What I 

had left the Peacock to pursue in the first place was suddenly a 

valued skill.  That’s because the Pentagon was going to embed 

reporters with military units, but they need to be relatively self-

contained and light on their feet equipment-wise.  I was perfect: 

cheap, portable, and hungry. 

This period was to be the highlight of my career as a 

professional television journalist: 

(http://youtu.be/drrdJu7dvFU) 

I had the opportunity to show the network that my passion 

for inexpensive digital technology could produce a new kind of 

narrative, and a great diversity of stories.  I went live several 

hundred times for MSNBC from around the Middle East during 

Operation Iraqi Freedom and in its aftermath.  I used a portable 

satellite phone and a $3500 camera.  I filed stories for 

MSNBC.com about the last Jew in Damascus, the benevolence 

of Hezbollah in a town in southern Lebanon, and Jewish 

emigrants who decided to live with their Bedouin Arab friends 

in the Negev desert.  I populated my personal website with 

images and essays, regaling friends and family with tales of 

adventure and the insight of an eyewitness to history.  I 

responded to every viewer’s e-mail that I received, no matter 

how vitriolic (I knew I was doing well when both Arab and Jew 

accused me of bias).  And I helped prove that this technology 
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could produce, authoritative, credible stories for a capital-

intensive medium that until now, had demanded a high price for 

access, with its multi-million dollar satellite systems, computer 

infrastructure and professional, large cameras. 

As President Bush would declare from the deck of the 

U.S.S. Abraham Lincoln (where I had my first wartime embed), 

"Mission Accomplished."  Except that despite NBC's promises 

to send me out again after I had taken a much-needed break 

back home in Canada -- they never did.  Instead, they would 

hire a friend of mine who was also pioneering the use of these 

new technologies in broadcast TV, to essentially perform the 

same kind of work.  As they continued to test the waters of 

amateur technology with others, I would be forced to take one 

final, dangerous freelance assignment with the network in 

Baghdad in 2004.  By doing so, I would return to my former 

position as a producer, to support Tom Brokaw's pre-retirement 

tour through the world's hotspots.  I would grit my teeth until I 

emerged safely outside of Iraqi airspace.  That assignment 

would be the last time I would ever have any contact with 

network management.  Amazingly enough however, it would 

not be the last time that my work would be shown on a 

broadcast network. 
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2. We Need a New Narrative 
 

I know that it's not very "academic" of me to begin this 

treatise with a personal account.  But what I just shared goes to 

the very heart of my premise: that technology's impact on 

traditional communication models demands a new narrative; 

that storytelling can be authoritative and credible; that the 

notion of a finished, polished message tailored to a targeted 

audience should no longer be a communicator's paramount 

undertaking; that one (increasingly endangered) foreign 

correspondent backed by a powerful, heavily-capitalized 

conglomerate is not as important as what an engaged, 

entrepreneurial individual might accomplish with access to the 

same powerful production and distribution tools for a fraction 

of what they cost broadcast networks and newspapers.  I also 

speak from deep, personal experience when I share my 

observations of the profound transformations that have occurred 

in media, and they necessitate an entirely new set of rules of 

engagement. 
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3. Message: The Old Rules of Engagement 
 

Here’s a scenario that requires every ounce of an 

individual’s persuasive powers to succeed: a homeless person 

begging for charity.  Let's view it first through the optic of the 

20th century persuasion-through-communication model.  

GOAL: A financial donation.  

MESSAGE: I lost my job, my home.  I’m hungry.  Please 

help me.  

MEDIUM: A woman holding a sign; block letters written 

with a heavy black marker on a piece of cardboard.  

TARGET AUDIENCE:  Drivers that traffic a notoriously 

stop-and-go thoroughfare in an upscale part of town.   It’s 

especially busy during rush hour.  

You just happen to be a member of the target audience in 

this instance.  You usually give generously to known, 

trustworthy charitable institutions.  If this person were part of 

one of those organization’s campaigns, you would not have 

hesitated to donate.  Had that been the case, you know that the 

individual would have been vetted by this brand-name charity, 

facilitating the decision-making process.  The message may 

have been similar, but it would have been transmitted through 

a significantly more credible medium (a charity’s 

communications channel).  
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But right here and right now, neither institutional 

credibility -- nor prior relationship -- will help you make a 

decision.  Yes, you could wait to make a donation to the 

appropriate charity once you get to the office.  But will you 

remember?  And would that give you the same satisfaction that 

you would derive directly by handing a couple of dollar bills to 

someone so apparently in need, right here, right now?  

Unnervingly, you are left to your own critical 

devices.  Now you must judge for yourself, asking some 

uncomfortable questions.  You evaluate the medium.  Are her 

clothes dirty?  Are they warm enough to insulate her from that 

impending cold front you just hear about on the radio?  How old 

are her shoes?  Does she look like she’s been well fed?  How 

old is her sign?  Does the handwriting hint at some sort of 

education that would imply an unforeseen fall from grace?  

And then there’s her message.  Is she really 

unemployed?  Does she really live on the street?  Does she 

really need help?  Why should you trust the veracity of her 

sign?  

It’s all a complicated, somewhat emotional thought process 

that presages possible interaction with the homeless 

individual.  Today, not only is it an unfortunate, all-too-

common social occurrence, but it’s also – metaphorically – an 
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increasingly common dilemma that we all face in today’s 

information marketplace.  

In the past, information was scarce, and we could rely on a 

finite number of institutional filters to determine what 

communication should grab our attention and possibly catalyze 

our participation.  As members of a particular audience, we 

were passive targets of those polished, self-contained 

“messages” that required nothing of us other than to stand 

dumbly and receive their impact if the sender’s aim was 

true.  Message, medium, target audience – was an almost 

mindless formula that worked with militaristic precision (I 

visualize a shiny, flawless torpedo speeding towards a vessel 

lollygagging in the middle of the sea) for so long. 

But now, the barriers to entry to the Information Age have 

disintegrated.  Almost everyone can use cheap, nearly 

ubiquitous technologies to communicate well beyond their 

immediate social circle of friends, family and co-

workers.  Today, we have the power to talk to the world, and 

the world can talk back.  Information is no longer scarce – 

thanks to the Internet; it’s more abundant than it ever has been 

in the history of our species.   That sublimely aimed torpedo is 

now scattershot machine gun fire; endless ammunition squeezed 

off by hundreds of millions of people wearing 

blindfolds.   We’re like three year-old children playing a first-
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person shooter video game on the “Easy” setting: our resources 

are limitless and we have infinite lives.  And we’re firing at 

each other!  

Information may no longer be scarce, but our attention is in 

shockingly short supply, given the exponential explosion in 

potential sources of communication thanks to all of this 

technology.  How do we choose which voice to listen to, given 

the cacophony out there?    

Disconcertingly, we now also have the ability to interact 

with someone who is publicly trying to get our attention.  That’s 

enough to force us to roll up our windows and turn up the music 

rather than engage socially with someone we’ve never met, but 

so clearly wants something from us.  If we caught each other’s 

eyes for the slightest of moments, are we now compelled to 

follow through and pursue the relationship, no matter how 

uncomfortable?  
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4. Story: A New Way to Engage 
 

Such is our 21st century communications conundrum.  How 

do we calculate the value proposition in deciding whether to 

accept someone’s attempts to interact persuasively with 

us?  Yes, we have access to more information than ever 

before.  But we also have less ability to discern credibility as 

well – which is so crucial when we’re trying to assess the start 

of a potential relationship. 

What can determine our preferences in this messy, highly 

populated media universe?  Simply put, it's what we have 

decided to trust, to ascribe credibility to, and to find relevant to 

our own lives.  In the 20th century, this same equation was an 

easy one to calculate: we had a limited number of brand names -

- institutional players that produced the media that we 

consumed because someone had decided it would appeal to our 

needs and tastes as a mass audience.  We had very little choice 

otherwise.  Some of those media companies began to amass 

considerable power as they monetized their production.  They 

would either become monopolies or felt free to abuse our trust 

in them because of their growing power (or sometimes both).  

Unfortunately for these organizations, this happened to coincide 

with a massive revolution in technology, which suddenly gave 

us more choice and the power to refuse their expensively, 



19   Storyteller Uprising 
 
highly produced offerings.  Many of these companies are still 

around, some of them in a diminished state after taking a severe 

hit to their revenues, now forced to compete with newer, more 

efficient players in the industry, or even some that offer content 

for free.  Today, all of these institutional organizations, start-ups, 

professionals, amateurs and citizen producers are asking the 

same question: how do we convince people to pay attention to 

what we're creating?  More challengingly, how do we convince 

them to transact with our content in a way that justifies our 

effort? 

In this highly creative new world of seemingly limitless 

producers and choice of content, where barriers to production 

are so low to permit almost anyone to share their media with 

anyone else, how do we convince people of this key value 

proposition?  That if they determine what I'm trying to 

communicate is relevant to their interests, they may even find it 

as useful and beneficial as I do in producing and sharing it?  

That through this relationship of mutual benefit is one that will 

motivate me to keep producing this relevant content, and will 

motivate you to continue to trust me as a source of this relevant 

content? 

For our homeless woman at that busy intersection, message, 

medium, target audience – it’s all a crapshoot.  But what if…  
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…you had been driving this route for years, and could 

identify any new activity at this particular intersection?  

…this particular woman had suddenly shown up at this 

corner a few days ago, coinciding with a recent period of 

massive financial upheaval in your region (bank closures, 

layoffs)?  

…her sign changed every day, as she revealed more details 

about the terrible set of circumstances that had forced her to beg 

at this street corner?  

…some of your colleagues had also noticed her during their 

commute, had rolled down their windows to chat with her, learn 

more about her story, and even went so far as to begin an 

informal campaign at the office to find her food, shelter, and 

work?  

Would that not make it easier for to decide whether you 

should help her?  And from her perspective, would it not be 

easier for her to persuade people she did not know, to help her?  

We’re no longer talking about message, medium and target 

audience here.  There are too many other dynamic factors in 

play for that to make much sense any more.  Rather, we now 

have to account for context, narrative, and trusted relationships 

within communities (as opposed to trust in institutions) to effect 

the same persuasion calculation that was once so simple.  Put 

succinctly, we now have to listen to each other’s stories.  This 
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seemingly facile conclusion not only upends our traditional 

business communication strategies, but also affords each one of 

us a persuasive power that until now was the exclusive preserve 

of highly resourced companies and governments. 
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5. The Uprising  
 

Mahatma Gandhi once said about dictatorship: "There have 

been tyrants...and for a time they can seem invincible, but in the 

end they always fall."  They fall, because their injustice inspires 

a narrative replete with conflict that compels us to take action 

and restore equilibrium.  That narrative was once the preserve 

of power leaders or powerful books.  Abraham Lincoln 

reportedly said of the author of Uncle Tom's Cabin -- a novel 

about slavery that inspired the abolitionist movement -- "so 

that's the little lady who wrote the great book that started this 

great war".   

Now powerful ideas can readily emanate from highly 

accessible conduits of communication, such as the dramatic 

murder of a political activist on the streets of Teheran, filmed 

on a cellphone camera, spread quickly and authoritatively 

among us all, by us all (the anonymously filmed, graphic Neda 

video won the George Polk Award for special achievement in 

journalism in 2010): 

(http://youtu.be/bbdEf0QRsLM) 

This is a significant enough development to merit being 

called an “Uprising.”  It's a strategy that facilitates continual, 

credible communication between teller and listener -- through 
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memorable emotional narrative, enabled by the connective 

power of relationship and highly accessible digital technology.  

Stories?  Really?  Aren’t those relegated to bedtime, “once 

upon a time” and Hollywood?  What do they have to do with 

professionals attempting to communicate persuasively?  

We may still have a 20th century understanding of what 

"stories" are because the technologies of mass communication 

relegated them to Disney and "once upon a time."  Within that 

mindset, stories are seen as pure narrative, nothing more.   

Prior to the digital revolution, we had relatively few media 

producers, who created a common-denominator message that 

would be created, scripted, set, polished and distributed to a 

passive, mass audience who would then consume it.  Think of 

the tens of millions of people who watched The Beatles' first 

appearance on the Ed Sullivan -- a musical group selected by a 

small number of producers to be shared with a huge audience 

via a powerful, expensive broadcast medium.  In that world, we 

had to carefully consider the concepts of target audience, 

message segmentation and consumption.   

It was an era of few producers and many (i.e. millions) of 

consumers.  That was the Audience Equation: honed by decades 

of industrialized communication culture, where barriers to entry 

were set high by the astronomical cost of printing presses, 

broadcast technology, and the human resources to operate 
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them.  If you were going to spend the time and money to reach 

people using mass media, you had to assure yourself that you 

could guarantee a substantial degree of attention, which would 

then lead to substantial advertising revenues (or in the eyes of 

state-run outlets, satisfy a major public policy objective).  This 

drove the need to filter the message prior to publication.  Stories 

in the traditional sense were merely source material for mass 

media's finished output: primarily books, films and TV 

shows.  Beyond this industrial production of story, we the 

audience merely told tales amongst ourselves, at bedtime, at the 

dinner table, in our town halls and at our places of worship.  

But in the last decade, the explosion of broadband access to 

the Internet, powerful computer processors, cheap digital 

storage, and the proliferation of portable devices that help create, 

transmit and receive, have all thrown this very controlled 

communication system into turmoil.  Suddenly, almost anyone 

(regardless of technical skill, or even economic status) can have 

some sort of access to a cheap, easy-to-use communication 

medium.  So why should we bother to spend months or even 

years to craft a "message" when we can communicate so easily 

to people we hardly know -- if at all -- with the press of a key 

and the touch on a screen?  Suddenly, we have access to what 

seems like an infinite amount of information, and a limitless 

diversity of voices and minds.  Why trouble ourselves to 
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"target" any "audience" in this environment when the cost to do 

so is so minimal?  Indeed, audiences no longer sit passively in 

their seats and politely applaud (or boo, or switch the channel) 

as their only forms of interaction.  Today, they talk back and 

create their own content.  Often, what attracts us most to this 

non-traditional form of content is either its novelty or the story 

being conveyed.  

In this new environment, storytelling isn't merely the 

transmission of compelling narrative.  It's also about how we 

engage with that narrative.  In many ways, how the community 

interacts with that narrative is ultimately what renders this form 

of communication trusted and persuasive.  This is storytelling 

for the 21st century: the two-part process of structured narrative 

(which draws our attention) matched with a strategy of 

community engagement to build trusted relationships around 

that story.  When we successfully create these new relationships, 

we build "social capital" and create the conditions for trust that 

persuade others to transact with us: change your mind, join us, 

vote for me, buy our product.  

Suddenly, the question is no longer, "what's your 

message?"  Rather it's, "what story do you want to tell?" 
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6. Why Stories? 
 

In the most primordial way, we humans have been 

conditioned to pay attention to stories that help us make sense 

of our own lives, to which we can relate both individually, and 

in a collective way.  Famed mythologist Joseph Campbell 

would tell us that’s why our most resilient, age-old cultural 

stories share such universal themes: of birth, growth, 

transformation, and of death. 

It sounds like an insulting resolution to an incredibly 

difficult question.  We've abandoned the notion of storytelling 

to that quaint "once upon a time" bedtime activity, primarily 

because of how communication was industrialized over the last 

century and a half, with the advent of radio, television and the 

film industry.  We left stories to these major companies -- at 

least the stories that we would share publicly and adopt as part 

of our cultural conversation.  We forgot that prior to the advent 

of mass media and mass audiences, storytelling was much more 

than a Hollywood movie. 

Child psychologist Daniel Siegel says we have a 

fundamental need for those stories – bedtime or not – from an 

early age.  “Storytelling is fundamental to all human cultures, 

and our shared stories create a connection to others that builds a 

sense of belonging to a particular community,” Siegel wrote in 
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Parenting from the Inside Out.   That’s because we help make 

sense of our lives through a neurological blending of our left 

(rational) and right (social and emotional) sides of our brain.  

“Mental well-being may depend in many ways upon the layers 

of integration that deepen our sense of connection to ourselves 

and to others.”  In other words, stories are good for us, and good 

for cohesive community.  And digital technology as an effective 

communication enabler allows us to use storytelling once again 

to facilitate this interpersonal integration. 
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7. Folk Culture Returns 
 

Media distribution technology developed rapidly from the 

19th century, with improvements to the printing press that 

allowed newspapers to reach even larger readerships.  Radio 

and television soon followed facilitating long-distance access to 

new audiences.  But the exponentially increasing cost of these 

new technologies required access to large numbers of people to 

amortize the financial investment.   With the explosion of mass 

media outlets, came the need to appeal to mass audiences -- in a 

way that was universal, uniform, and antiseptic – to transcend 

special interests of any particular demographic.  By pushing 

through geographic boundaries in search of common 

denominator consumption for media, this new form of 

production quickly marginalized other forms of expression 

shared directly within smaller communities. 

This traditional “folk culture” brought storyteller and 

audience much closer together, literally, in the same hall, 

church, room or around the same fire.  Storyteller and listener 

were more likely than not, members of the same community, 

capable of direct interaction with each other, facilitating near-

instant feedback.  This physical and social proximity also 

required a certain level of accountability from the storyteller.  If 

I wanted to be successful in my endeavor, I had to have a pretty 
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good idea of what would resonate within the community.  And 

in performing the actual act of telling the story (or in singing the 

song, acting out the drama), I would want to take cues from 

those in attendance, paying close attention to those moments of 

connection – even adapting my content to their needs as I drew 

them even deeper into my narrative. 

Through this relationship of connected accountability, I 

would hope that not only would the community pay attention to 

what I was communicating this time, but they might be 

encouraged to do so the next time I had a story to tell.  They had 

already taken a risk to invest time and attention in my story; I 

had structured it and filled it with sufficient content in a way 

that compelled them to continue to listen, ideally ensuring that 

their investment paid off and that their trust in this eventual pay-

off was not unfounded. 

This storytelling formula is a demanding calculation, 

fraught with challenges for the storyteller.  Implicit within it is 

some form of “Return On Investment” for the audience (Time x 

Attention = Relevant Content) and for the storyteller (Creation 

x Distribution = Engaged Community). 

It also requires something more than the “build it and they 

will come” Utopian view of digital media – that we’re all now 

media outlets now, and that someone is always interested in our 

output.  Not only is this not the case, it is also not realistic.
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8. A Need for Attention 

 

Unless our intentions are purely artistic (creating content 

for our own creative satisfaction with complete disregard for a 

desire to have anyone else look at it) our motivation to create 

media involves some sort of need to have others pay attention to 

it.  Let’s also assume that these are people that would not 

normally pay attention to anything we say or do.  That’s most 

likely because they hardly know us, if at all, without any direct 

contact to us other than through a technological distribution 

platform.  So we have so-called “weak ties” to these people, 

which we find more inspiring because it means that we’re able 

to convince people who have no compulsion to otherwise like 

what we do, that our content has value. 

Isn’t this the heart of communication itself?  That we seek 

to create a relationship of information exchange requiring 

something more than an individual act performed in a vacuum 

where only we are aware of the utterance we have made? 

Let’s assume that one of the originating platforms of folk 

culture – storytelling – demands a truthful, credible relationship 

of mutual benefit.  These relationships – with other enthusiasts, 

with organizations, and even with other media outlets – can help 

build a constellation (smaller outlets orbiting around her larger 
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world) of influence and trust, leading to a satisfactory Return on 

Investment (commonly referred to as “ROI”). 

I believe in all of this because after I flew out of Baghdad 

that hot day in July 2004, I decided to try this model out for 

myself. 
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9. Independence through Independent America 
 

At the same time that I was experiencing my final fit of 

network news desperation in Iraq, I was also pursuing other 

ideas. 

One of them included understanding the growing 

phenomenon of the democratization of communication and 

production through digital technology.   I thought we should 

explore this through a university-housed digital media center 

where I lived in rural British Columbia.  I firmly believed that 

more accessible digital technology, combined with network 

access was going to produce an explosion in new voices.  I 

contended that we needed to study this phenomenon and 

prepare ourselves for its consequences, hopefully taking 

advantage of the inevitable social and economic impact. 

At the same time, I began to realize that as I settled into my 

life in a far-flung region of North America, I was befriending a 

good number of retail owners in the area.  As I was quickly 

cutting my attachment to the broadcast networks, their 

entrepreneurial mission inspired me.  I also noticed the growing 

proliferation of big box chain stores around town, and when 

we’d drive south to see my in-laws in Seattle.  I had clearly 

missed out on a lot during my nearly four years in the Middle 

East.  I found these behemoths profoundly alienating.  I would 
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fall into a deep, frustrated funk anytime I had to scavenge 

through a cavernous Home Depot.  I worried about my new 

friends, and wondered if they were nothing but the dying gasp 

of mythical Mom & Pop. 

To recover my from my six-month Middle East tour of duty, 

and to reacquaint ourselves, my wife and I took a trip down the 

historic Pacific Coast Highway, from Seattle to San Luis 

Obispo.  For fun, we vowed not to rely on the Interstate, and not 

to do business with any corporate chains.  I ended up shooting a 

short film of our journey, and writing about it for MSNBC.com.  

I liked what we had discovered, and set on a path to find a 

broadcaster to support a national road trip to document this new 

retail reality.  At the same time, a grassroots “Buy Local” 

organization in Montana had posted my article to their website.  

I thanked its founders directly for doing so. 

I relished the idea of pursuing both the digital media center 

and documentary projects, and reached out to major players 

who might support each.  I spoke to higher-ups from IBM, the 

University of British Columbia, I attended Canadian Parliament 

in Ottawa so I could meet the Commerce Minister, I flew to 

Washington D.C. as a finalist for funding with the Corporation 

for Public Broadcasting.  But I failed to convince anyone to 

provide the seed money we needed to go ahead with either 

venture. 
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My final tour in Iraq had helped replenish our bank account, 

and I had also experimented with blogging while I was overseas.  

Upon my return, I met up with someone my father had met at an 

event in Toronto who was also looking to get into documentary 

film production.  He had access to a small amount of funding, 

but didn’t have any solid distribution or broadcast leads for us.  

Tom Powers liked our documentary pitch, and wanted to 

partner with us.  I had to consider the myriad ways I had shot 

myself in the foot professionally over the last few years because 

of my need to explore, to be one step ahead, to pursue a more 

authentic and satisfying career reality for myself.  This huge 

sacrifice had merely resulted in me finding myself with my 

back against the wall, armed with two decent ideas that weren’t 

resonating with too many other people. 

So I decided to do what anyone else in a no-win situation 

would do: I doubled down and rolled the dice.  I decided to take 

Tom’s offer – along with some assistance from my family -- 

and I would prove that both ideas had value – by creating a film 

through the democratized tools of media production that I was 

championing through a digital media center. 

And so it was, in the first quarter of 2005, as blogging 

began to take off, high definition video had just descended to 

consumer-level prices, and starts-ups were beginning to 

introduce online distribution platforms for multimedia 
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(YouTube would launch later that year), that we created 

Independent America: The Two-Lane Search for Mom & Pop. 

 

(http://www.snagfilms.com/films/title/independent_america

_the_two_lane_search_for_mom_and_pop/) 

 

It would be a story that we would tell and share through 

digital media, leading to an ROI of broadcast and DVD sales, 

homepage features on Yahoo!, Hulu and Snagfilms, activist 

influence, and ultimately a job as the Director of the Master of 

Communication in Digital Media at the University of 

Washington in Seattle. 
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10. The Story I Wanted to Tell 
 

In this age of successful films such as Julie and Julia, what 

I’m about to explain may not sound especially groundbreaking.   

But as much as a Hollywood blockbuster can illuminate the way 

forward for showcasing new stories, so can a niche success like 

Independent America. 

I’ll spare you suspense.  Here’s what I’m getting at.  In this 

digital age of democratized production and cheap distribution, 

you need to tell stories like it’s 1599.  Okay, that’s a little too 

glib and folk culture-centric, but strategically include 21st 

century social media tools, and that’s all you need.  Tell stories, 

build community, and find your ROI. 

Once we had found minimal financial support through our 

new partner Tom, to produce a homemade film, we faced two 

elemental production challenges.  What was going to make for a 

compelling sixty-plus minute documentary?  And without the 

credibility and institutional backing of a powerful organization 

(such as NBC), why would anyone want to talk to us?  This was 

very much my to-be-expected traditional media fear as a 

professional.  If I didn’t have a broadcaster, why would anyone 

want to participate in, or support, the film?  If no one 

participated in, or was not interested in supporting, the film, 
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why would anyone want to broadcast it?   And of course: what 

was my message?  Who was my audience? 

When I originally proposed a film that would follow a 

married couple and their dog (somewhat inspired by the books 

Blue Highways, My Travels with Charley, and On the Road) 

who would travel across America without availing themselves 

of interstates or corporate chain retail, I initially saw these two 

constraints as the headline “gimmick.”  I believed the real story 

to be a hard-hitting look at how Mom & Pop retailers were 

about to disappear because of an uneven playing field that 

favored big box stores.  I would only figure out later that the 

constraints themselves were the story.  In retrospect, I recall the 

off-air comments of a local NPR radio host in Fayetteville, 

Arkansas who had just finished interviewing us (at that point, 

we were a third of the way through our journey).  He said that 

we were doing something that most Americans only dreamed of 

doing – a cross-country adventure on America’s historic by-

ways, which was enough to captivate anyone’s imagination.  In 

the years that followed, Americans who had seen the film and 

wanted to recreate our itinerary occasionally contacted me for 

advice and inspiration.  I would also come across a New York 

Times article on divorce of all things, which would observe that 

the road trip is the quintessential American vehicle for starting 
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anew, “a deep cultural notion that the path to renewal lies in 

breaking away and moving on.” 

So, although our reporting on the plight of various 

characters in far-flung parts of the country drove us to make the 

film, others were actually inspired by our story.   More to the 

point, who was this married couple that faced this unique 

challenge, and would they succeed in their quest? 

The lesson to draw here is that the "message" and 

"audience" question might apply when considering the creation 

of content within a traditional media/institutionalized model, 

where you ask questions first then shoot.  But in my situation, 

only one question really mattered.  What story did we want to 

tell?  Our primary motivation was not to make a blockbuster 

film, but rather to satisfy our urge to tell a particular story about 

America.  The cost of the tools to do so had dropped so 

precipitously that the only real expenses would be our time and 

travel logistics. 

The primary question that remained was how to create 

sufficiently attractive content so that people that we didn't know 

would be interested in paying attention to it.  The answer lay in 

the structure that we created through the road trip narrative. 
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11. The Power of Structure 
 

Both Aristotle and Joseph Campbell might observe that we 

were about to embody the ideal story structure with Independent 

America. 

Why is this structure so crucial?  In Poetics Aristotle 

observed what we now consider to be so obvious; that every 

story has a “beginning, middle and end.”  In itself, that doesn’t 

seem to do anything other than identify when you have a story 

before you, rather than a loose compendium of information. 

 

 
 

But Aristotle also likened this structure to the tightening of 

a knot, laying out the premise of the story at the outset, and then 

twisting it tighter into a “complication” until some sort of 
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transformation occurred (the “climax”), leading to a release of 

the knot and the story’s tension (the “denouement” – literally 

the untying of the complication). 

Many of us may remember this beginning-middle-and-end 

exhortation of story structure from our days in grade school, 

with perhaps an unfair emphasis on the “climax” or the middle, 

due to the effort required in dreaming up a compelling plot (that 

had the appeal of the highest drama near the middle).  However, 

as both Aristotle and Michael Tierno in Aristotle’s Poetics for 

Screenwriters would observe, the end is equally important.  

That’s when we let the audience “off the hook,” giving them an 

emotional release through conclusion.  In that release comes 

catharsis, and a certain empathy that connects us to the story 

and its characters. 

In Hollywood parlance, consider Luke Skywalker’s 

dramatic flight through the trenches of the Death Star in the 

original Star Wars.  We as audience were at the edge of our 

seats.  Would he set aside his technology and use The Force?  

Would Darth Vader catch him first?  Would he hit the target?  

We are in pure story climax at this stage.  Just as we can’t bear 

it any longer, and it appears as if the Empire will prevail, Hans 

Solo comes out of nowhere; his Millennium Falcon spaceship 

triumphantly framed by a shining star, and gives Luke the 

opportunity to make his successful shot.  We rejoice, we breathe 
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again, and as we’re let off the hook, we settle down and 

recognize that we’ve been on one amazing journey as Princess 

Leia hands out the medals to the heroes and Chewbacca lets out 

a might roar.  (It bears mentioning that George Lucas, the 

movie’s director, drew great inspiration from Joseph 

Campbell’s Hero with a Thousand Faces for the Star Wars 

storyline). 

This emotional element is crucial: it actually helps us make 

decisions.  I noted earlier how child psychiatrist Dan Siegel says 

that we connect to each other using the integrated hemispheres 

(emotion, rational) of our brains.  In How We Decide, Jonah 

Lehrer says that the right side of our brain allows us to see what 

we would otherwise fail to notice with our rational hemisphere.  

Lehrer says, “These wise yet inexplicable feelings are an 

essential part of the decision-making process.  Even when we 

think we know nothing, our brains know something.  That’s 

what our feelings are trying to tell us.” 

This means that if we’re (a) competing for attention in an 

information-saturated society, and (b) we want to encourage 

people to make decisions based on our communication, the 

emotional impact of a story can help us accomplish both -- 

overcoming these two significant 21st century challenges. 

In Independent America, the middle would consist of the 

mounting tension of whether we’d complete the journey as we 
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encountered challenges along the way – mirrored by bad news 

for independent retailers in the small towns we were passing 

through.  As we reached the end of our journey, we also reached 

an epiphany on the growing mistrust Americans were beginning 

to exhibit for large, powerful institutions; and an increasing 

need for economic self-sufficiency through neighborhood 

retailers.  At the same time, we discovered a positive 

“homegrown” solution in a community-supported department 

store, fortuitously near the end of our journey in Wyoming.  Not 

only do we successfully complete our quest, but we find an 

answer to the question we had posed at the outset. 

Aristotle would contend that this middle tension and final 

release are satisfying to a story’s audience – that we have 

returned on their investment in attention and time, through this 

emotional bond.  With this new relationship of empathy, we 

would now be seen as credible storytellers, and might be able to 

re-engage an audience for future communication.  We had 

earned their attention merely by creating an effective story 

structure. 

But can everything we want to communicate be so easily 

restructured into a dramatic piece of narrative film?  What if 

we're a non-profit organization trying to develop a new, 

inspiring vision statement ahead of a major fundraising 

campaign?  Or what if we’re just trying to share our resume 
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with a potential employer?  If we restructured it as a story on a 

bio page of our website, would that help us convey any 

modicum of emotion, followed by a sort of resolution that 

would create an empathetic bond with a potential employer?  

How powerful does that emotional element need to be? 

In Made to Stick, authors Chip and Dan Heath explain how 

we experience curiosity when “we feel a gap in our 

knowledge.”  The authors refer to economist George 

Loewenstein’s theory that this gap actually causes a mild form 

of pain.  It works for stories as well when we ask questions like 

“What will happen?” “Who did it?” or in the case of someone’s 

online biography, “How did this person get to this station in 

life?”  Through this slight pain of curiosity -- and by creating a 

sense of urgency -- the storyteller compels us to feel for 

attempted communication, and by answering the question, we 

can scratch that itch, alleviate the pain, and fill the gap. 
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12. The Power of Connection 
 

While we’re looking at the instinctive, intrinsic reasons 

why we pay attention to stories, there’s an even more primordial 

one: stories are encoded within our DNA as humans. 

Joseph Campbell spent his life studying myths from around 

the world.  While doing so, he came across a universal pattern 

that transcends both culture and history.  He called it “the 

Hero’s Journey” – when a seemingly ordinary person 

reluctantly accepts a call to action, leaves behind his status quo, 

and embarks on a journey that entails trials and tribulations 

from which this “hero” learns valuable lessons.  Ultimately, he 

undergoes a form of transformation for better or for worse, and 

returns home a changed person.  Jesus, Moses, Mohammed, 

Harry Potter, Frodo and yes Luke Skywalker – they all took the 

mythical Hero’s Journey. 

Yet again with Campbell, as with Aristotle, a hero’s path 

does not need to be nearly as dramatic and profound as a 

biblical character or a protagonist from a fantasy trilogy.  

Campbell believed that our love and belief in these myths 

originated from our very own experiences as human beings, 

who are born, who live and die; that we are all pursuing our 

own Hero’s Journey, with a clear beginning, middle and end, 

with a transformation along the way.  We are born (call to 
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action) as a dependent being, requiring food, shelter, clothing, 

discipline and education.  As we grow, we reach the apex of our 

power as self-responsible, independent adults.  Now at the peak, 

we begin our slow decline into old age, where we are dismissed, 

and then disengaged from life.  We all inherently grasp this 

three-stage transformation deep within our very being – indeed 

we spend our lives trying to understand it and coming to terms 

with it – so it’s no wonder that disparate societies can tell the 

very same stories over and over again (just substitute names, 

places and details) and yet we still find ourselves so deeply 

attracted to these archetypal tales. 
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This Hero’s Journey has served as the blueprint for many 

who wish to overcome the challenge of communication: from 

Hollywood screenwriters trying to entertain audiences to 

educators hoping their lessons will resonate with students.  

Education technology expert Jason Ohler wrote in his Digital 

Storytelling in the Classroom, “I have come to believe, on a 

very basic level that feels biological to me, that we need 

stories…They give communities coherence and our lives 

meaning…One of the most powerful stories a teacher can have 

students tell is the story of their future selves, in which they 

become heroes of the lives they want to live.”  Ohler has 

applied Campbell’s mythical structures to his own teaching, as 

you can see in the above diagram. 

So here we are in the 21st century, struggling to understand 

how to break through the haze of a multiplicity of sources of 

information, all struggling to catch our attention and inspire us 

into some form of action; and here we have a timeless practice 

to assist us in overcoming these communication challenges. 
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13. Content and Community 
 

Still, in this technologically transformed ecosystem, the 

actual creation and development of story is just the first step.  

There’s another key element to storytelling – one that was so 

obvious before it was rendered temporarily obsolete by mass 

industrialized one-way media in the 20th century.  Today, 

digital media platforms have resurrected this key component, 

and now allow us to ply it back into the trust equation as it 

relates to communication.  It allows us to create community 

around our content. 

Certainly advertisers and public relations professionals 

have never forgotten Campbell and Aristotle’s story 

exhortations, telling stories in marketing campaigns, sometimes 

even serializing them like a television drama.  But these were 

still very much 20th century mass media products of passive, 

one-way, filter-then-publish media distribution.  They 

demanded only that we consume their finished messages, even 

if they were mildly dramatic, because they followed theories of 

story structure, standing out from the typical “this is why our 

product” is great superlative.  This may have worked when 

anyone looking to co-opt the story forms was large 

organizations employing highly exclusive, expensive broadcast 

methods to convey these messages.  We either had no choice 
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but to sit through that commercial – or look at that ad – or we 

implicitly trusted what the communicator was saying by the 

very fact that the utterance appeared in a certain medium.  In 

other words, we were ascribing credibility to an organization 

that must be trustworthy due to the huge resources and effort it 

deployed in its endeavor to reach us; we concluded that those 

high barriers to entry must count for something, winnowing out 

the losers and the charlatans. 

But in the digital age, those barriers to entry have eroded.  

In many ways, they’re no longer a feasible metric for credibility 

and trust because we’re all so capable of playing in this 

communication space.  At this stage, we’re more likely to 

ignore the noise that envelops us than to pay it any mind.  So 

let’s retain this notion of storyteller and community – where 

each is the other’s trusted audience.  In his groundbreaking 

Wealth of Networks, Yochai Benkler calls it an "unfinished 

conversation" between producer and user, thanks to the very 

social attributes of the Internet, and its many digital 

conveyances.  Trust no longer emanates exclusively from the 

power of a brand name or from the overpowering resources of a 

recognizable institution.  Thanks to the promulgation of weak 

ties in social networks, we have learned to trust people we may 

have never met, as long as we can identify some mutual interest 

that allows us to agree on something, encouraging us to open a 
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channel of communication.  If we inject that channel with story, 

authenticity, and a certain amount of emotion, we have laid the 

groundwork for an ongoing relationship of credible 

communication.  This is an immensely important development 

in social power disbursement, which we’ll address later.  

This democratizing technology has also had a huge impact 

on the dominant control larger institutions once had over 

information and “message.”  This carries deep implications as 

we seek to understand our new communications ecosystem.  We 

are increasingly engaged in social production through digital 

networks.  Charlene Li and Josh Bernoff in Groundswell 

identified how segments of consumers are now participating in 

some form of online social activity.  They developed a scale 

called “social technographics” to measure this development, 

from Creators, Critics, Collectors, Joiners, Spectators and 

Inactives.  When they published the book in 2008 48% of online 

Americans were involved in some sort of social participation.  

In 2009, that number had risen to 80%, with a full 24% 

identified as Creators – participants who might publish a web 

page, maintain a blog, or upload a video. 

Amazon.com’s Chief Scientist would come out that same 

year and boldly declare (without revealing his methodology) 

that in 2009 “more data will be generated by individuals than in 

the entire history of mankind through 2008.  Information 
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overload is more serious than ever.”  In a way, we may have 

finally rebuilt the fabled library of Alexandria – bigger, better 

and more interactive than ever. 

When my wife and I went out to join the still intimate 

group of creators in 2005 to produce Independent America, we 

were lacking two key attributes that I took for granted when I 

worked at NBC: credibility and a distribution platform.  We had 

a potentially great story, with no affiliation, and no obvious way 

to get the story out.  In the last century, we would not have 

fathomed the idea of moving beyond that state; maybe we 

would have just tormented our family at the dinner table with 

sad stories of what could have been. 

But in 2005, I realized we had a growing number of options.  

I had my old vanity website still up on Tripod.com: 

(http://aminstrel.tripod.com/) 

I had experimented with Google’s Blogger while in Iraq, 

documenting how I kept cool under fire thanks to my 

reacquaintance with yoga (I still remember my less tech-savvy 

friends back in Canada asking my wife “what’s a blog?” – a 

highly legitimate question back in 2004): 

(http://www.hrhmedia.blogspot.com/) 

And I had sold a few shares of newly resurgent Apple 

Computer to provide the funds so that I could be one of the first 

to buy Sony’s new foray into prosumer high definition digital 
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video with the HVR-Z1U camera.  This tool was so new, that 

when we set out on our trip, neither of my video editing suites – 

Avid or Final Cut Pro – could handle this new compressed HD 

codec.  I knew well enough that software revisions would come 

later in the year, just as we would have completed shooting the 

film.  I just hoped that I wouldn’t have to be the one who would 

have to wrestle with such an unwieldy, processor-intensive task 

like film editing.  My hopes were ultimately in vain. 

I also had a couple of other tools at my disposal.  There was 

a new blogging platform called Typepad, which through another 

social media startup would facilitate my posting of audio and 

video files.  This would allow me to keep a multimedia 

production diary as we filmed: 

(http://www.independentamerica.typepad.com/)  

I was very excited about this, as it would allow me to 

pursue what I had found least gratifying about my work in 

television journalism.  I would be able to maintain a value-

added repository for all the ideas and content we were gathering, 

sometimes in their rawest form.   I wouldn’t have to leave 90% 

of my work on the cutting-room floor. 

Despite all this, I was still in somewhat of a mass media 

frame of mind.  I didn’t see this particular trip as the official 

shoot for the documentary.  Rather, I was looking at it as a 

producers’ research road trip, where we’d gather stories and 
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clips for a full-fledged proposal for funding.  We could then 

return the following year with a “proper” camera crew, a 

comfortable RV, and all the accoutrements befitting of a “big” 

idea.  As it was with my fantasy of having someone else to edit 

the film, this would never happen.  The journey was the story.  

The trip was the documentary. 

The other tool at our disposal was less tangible, and 

certainly less technology-related.  It was a nascent relationship 

with the grassroots organization that had originally cross-posted 

my MSNBC article from our Pacific Coast Highway trip in 

2003.  I had stayed in touch with Jennifer Rockne from the 

American Independent Business Alliance, all that time, 

declaring my undying commitment to producing a larger story 

about the burgeoning Buy Local “resistance” movement.   

Jennifer, in turn, would connect me with AMIBA’s members 

across the country, motivated to tell the story of their local 

campaigns and struggles they faced.  As I contemplated 

documenting our ordeal on Typepad, I realized I could call upon 

AMIBA to help drive their members to our blog, maybe even 

providing advice along the way.  This simple request for help 

was why we succeeded.  First, it helped shaped a good portion 

of the final story.  As our community grew, that began to advise 

us of conflicts between Big Box stores and Mom & Pop on the 

road ahead. 
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We even put a general call for help when we realized that if 

we were shooting a film called “Independent America” we 

should find an appropriate location to shoot on Independence 

Day.  I indicated that on July 4th, we’d be somewhere between 

Indiana and Nebraska.  The response from the community was 

swift.  Didn’t I know that Seward, Nebraska, near Lincoln, was 

the Small Town July 4th capital of the United States?  And if 

that wasn’t already perfect enough, the family that organized 

the annual festivities was staunchly Republican, who harbored 

strong reservations about the disruptive economic clout of the 

newly established Wal-Mart superstore on their town’s outskirts 

(there wasn’t a single chain store on Seward’s Main Street and 

most residents like it that way – they wanted to continue doing 

business with their neighbors). 

By engaging our online community members, we would 

also build a large amount of social capital with them.  Before 

the end of the trip, they would trust our influential observations 

so much, that they would start to pressure us to transfer the film 

to DVD as soon as possible.  They wanted to buy it so they 

could screen it in their communities, hoping to convince 

neighbors and city officials that they had to reform economic 

policy as it related to retail. 
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14. Trust and Social Capital 
 

So why did this work?  First, the structure of our narrative 

made our content in itself inherently compelling to a particular 

group of people. 

Then, our approach to producing the film, by sharing the 

process and our findings along the way through our blog with a 

small, passionate community, allowed us to build “social 

capital” within a network.  In other words, by reaching out to a 

particular community, we managed to establish trust that led to 

a certain degree of reciprocity. 

This rebuts the famous "Prisoners' Dilemma" thought 

experiment.  New York University Professor Clay Shirky 

explores this further in his Here Comes Everybody.  Under the 

classic scenario, two people are accused of conspiring to 

commit a crime.  They're put into separate jail cells for 

questioning.  The police tell each one of them that they can go 

free if they turn the other in.  Assuming that the prisoners can't 

communicate with each other, nor do they trust each other, the 

most likely outcome is that each will turn the other in, and 

they're both charged. 

The best scenario would be that neither speaks, and they're 

both set free for lack of evidence.  Due to that lack of 

communication and trust, that's not likely.   But what if there 
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were a way for the prisoners to interact, and see what the other 

was doing?  What if Prisoner A said nothing to the police, 

Prisoner B saw this trust-building gesture, and did the same?  In 

a way, the original Prisoners' Dilemma is akin to the world of 

passive, mass media where there is little to no communication 

between audience and the media organization.  But in a more 

interactive ecosystem, the more storytellers share with their 

community (in that great "unfinished conversation"), the more 

trust is created. 

In Foundations of Social Theory, sociological theorist 

James Coleman identified four elements of what constitutes 

trustworthy behavior, and what it might lead to: 

(1) The decision to ascribe trust facilitates an act that would 

not otherwise be possible (in our case, ascribing credibility to a 

pair of unknown, amateur filmmakers). 

(2) The person placing that trust (the “trustor”), will be 

better off for placing that trust in the stranger (the “trustee”). 

(3) Trust itself is an act that entails a voluntary transfer of 

resources (be they physical, financial, intellectual or temporal) 

from the trustor to the trustee.  Here, Coleman says there is no 

real commitment from the trustee (identifying the classic 

Prisoner’s Dilemma).  But in our new social storytelling 

ecosystem, we the trustees were also making a commitment to 

the trustor – that we would listen, and even modify the nature of 
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our relationship based on valuable inputs from the trustor.  In 

other words, we would see this as a 2-way relationship, also 

known as Wealth of Networks’ Benkler’s “unfinished 

conversation.” 

(4) There’s usually a time lag between the extension of 

trust and the ensuing trusting behavior. 

Trust in this informal, spontaneous community is key, as 

philosopher Francis Fukayama said; the community would not 

arise without it. 

Once a community is established, its effectiveness and 

cohesiveness can potentially be measured by two elements: the 

degree to which it is held together, and the extent to which it 

can be extended to other people beyond the original community. 

Another way of looking at this is in terms of “capital” that 

we can create to sustain and grow it.  Sociologists would say 

that it’s easier to create “bonding” capital – building ties that 

link people together with others who are primarily like them in 

some key manner.  Our reaching out to AMIBA with a film 

concept that implicitly celebrated independent retailers, and 

sought to “expose” corporate chain dominance would find a 

welcome audience within the organization’s membership.  So 

our editorial premise facilitated the creation of this bonding 

capital.  What would prove to be more challenging would be 

our attempt to move beyond this potential “echo chamber” of 
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like-minded community members, and reach out further to 

groups that typically might not find much in common with our 

ideas (or would be primarily uninspired to even seek out a film 

like ours).  Should we succeed, this would take our creation 

outside of a niche community, to a larger audience, allowing us 

to potentially change a good number of people’s minds about 

how they shopped and supported their local economies. 

On one hand, there’s power in appealing to that niche 

community that may have the passion and focus to support a 

fairly narrow, non-mainstream idea such as Independent 

America.  Even more particular, was that we had deliberately 

abandoned the mass media era veneer of journalistic objectivity 

(a highly industrialized blunting of the editorial edges to appeal 

to a large, mass audience without offending them), which would 

further relegate us to the populist sidelines.  But the power of 

networks might allow us to sustain our project through this 

narrow community if they bought enough DVD’s and told 

enough of their friends about the film.  Social media via a series 

of social bonding transactions would be enough to form such a 

community. 

But how could we bridge social groups and create that 

other kind of capital that would allow us to reach beyond the 

converted and true believers?  Would social media such as 

blogs and podcasts be enough?  Or would our bonded adherents 
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“tell two friends” who might be as like-minded as they were, 

unable to convert non-believers to the cause? 

To a certain extent, this would require the “power of story” 

to make a convincing case for itself to bring the undecided or 

the Wal-Mart enthusiast on board.  We were not particularly 

objective, but we were fair, and not dogmatic in our approach to 

the film and in our conclusions.  We made our editorial 

practices transparently clear in our blog, through our mission 

statement and our posts.  We would also link to sites that did 

not make our most ardent supporters happy, such as Wal-Mart 

Facts.com.  We thought it was the fair thing to do.  Ultimately, 

this practice would convince the Wal-Mart executive 

communications team, which receives 800 interview requests a 

week, to cooperate with us, a no-name film production team 

that didn’t even have a distributor.  But we had begun to build a 

community, we had begun to share our content for the world to 

see, and we had made our position as transparent as we could.  

Some might say this made our mission and our “message” 

authentic. 

Would that be enough to appeal to non-enthusiasts? We 

had convinced Wal-Mart to at least cooperate with us, even if 

we didn’t see eye to eye.  Maybe our bonded enthusiasts who 

had asked us to sell them the DVD would host community 

screenings with the hope of effecting a change in attitudes and 
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policy through what we hoped was a powerful, entertaining 

story.  It would also be up to us to reach out to non-like minded 

communities to convince them we could be trusted. 

By doing so, we were able to break out of our narrow 

community to a much broader-based one by connecting to a 

diversity of communications streams.  The blog itself was a 

good start, but we also needed journalists, who still had access 

to more diverse “mass audiences.”  Newspaper articles and 

radio interviews along the way helped achieve this.  As we 

secured broadcasters around the world, their still influential 

reach brought us new communities who were interested in what 

we had to say, and how we were saying it.  And larger online 

media outlets such as ABCNews.com, BusinessWeek.com 

made our content immensely sharable, especially when we 

made it to the big time, when Yahoo! News serialized parts of 

the film over two weeks.   

You might find it ironic that someone who had championed 

non-mass media strategies and tools would resort to such a 

hypocritical public distribution strategy.  But the very nature of 

how we form our networks may demand a tactical approach to 

this newly formed communication ecosystem.  We needed to 

break out beyond our relatively small number of dedicated 

supporter – which could sustain our film for only so long.  We 
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had to harbor a more open-minded approach to building 

community at the distribution stage.   

At this point, it’s crucial to grasp the fundamental 

distinction between bonding and bridging capital, why we 

started with one, and had to move to the other.  It also makes 

the case for the need for a “sweet spot” – somewhere between 

the monopolistic, hierarchic and centralized mass media outlets 

of the 20th century and the atomistic, anarchic and 

decentralized nature of citizen production and distribution; 

between institution and amateur; between left and right brain.  

At that sweet spot lie influential media creators who may be 

entrepreneurially minded professionals and organizations that 

can now serve as trusted conduits of information within specific 

communities.  They can build this sustained influence through 

the emotional connectivity and interactivity of storytelling. 

This potentially runs counter to the utopian view of digital 

media, where the power is in the network and every citizen 

wants to participate in a higher form of interactive 

communication.  Groundswell’s Social Technographic scale 

aside, this isn’t always the case, even among the most 

technologically adept of us.  We still need the filter; we still 

need sources we can rely upon for professionalism and trust 

when we opt not to actively involve ourselves in the two-way 

relationship of communication. 
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A counterpoint to our active participation in storytelling 

would be our facility to listen and interpret the media that we’d 

rather more passively consume.  This requires critical thinking, 

and an ability to ascertain whether we can trust the source.  In 

this world of millions of media outlets that continue to emerge, 

we have an obligation to behave as a reporter might – taking in 

information from one source, and then corroborating it through 

several others before reaching the conclusion to trust it, and 

then even act upon it. 

Public relations firm Edelman’s Steve Rubel would say that 

Americans, faced “with infinite choices, powerful search tools 

and equally helpful friends” are changing how they consume 

information.  It’s a wonderful new world, with considerable less 

loyalty to the traditional “general interest” sources.  But it also 

demands more effort from us.  We simply cannot trust the first 

utterance of an idea, especially one that might seem initially far-

fetched.  In fact, Edelman, publishes an annual “Trust 

Barometer” report.  In 2009, it concluded that we now have to 

hear something three to five times before we will believe it. 

So, for instance, if I read on Twitter that a plane has landed 

on the Hudson River, I won’t trust this to be true immediately.  

However, because this information comes to me from a 

person in my network to whom I have already ascribed 

some credibility (by the simple act of my choosing to follow 
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them, even if I have never met this person), will I actually 

bother to take the next step to verify the incident?  I might 

check with other friends online, call someone, turn on the TV or 

the radio, or check in on a more influential website with broader 

social capital than I possess. 

That said, my network may trump all of this if suddenly, a 

photograph shows up, snapped by a witness on their cellphone 

camera, beamed instantly to the world thanks to the 

communicative power of that person’s social network, and his 

socially-motivated desire to tell a story. 

In the Storyteller Uprising world, the “sweet spot” 

approach helps us communicate to others who seek to make 

sense of all this information, ascribe trust, and determine the 

actions they take based on the information.  It leaves less of a 

role for institutional legacy media to play, but they’ve already 

fallen somewhat into disrepute.  More entrepreneurially minded 

storytellers who reach out directly to communities to form 

relationships of trust can now serve as the primary information 

conduit. 
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15. Story Inspires Action 

 

I’m frequently asked, “What’s the next Facebook or 

Twitter? 

This query belies a sense of unease over the permanence of 

these tools.  It also exhibits some trepidation about being left 

behind if we’re not already “in the know” about the latest social 

network.  That is, if we’re not in the right place at the right time 

on the social web, we’re missing the opportunity to connect 

with those who matter. 

But what if I say, “It really doesn’t matter?” 

All of these social media platforms are merely “enablers,” 

“accelerants,” or as Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg likes to 

qualify his own site, “utilities.”  They are conduits of the vital 

content that affords us the ability to make those relevant, 

relational connections. 

Content.  Not conversation.  For sure, much of what moves 

through the second-by-second data stream that is the social web 

is primarily chatter (often inane) – the equivalent to what we 

might have relegated to a phone call or hastily scribbled note a 

few years previous.  There is some power in keeping these lines 

of communication open, especially as we’ve moved away from 

mainly one-to-one conversations in our private lives to many-

to-many (I use my cellphone primarily for online 
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communication rather than to make calls).  But when we move 

beyond this chatter to a URL that transports the user to the 

sharing of superlative content – or an excellent story – and 

sparks can fly. 

What’s a good example of this conversion of story to 

action? 

In early 2011, a debate raged among the giants of those 

who study media (including the New Yorker’s Malcolm 

Gladwell and NYU’s Clay Shirky) on whether the “Arab 

spring” – the citizen-generated uprisings throughout the Middle 

East that saw regimes in Tunisia and Egypt topple – would have 

occurred had it not been for online social networking. 

A fragile cease-fire settled in among these thought leaders 

as they agreed that there probably would have still been 

revolution regardless of accessibility to the technology.  They 

also generally conceded that perhaps its scale and speed were 

greatly facilitated by the easy availability of social technologies 

such as Facebook on YouTube -- tapping into an already 

burgeoning level of discontent. 

Certainly, social media alerted unhappy citizens to the fact 

that they were not alone. As they discovered other like-minded 

conspirators, they could self-organize to take some sort of 

action against the regime.  But it is the nature of that action that 

matters most in this case.  All the Facebook “Likes” in the 
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world related to some posted anti-regime diatribe would never 

strike sufficient fear in the heart of a dictator to compel him to 

abdicate. 

Communication is cheap, and increasingly, its 

consequences are devalued as it becomes so easy to register our 

thoughts and opinions on a particular matter.  As Malcolm 

Gladwell pointed out in his often-quoted October 2010 New 

Yorker article, “Small Change,” engaging in such online 

activity doesn’t ask too much of them.  This minimizes the 

power of their commitment, and by extension, the lasting 

consequences of their actions to actually produce systemic 

change. 

But if citizens put themselves in peril – thereby raising the 

stakes, and the value of their action – by, say, confronting the 

state’s manifestation of physical coercion that protects political 

power (the police, the army), then this kind of systemic change 

is more likely.  (Criticism of Gladwell’s original piece included 

that when you reside in an authoritarian state where the Internet 

is regulated and under police surveillance, there’s very real peril 

in the very same online activities that we consider low-stake in 

the democratic world). 

Yes, social technologies connect people in ways that allow 

them to congregate and share ideas in great numbers.  And that 

sense of movement and momentum can actually give them the 
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fortitude to take to the streets, and raise the stakes by increasing 

the value of their ideas through physical, potentially dangerous 

action.  But what really inspires that inciting action, to seek 

others out, and to ultimately go public and declare their 

convictions to the world? 

These particular “uprisings” began, in my view, quite 

clearly with a story. 

 

The protests that began this past January in Tunisia had 

nothing to do with any of this. They started when a struggling 

street vendor in that country's desolate heartland publicly set 

himself on fire after a local officer cited his cart for a municipal 

violation. His frustration, multiplied hundreds of thousands 

times, boiled over in a month of demonstrations against 

Tunisian President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali. To the amazement 

of the Arab world, Mr. Ben Ali fled the country when the 

military declined to back him by brutally putting down the 

demonstrations. 

Spurred on by televised images and YouTube videos from 

Tunisia, protests broke out across much of the rest of the Arab 

world. Within weeks, millions were on the streets in Egypt and 

Hosni Mubarak was gone, shown the door in part by his 

longtime backer, the U.S. government. The Obama 

administration was captivated by this spontaneous outbreak of 
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democratic demands and at first welcomed it with few 

reservations. 

(The Wall Street Journal, “The New Cold War,” April 16, 

2011). 

 

The self-immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi, the “struggling 

street vendor” mentioned in the above Wall Street Journal 

feature was the emotional trigger for Tunisians.  This terrible, 

dramatic act helped them finally realize that the systemic 

corruption and oppression that they had lived with for so long 

was no longer tolerable.  The success of their uprising, 

transmitted around the world through compelling visuals on 

YouTube and Al-Jazeera TV set fire to a similar, seething 

movement in Egypt (already simmering after the death of a 

young blogger at the hands of Egyptian police in Alexandria). 

These stories inspired feelings and the creation of 

communities of activists/revolutionaries who took concrete, 

forceful, perilous actions on the streets of these two countries, 

and then later, throughout the region.  In his The Digital Origins 

of Dictatorship and Democracy, my University of Washington 

colleague Dr. Phil Howard, concurs that the impact of 

information technologies have helped to advance democratic 

practices when deployed in societies ripe for change (especially 

those with well-educated, “wired” populations).  But even when 
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the Egyptian government shut off the nation’s access to the 

Internet, the calls to action – and the protests – continued.  

Howard explained in an interview that is citizens’ own personal 

stories of oppression that helped them relate to the larger 

movement.  

"What actually gets someone to go onto the street to face 

tear gas or rubber bullets is not a piece of propaganda, but it's a 

picture of a mother or daughter, brother or father, who's been 

beaten by the police," he said. 



69   Storyteller Uprising 
 

16. The Action Idea 

 

In Aristotle’s Poetics for Screenwriters, Michael Tierno 

calls Aristotle’s focus on action in stories “fanatical.”  This is 

not the modern day “action” that we might see in a Hollywood 

blockbuster car chase scene.  Rather, Tierno points out it’s 

“about action that is larger than life itself and greater than the 

person who partakes in it.”  In many ways, it’s the kind of 

action that inspires historic shifts like the Arab spring. 

Tierno transposes Aristotle further into the 21st century by 

introducing the concept of the Action-Idea – in essence, the 

mission statement of a story.  For him, this summary (usually 

no more than a paragraph or two) should be sufficient to “move 

listeners who merely hear it,” powerful enough “so that when 

it’s expanded into a film, a screenplay, whatever, it will hold 

and move an audience.” 

The Action-Idea must not only be the launching point for 

the development of the actual story, it must also serve as the 

story’s singular path of alignment, with clear beginning, middle 

and end with an “Action” that sets the plot in motion (Joseph 

Campbell would call this the Hero’s “Call to Action”).  It’s 

always a reminder that we should never stray too far from our 

story’s central purpose.  By creating this alignment, we strike at 

the essence of what it is we seek to communicate. 
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Tierno identifies several Action-Ideas in relation to well-

known Hollywood films in Poetics for Screenwriters.  Here’s 

one: 

 

After an attempt on Don Corleone’s life, Michael, who has 

forsaken the family Mafia business, kills Sollozzo and Polica 

Captain McCluskey to save his family, then takes over the 

family business, kills all his rivals, soon rises to the top of the 

American Mafia, and becomes the new Godfather.  He then kills 

all the enemies he has inside his family.  His fate as Godfather 

is sealed. 

 

The Action-Idea to The Godfather is a powerful one – 

clearly delineating a beginning, middle (conflict, 

transformation) – and wholeheartedly memorable.  It’s succinct, 

relatable and in some ways universal in its mission.  Obviously, 

we probably can’t imagine ourselves as murderous crime 

syndicate bosses.  But pull the lens back a bit further and this is 

nothing more than a story about a protagonist who resists the 

lure to follow in his father’s footsteps, but ultimately is forced 

to do so. 

Yes, it’s a fun exercise for movies that we cherish, but what 

if we applied this concept to the Arab spring? 
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Frustrated by corrupt government officials that deny him a 

business permit and publicly humiliate him, a young man sets 

himself on fire in the center of town.  Enraged by his death, 

citizens take to the streets and force the overthrow of their 

government.  This sets off a chain reaction throughout the 

region as people of other nations come to understand that they 

now have the power to effect regime change. 

 

If someone aspired to producing a documentary that 

encapsulated this historic point in time in the Middle East, this 

particular Action-Idea would serve as a helpful roadmap to 

guide the project’s storyline. 

Tierno, Campbell, and Aristotle all focus on the story’s 

power through the universal draw of emotion through narrative.  

But that’s only half of its allure as a communication strategy.  

Recall what child psychologist Daniel Siegel observed, “Our 

shared stories create a connection to others that builds a sense of 

belonging to a particular community.”  With that “sense of 

belonging” comes a growing feeling of trust among a group of 

people, which can catalyze a sale, a vote, or outright upheaval 

in a nation’s political system.   

This is the second stage of the communication equation that 

as I indicated earlier, has become so important in the digital 

age: once you’ve gotten someone’s attention, you then need to 
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inspire a sustainable robust level of engagement that leads to the 

desired transaction that compelled you to initiate the 

communication in the first place.  Getting to engagement begins 

with establishing a sufficient level of trust. 

To illustrate how story builds trust, I often run an exercise 

among a group of people who barely know each other.  Here’s 

what I ask them to do: 

 

(1) Create a 1-minute (maximum) oral presentation that tells 

your story (or your organization's). 

 

(2) Do so through an Action-Idea with a beginning, middle and 

end.  It can be a particular episode, or a life story.   

 

(3) Stand up and share your story (no need to memorize, you 

can read it from a sheet of paper, but please do so with some 

"verbal passion”) with the group. 

 

Even after only the first couple of stories is shared in that 

roomful of strangers, I always sense a shift in energy.  It’s 

almost as if a “thickening’ occurs among the participants as 

they begin to understand each other a little more, and even 

develop a sense of trust as they partake in this creative, 

sometimes painful exercise.  As one of my storytelling students 
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once observed, “We’ve become a particular community as we 

have shared our stories and now feel we have a ‘connection’ to 

others.” 

Here’s an example of a story from Melissa Bird-Vogel, 

while she was a student in my Storytelling class: 

I’ve been really into theater and film my whole life, acting 

in plays since 7th grade. Second Semester Junior Year of 

College, I was studying film at USC and Life was AWESOME. 

Then, one night, I was walking across the street and, 

unbeknownst to me, there was a car speeding along not paying 

attention to the upcoming crosswalk. I saw the car’s headlights 

just before it struck me down, putting me into a coma. I 

(obviously) woke up, but with all the physical damage I was in a 

wheelchair. The doctors said it would take me about a year to 

walk again. The process was really difficult, and over time, I 

grew extremely discouraged. 

Then I found out which play my school would be putting on 

in the fall: “Our Country’s Good.” The lead character of the 

play exemplified the redemptive power of theater and I was 

determined to learn how to walk in time to audition for the part. 

It was hard and I was barely off crutches when I returned to 

school, months before the doctors had thought possible… but I 

did it. I was walking, and I landed the part. 
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I then asked Melissa to tell her story again, using visuals 

(still or moving images) in less than two minutes.  It’s an 

effective short film, made more impressive by the fact that by 

this point in the class, we had covered only storytelling structure 

and the Action-Idea, and had deliberately not provided any 

hands-on filmmaking training: 

(http://vimeo.com/18776333) 

Stories are universal.  As a community-building activity, 

they create bonds between participants, both in the act of story 

creation, and in story sharing.  For communications 

professionals, be it marketer, journalist or PR practitioner trying 

to make sense of business models in turmoil, we are all faced 

with the fundamental challenge, “How do I engage people with 

my idea?”  The answer is not “build a Facebook page.”  It 

begins with the initiation of a story strategy, one that is platform 

and channel agnostic.  All those great social utilities, legacy 

media platforms and online channels can be deployed later as 

transaction enablers or accelerators.  But engagement begins 

first and fundamentally with the story that we seek to tell.  As 

Scott Berkun, author of the bestselling The Myths of Innovation 

declared on my UWTV show Media Space in October 2010, 

“Technology can be a huge distraction to what is at the heart of 

all media: storytelling, and our irresistible need for narrative.” 
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17. A Higher Level of Engagement 
 
That same Media Space episode that concluded with 

Berkun’s commentary also featured the “godfather” of alternate 

reality gaming (ARG), Elan Lee.  Lee is so clearly at the 

epicenter of the Storyteller Uprising, that it’s worth watching 

my entire conversation with him as he talks about his work 

promoting a Stephen Spielberg film, a Nine Inch Nails album 

and Microsoft’s Xbox. 

(http://youtu.be/yDIIGeW2Arw) 

As for ARG -- Wikipedia’s succinct definition works well: 

an interactive narrative that uses the real world as a platform, 

often involving multiple media and game elements, to tell a 

story that may be affected by participants’ ideas or actions. 

So as Lee would say, traditional storytelling – books, TV, 

movies – asks you to step out of your life for a while.  ARG 

calls on you to take a participative role in this form of 

interactive story.  But no matter how far Lee takes it, everything 

he does begins with that foundational story.  As an entrepreneur, 

he doesn’t mince words when it comes to the communicative 

power of storytelling. 

“If you want to manipulate someone, telling them do 

something is almost 100% ineffective,” Lee told me.  “Engage 
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with them; make them feel a connection through characters, 

through emotion, through conflict.” 

“Manipulate” may sound strongly cynical, but as Carolyn 

Handler Miller argues in Digital Storytelling, we’ve been using 

this form of what she calls “narrative entertainment” for 

thousands of years.  She says storytelling was “developed as a 

critical survival tool” in order to “convey important information 

about the environment, behavior of wildlife, and availability of 

food.” 

You could say that Elan Lee was also concerned about 

survival when he decided to put storytelling to effective use.  A 

few years ago, he was growing frustrated with his friends who 

complained incessantly during the two terms of the Bush 

Administration, but took no action. 

So he created a devious story platform, through a new line 

of t-shirts that contained hidden codes.  As people discovered 

the placement of the codes, they could punch them in online and 

watch a short video.  Strung together, the short films told the 

story of mysterious murder of a rock band’s manager. 

Characters names included guitarist Jeff (as in “Thomas 

Jefferson”), Adam the bassist (“John Adams”) and manager 

Lynn (“Benjamin Franklin”).  Slowly, it dawned upon the 

participants that they were receiving a backhanded education in 

the history of America’s Founding Fathers. 
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It proved to be a successful campaign.  Not only did the t-

shirts get excellent product placement on an episode of CSI New 

York, but those who participated in Lee’s t-shirt storytelling 

platform ended up forming voting parties and signed up for 

“Rock the Vote.”  For Elan Lee, and anyone else who employs 

storytelling to lead to a real world transaction, he had found a 

way to make a clear Return On Investment on his 

communication efforts through entertaining, interactive 

narrative. 
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18.  Storytelling and Digital Media: 100 Stories 

 

So yes, The Myths of Innovation’s Scott Berkun is right that 

the heart of all media begins with good storytelling.  However, 

with the proliferation of inexpensive, easily accessible content 

creation and distribution technologies, we also have terrific new 

opportunities to engage others in imaginative new ways through 

story. 

Ford Motor Company won the 2010 Advertising Age 

“Marketer of the Year” award for its groundbreaking Ford 

Fiesta campaign.   

The campaign’s Action-Idea:  Ford wants to create buzz 

around its new subcompact car before it went on sale in the 

United States.  But its target demographic of young drivers 

doesn’t get Ford, and see it as a stodgy company that makes 

pickup trucks.  So Ford recruits 100 “influencers” to take the 

Ford Fiesta on monthly missions for half a year, film their 

experiences and share their content and impressions with their 

friends online.  Word of mouth builds, guaranteeing the car is a 

hit as it hits Ford’s American showrooms.   

This video explains how the Fiesta Movement worked: 

(http://youtu.be/QH-_WEHJfaE) 

Ford surrendered “message” control to these passionate 

users so that they would tell their own stories in how they 
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experienced the new car.  By taking this unusual direction, it 

allowed Ford to connect to a larger community through 

technology and social media.  There was also an authenticity to 

the narrative because it didn’t originate from corporate 

headquarters, but from “real” people.  Still, there is risk in 

authenticity, especially for a Fortune 100 company so 

accustomed to being in control.  During his guest lecture in my 

Strategic Research class, Fiesta Brand Manager Sam De La 

Garza revealed that the Fiesta Agent campaign began before 

they started manufacturing the new car for the U.S. market.  So 

the company had to source the 100 vehicles from their 

European factories.  Only one of those cars had an automatic 

transmission. Very few of the Agents knew how drive with a 

manual gearbox. 

Rather than kill what was certainly a public relations 

disaster in the making, Ford realized that there was no turning 

back (that’s what you get for engaging social media influencers, 

once they’re involved, you can’t pull the plug without the whole 

world knowing).  So the company acted entrepreneurially, and 

made a last minute decision to train all their agents how to drive 

stick over a long weekend at a racetrack in California.  They 

didn’t suffer through a single mishap throughout the entire 

campaign.  And they met their sales target. 
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As Ford develops a more story-centric outreach strategy, it 

made an unprecedented decision to fold its public relations and 

marketing divisions into one – testimony to the rapidly 

changing nature of communication, as paid media and earned 

media blend into an overall strategy of story and engagement.  

It’s clear that the use of legacy media such as print and TV and 

digital media are also morphing into one strategy. 

It’s a remarkable opportunity as the increasing availability 

of these various communication channels allows us to reach out 

to each other in different ways.  The challenge remains 

however: with this ability to transmit so much more, we are also 

trying to manage how to receive so much more as well.  

Choices abound. 

Here’s a simple formula: a high quality product (in other 

words, a good story), tied to an entrepreneurial approach to 

engagement, produced cost-effectively with a clear idea of what 

constitutes success can reap strong ROI. 

The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) did exactly 

that in 2010.  It challenged the British Museum to “justify the 

museum in the digital age.”  The consensus was that the era of 

“hang it and they will come” in the arts was long gone.  Just 

because a brand-name institution had curated what it estimated 

was an important exhibit could no longer be assumed to be of 
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automatic appeal.  People would now seek cultural experiences 

online rather than in a dusty old museum. 

  So the museum’s director, Neil MacGregor, conceived A 

History of the World in 100 Objects – a weekly radio series for 

BBC Radio that year.   

The series’ Action-Idea was clear from the first episode: 

The head of one of the world’s leading museums, facing 

declining attendance, needs to remind people of the value 

proposition of his institution.  He does so by telling, “the story 

through the things that humans have made” – one hundred of 

the museum’s artifacts that he considers emblematic of this 

shared history.  The stories of these objects bring that history to 

life, and inject renewed vibrancy to the museum’s appeal. 

“You’re about to hear a sound of the past,” MacGregor 

says at the outset of that first 14-minute episode, as he plays the 

sound of a dying star.  The British Museum’s director brings a 

delightful personal touch to his narrative, explaining that he 

selected Object 1/100 – the Mummy of Hornedjitef – because as 

a boy of eight, it was the first artifact he encountered when he 

visited the museum in 1954. 

After cycling through the Maya maize god statue, a North 

American otter pipe, and a suffragette-defaced penny among 98 

other objects, MacGregor comes full circle, returning to east 

Africa and a focus on the heavens with Object 100 – the 
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portable solar panel.  In doing so he tells the story of how solar 

panels are ultimately too expensive for rich countries given their 

huge energy demands but perfect for the world’s poor with their 

more modest needs and abundance of sun.  He stands atop the 

roof of the BBC to demonstrate the Chinese-made solar panel, 

and explains how the solar panel brings independence to so 

many people.  In Kenya, a woman says it charges her mobile 

phone by day, connecting her to the global economy, and 

provides light at night.  A series that began with a dying star 

ends with the hope that our solar system’s very own star, 

provides. 

It was a multi-platform project that required no video – 

rather radio, podcast, participative website (users could submit 

stories about their own treasured historical objects) – and an 

instant hit, garnering four million listeners per episode, with 10 

million podcast downloads worldwide.  Engagement in the 

series was so great that the Museum said it could directly 

attribute an increase in year-over-year attendance to the success 

of A History of the World in 100 Objects.  As MacGregor says, 

and so ably achieves through his remarkable storytelling 

strategy, “Telling history through things, is what museums are 

for.” 

 



83   Storyteller Uprising 
 

19. Story as Common Denominator 

 

This manifesto is not intended as a “how to guide.”  It’s 

more “why you should” do as I and others have done; make the 

change and create your own uprising. 

If you’re looking to draw any sort of universal strategy 

from what I’ve outlined in these pages, this might help: 

 

1. What’s your Action-Idea? 

2. Who would you like to engage? 

3. What’s your story plan (3 acts)? 

4. Where would you like to distribute your story? 

5. How will you engage your community? 

 

My own professional transformation, the Arab spring, 

along with Ford and the British Museum’s innovative 

campaigns are testimony to the monumental shift we are 

experiencing in media in the digital age.  In the 20th century, 

separation between journalism and marketing was similar to the 

separation between church and state.  One was an endeavor of 

inquiry in pursuit of the truth; the other was a promotional 

activity in pursuit of business success.  Now, the two are 

synthesizing.  Journalism is becoming more business-like as it 

strives for reinvention (and survival).  Marketing is moving 
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towards authenticity as it seeks a trusted connection with 

consumers who are no longer so easily funneled through a 

select number of media channels. 

 Ford faced a communication challenge in convincing 

young people that they still produced vehicles relevant to their 

interests.  Rather than resort to a campaign of controlled 

message, this multinational corporation adopted an 

entrepreneurial strategy, relying on innovative technology-

driven platforms to curate content from an influential 

community.  Museum director Neil MacGregor faced a 

marketing challenge in his attempt to convince Britons of the 

ongoing value proposition of his institution.  But rather than 

initiate yet another advertising campaign, he opted to create 

engaging, trustful stories that celebrated the museum’s 

formidable assets in a manner that reached a great number of 

people through a multiplicity of channels. 

That’s the “uprising” of our digital age — people seizing 

control of communication by building ongoing credible 

connection through story and digital technology.  It’s disruptive, 

it’s real and it’s happening right now.  I highlighted those four 

words in the preceding paragraph – “entrepreneurship,” 

“innovation,” “community,”  “story” – as I see them as the core 

elements that all communicators must now draw upon if they 

wish to engage with trust and persuasion in this noisy, chaotic 
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digital age.  Indeed, we call those elements the “Four Peaks” of 

the curricular focus of our Master of Communication in Digital 

Media program at the University of Washington.  They imply 

the creation and curation of compelling stories in partnership 

with communities of interest, as we avail ourselves of 

connective technologies that by their very nature subvert our 

ability to entirely control the process.  This brings both risk and 

opportunity, which we must manage on an ongoing basis if we 

are to achieve our stated Return on Investment in this 

communicative interaction.  It all begins with getting someone’s 

attention; it lives on through a sustained level of multi-platform 

engagement. 

So, what’s your story? 
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20. My Own Bitter Lesson: Detroit Uprising 
 

If I’m going to advocate that effective 21st century 

communication consists of the dissemination of original content 

through an ongoing interaction with a community, then this 

manifesto must follow this same directive. 

Since I wrote the first part, I’ve made it available as a free 

PDF download through the Storyteller Uprising blog, as well as 

an e-book, directing people to the link during my public 

appearances.  As I continue with this project, I will modify 

these digital files, the print-on-demand edition, and hopefully, 

the enhanced multimedia e-book version.  This is the same 

strategy that I employed with my Independent America: The 

Two-Lane Search for Mom & Pop film in 2005: the sharing of 

multiple iterations of the content even as I continue to develop it. 

I did not take this approach with the sequel to Mom & Pop 

in 2008.  Due to the success of the first film, we received an 

advance from our Canadian broadcaster to produce Independent 

America: Rising from Ruins.  My premise was clear from the 

outset: how independent shopkeepers and restaurateurs in New 

Orleans were the first to return to rebuild the city after 

Hurricane Katrina in 2005, but faced an uneven playing field, 

thanks to preferential treatment local authorities were giving to 

big box stores.   
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Originally, I had set out to produce it in a similar manner to 

the first film.  It would be a road trip that I would take with two 

of my students, documenting our quest to discover the 

“essence” of Independent New Orleans.  Upon our arrival 

however, I quickly realized that this experience would be 

markedly distinct from the swashbuckling adventure of Mom & 

Pop.  We were conducting powerful interviews with passionate 

characters.  Ultimately, I would have them tell their own stories, 

and would not employ a third-person narration as we had with 

Mom & Pop.  And with that, the pieces fell into place. 

The feature-length documentary did well – in film festivals 

in New Orleans and Seattle, as well as in Canada on television.  

But it was not as successful as Mom & Pop when it came to 

word-of-mouth, DVD sales, and securing a US broadcaster.  

After all, Mom & Pop had aired in Australia, New Zealand, 

Japan, on two separate Canadian channels, and the Sundance 

Channel in America.  It was featured in the first class section of 

Quantas Airlines, as well as on the homepages of Yahoo! News 

and Hulu.  And it was reviewed positively in BusinessWeek, 

Fortune, USA Today and on ABC News.  

So what happened to Rising from Ruins?  I was distracted 

by the birth of our first child, as well as occupied with my new 

full-time job at the University of Washington; I wasn’t as 

hungry to create buzz because we had the security of a 
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broadcaster and finances from the outset; the independent film 

landscape had changed considerably with the economic 

downturn, with broadcasters having considerably more choices, 

given the explosion in the number of filmmakers taking 

advantage of the latest in inexpensive, new digital tools. 

I’ve always considered Rising from Ruins to be a better 

film than Mom & Pop – substantively and production-wise.  

Though the Action-Idea was simple, it didn’t have a clear 

protagonist driving that action, and most of the storytelling was 

after-the fact (the characters were relating stories two years 

previous).  It was an impactful film, but it captured the intellect 

more than the imagination.  You can watch it in its entirety for 

free, here: 

http://www.snagfilms.com/films/title/independent_america

_rising_from_ruins/ 

The question remains: were the story and the strategy 

around the distribution of that story sufficiently compelling to 

compete with the proliferation of content available at that time?  

Mom & Pop had been, but that was before the social media 

revolution that greatly facilitated the tactics we had used to 

produce and promote that film.  

While filming in New Orleans, I learned from a local food 

security expert that America’s urban farming epicenter was 

neither there, nor in Los Angeles, but surprisingly, in the heart 
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of the rust-belt: Detroit.  I knew that I had stumbled across the 

subject for my next film – I just needed the story. 

It materialized two years later when I was invited to attend 

the Journalism That Matters organization’s conference in 

Detroit, provocatively titled, “Create or Die.”  The organizers 

justified the event’s location as the city’s disintegrating 

economy could be seen as a metaphor for the transformation 

that journalism was also experiencing.  The premise to the 

conference in many ways mirrors that of Storyteller Uprising – 

an opportunity for new forms of communication within new 

communities as the old models wither away: 

For nearly 50 years, American journalism was financed by 

an historically unprecedented consumer-driven economy. This 

put pressure on editors, producers and reporters to focus on 

mainstream audiences attractive to advertisers. Cable television, 

and now the Internet, has made it economically feasible to 

profitably market to niche communities. For the first time, poor, 

ethnic and disadvantaged communities and under-represented 

constituencies of all economic strata are no longer too 

marginal to serve. Diverse constituencies must seize the 

opportunity to innovate with technology and services, legacy 

media must learn to include these new, niche audiences. Both 

creators and consumers die — figuratively, they lose influence 

or visibility — unless they understand the need to diversify. 
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I thought that the conference could provide me with the 

backdrop to access the energetic community activism occurring 

in a place that most Americans had given up for dead.  So my 

friend and colleague Scott Macklin and I flew to Detroit with a 

half-developed notion to mash-up journalists looking for 

community-based solutions with residents finding self-

sufficiency in their own efforts. 

I had identified one particular neighborhood – Corktown – 

where we could do some reporting outside of the conference.  I 

had done some light preparatory research, but no advance 

reporting.  It may be a holdover from my overseas journalism 

days, but I enjoy the challenge of dropping into an unfamiliar 

place and searching for that inspiring story that happens to be 

hiding in plain sight.  Still, I faced a huge narrative challenge: 

how could we connect a decidedly un-visual conference about 

journalism with urban farming? 

We landed on our feet.  I had identified a new restaurant, 

Le Petit Zinc, as our starting point.  The chef/owner was from 

France; he grew his own produce.  That was all I knew ahead of 

our arrival.  Happily, the story began to tell itself from the 

moment that we hit Corktown.  We ate lunch; we began to chat 

with the staff.  It turned out that the chef’s mother-in-law was 

the co-owner of the Michigan Citizen newspaper, housed in the 
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very same building as the restaurant!  The narrative connection 

between food and journalism was suddenly apparent.  We began 

to meet more Corktown residents; some revealed how 

dissatisfied they were with how their stories were being told by 

outside media, as more interlopers descended upon Detroit to 

capture tales of woe and urban destitution in what locals had 

begun to call “ruins porn.”   

Perhaps it was time for their community to take control of 

their own narrative?  We told them of our work as academics in 

digital media, and how we embraced this concept of the 

“storyteller uprising.”  Somehow, this alleviated their concerns 

of our being yet another couple of out-of-town “pornographers.”  

With that, we began to make connections that led to a series of 

great interviews. 

It was hard not to enjoy a brief moment of self-satisfaction 

as filmmakers who had stumbled across a developing story.  At 

the same time as we were delving deeper into the community, 

the Journalism That Matters conference was in full swing. 

One evening, we attended a talk by freelance reporter 

Karen Dybis, who had been contributing to Time Magazine’s 

“Assignment Detroit” project (self-described as “One Year.  

One City.  Endless opportunities”).  Ahead of our arrival in the 

region, I had tried to contact one of the principle Detroit 

reporters from Time to see if we could visit the house the 
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magazine had purchased to film their neighborhood bureau in 

action.  I was dismayed when he refused, explaining that his 

team didn’t want to open their office to the public.  This was 

entirely contrary to the stated objectives of the project: to live 

within the community, be of that community, and tell real 

stories about its citizens. 

Dybis’ speech that evening was surprisingly blunt.  She 

admitted that Time had screwed up from the outset of the 

project with its cover story, “The Tragedy of Detroit,” along 

with its provocative imagery of desolation and abandonment. 

The Journalism That Matters participants began to talk 

excitedly among themselves.  What if Time could donate the 

house at the end of the yearlong endeavor to a group of local 

Detroit storytellers, to continue the project in a more 

community-centric manner? 

This possibility became a focal point as the conference 

moved into a pitch session to develop actionable projects that 

would explore new business models for journalism.  Scott and I 

recognized that we had found ourselves in the middle of a 

nascent narrative that could serve as the central storyline for our 

film: an economically-devastated city that was learning how to 

feed itself through inspired community activism such as 

innovative urban farms, would also learn how to tell stories for 

itself – and not rely on outsiders to define who they were. 
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Despite being outsiders ourselves (!), this was the film that 

we set about to capture over the days that followed.  But once 

we returned to Seattle, reality set in as my wife and I had 

another baby, with another academic year was imminent.  So 

we didn’t do what I always did at the completion of a shoot – 

which was screen the footage while it was still fresh in my mind. 

It was strong material.  Over the years, I had mastered the 

art of being a self-contained one-man studio, with camera, 

laptop and audio equipment.  With both Mom & Pop and Rising 

from Ruins, I reviewed the footage every evening.  I was still 

playing with new high-definition (HD) technology, so I wanted 

to be certain that everything was working.  And given that my 

livelihood was at stake, I had a vested interest in ensuring that I 

was getting what I needed. 

The Detroit project was different.  We were shooting a 

short film as an exercise in storytelling that would hopefully be 

useful material for this book project.  We had full-time jobs.  

No one had commissioned the film.  Scott and I were seasoned 

filmmakers.  I was now shooting on my tried and trusted Sony 

EX-1 in uncompressed broadcast quality HD, easily editable on 

my powerful Apple Macbook Pro laptop.  Scott had just picked 

up a Canon Rebel Single Lens Reflex (SLR) camera with 

impressive HD video functionality.  With this relatively small 

device, he was capturing equally high resolution footage as I 
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was with my considerably more expensive setup, with the added 

advantage that the remarkably sharp photographic lens of that 

camera was bringing a heightened sense of professionalism to 

our work with its shallow depth of field (the blurry background 

that we have come to know and expect in Hollywood films and 

high-end photography). 

So we let the project sit.  We engaged one of our students 

to screen the material, make some notes, and based on our 

guidance, put together a rough sequence that we could show in 

our storytelling course.  The class was unforgiving in its 

criticism, employing much of what I’ve outlined in this book as 

the basis for its evaluation of our work.  The students rightfully 

thought that we were trying to be too clever.  They didn’t quite 

get the connection between urban farming and the conference.  

They wanted us to establish Detroit’s plight sooner than later, 

and provide a sense of place.  I was chastened, and disheartened.  

Perhaps our film was not as good as we thought it was.  Take a 

look at this rough sequence and see what you think: 

http://vimeo.com/18678339 

Our fundamental problem was that we had not heeded the 

same lesson that we emphasize over and over again in class: we 

had never truly established a simple Action-Idea. 

When the organizers of Journalism That Matters finally 

decided they could wait no longer for our final product and 
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asked us for whatever we could give them so that they could 

promote their follow-up conference, I knew that I had to come 

up with something. 

I watched the rough sequence a number of times.  I realized 

that I had to establish the Action-Idea before I could proceed 

any further with the edit.  This was one of my initial attempts: 

Recognizing that the city of Detroit is on the ropes, its 

residents realize that they’ve got to help themselves.  After Time 

Magazine paints a bleak picture of the town, a group of 

journalists attending a conference decide they need to take 

matters into their own hands.  They conclude that they must 

make a bid to take over the magazine’s city bureau. 

I was getting closer to developing a tighter narrative, but it 

still felt uninspired and confused. 

  I thought about what Journalism That Matters was asking 

from us, and decided to consider it as “client” to help me craft 

the Action-Idea.  This particular organization was looking for a 

story solution to promote an event.  So the first thing that I 

needed to develop was an Action-Idea that actually 

corresponded to that organization’s objectives.  Suddenly, I 

began to make sense of what we had, at least within this context.  

Here’s what I ultimately printed out and taped to my computer 

monitor as I began the next phase of the edit: 
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A group of journalists are looking to create new viable 

models for their suffering profession.  They decide to host a 

meeting in Detroit, hoping to find inspiration in the community-

based activism sprouting up in this economically devastated 

city.  While there, they hear of Time Magazine's misguided 

"Assignment Detroit" reporting experiment.  The journalists 

realize that if Detroit is going to help itself, it needs to take 

control of its own narrative, and rely less on outsiders to tell 

their stories.  This revelation encourages them to petition Time 

to hand over their Detroit bureau to the community when the 

assignment comes to an end. 

By focusing on Journalism That Matters’ needs, I was able 

to put the participant journalists at the heart of the action, and 

relegate the urban farming element to the film’s backdrop.  This 

aligned the story with what the client wanted (telling the story 

of the conference, encouraging others to register for their 

upcoming event), and it maintained a simple storyline with an 

obvious beginning, middle and end. 

Here’s the rough cut that I developed by holding tightly to 

that Action-Idea taped to my computer monitor: 

http://vimeo.com/23069123 

 

At this point, I reengaged my colleague Scott in the project.  

He also had been feeling guilty about leaving it on the shelf for 
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so long.  As we talked it through, he admitted that although it 

had all the elements, the lack of a clear Action-Idea also made it 

difficult for him to get inspired to complete the film.  Scott is 

also a visual ethnographer, and upholds the notion of 

“community-centric storytelling” – similar to the premise of our 

Detroit film where members of a community should be able to 

tell their own stories.  However, Scott’s concerns were 

alleviated by the tightly focused Action-Idea that I had crafted. 

“We had done enough ‘deep hanging-out’ to tell the story 

behind the Action-Idea,” he said to me.  And with that, he set to 

work on the next cut of the film, adding music, effects, graphics, 

and still imagery through production software such as Final Cut 

Pro and After Effects.  I had focused on footage mainly from 

my video camera, so with Scott’s perspective, and with the 

footage he had shot on his Canon SLR, he was able to bring a 

more elaborate point-of-view into the film.  But the Action-Idea 

continued to dictate his edit decisions. 

“I used the arc to drive the images, music and effects I 

wanted to use,” Scott said.  “How we saw Detroit through the 

car window.  How we were moving fast, shooting up to eight 

interviews each day.  People were moving; the music had to 

embody that.” 

We’re both strong proponents that story needs to drive the 

choices that we make in the field, and in the edit suite.  By tying 
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the film directly to the context of the conference, our task was 

greatly simplified.  Whose interests are being served?  Who is 

the content for?  This focus helped us to determine scope, voice, 

and even the length of the film.  This was not going to be a 

theatrical release, Journalism That Matters needed it quickly to 

promote its upcoming event, and so the web version would 

suffice.  In that case, the general rule of thumb was to keep 

online content to less than five minutes, given limited attention 

spans.  Our final cut was eight minutes, and we left it at that 

because we believed that’s what it took to tell the story properly.  

We also hoped that anyone who was interested in the mission of 

Journalism That Matters would consider that amount of time a 

worthwhile investment.  By no means was this going to be a 

film festival award-winning short.  But with its focused 

narrative, anyone who was thinking hard about the future of 

journalism, would not find this film’s duration daunting, and 

would probably watch it to the end. 

Here’s the final cut of Detroit Uprising: 

http://vimeo.com/hrhmedia/detroit-uprising 
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21. Practical Matters: The Tools You Need 
 

Effects aside, Detroit Uprising is a fairly straightforward 

short film.  These days, basic film editing is no more 

complicated than creating a graphics-heavy word processing 

document.  It’s just a matter of practice.  What matters most is 

crafting an appropriate story, then choosing the appropriate 

tools to put that story together.  Software, computers, cameras 

have all become considerably more accessible over the last two 

decades.  The HD technology that I used to shoot that particular 

film cost less than $10,000.  Ten years ago, it would have set 

me back six figures, and I would have needed to hire a 

professional post-production company to edit the tapes. 

Although we stress in our digital media graduate program 

that the best camera is the one that you have on hand, I do 

maintain a list of bare minimum equipment if you want to 

produce your own multimedia stories: 

 

- A camera (low end around $200 that shoots HD video, 

ideally has an external microphone jack; if you have 

more money consider a digital SLR still camera that 

shoots video or a higher-end HD video camera ($800-

$3500). 
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- A good quality tripod ($80 for a small camera, up to 

$500 for a medium-sized camera. 

 

- An external microphone ($80 for a small, consumer-

grade camera, up to $1,000 for a more professional 

“shotgun microphone.  You may also want to consider a 

wireless lapel mike set).   

 

- I believe fundamentally in the importance of good sound 

– it matters more than video.  If your camera does not 

have an external mike input, then I would suggest 

purchasing a stand-alone digital audio recorder for 

around $300.  You can record your audio separately 

from your video and then marry the two in the edit suite 

later (which is traditionally how filmmakers work). 

 

- A basic lighting kit.  Most professionals carry at least 

three lights; I’m more run-and-gun, and not particularly 

good at setting up lights, so I stick to one, high quality 

light. 

 

- A laptop with a good sized hard drive and robust video 

card for HD editing.  If this is your only computer, get 

at least a 15” high-resolution screen. 



101   Storyteller Uprising 
 
 

 

- A non-linear editing system.  I like Sony Vegas, Adobe 

Premiere, Avid, or Final Cut Pro.  They range in price 

and complexity from $100 to $2,500. 

 

That’s really all you need to get started to produce high 

quality content for the web, or even occasionally for television.   

If you’d like to learn more about basic shooting and lighting, I 

highly recommend Barry Braverman’s Video Shooter: 

Storytelling with HD Cameras. 

Should your budget be further constrained or if you’re 

looking to have something more portable on hand (as I always 

do, subscribing to the survivalist’s notion of always being 

“loaded for bear” – in a state of perpetual readiness to get that 

great story when it happens), you may want to consider the 

following basics: 

 

- A point-and-shoot camera with HD video functionality, 

or a smartphone with a high quality lens. 

 

- A small tabletop tripod. 
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- An ultraportable notebook computer or tablet with basic 

editing software (iMovie, Premiere Elements or Sony 

Vegas). 

 

Music is readily available through a variety of royalty-free 

websites, or you can create your own thanks to a number of 

simple soundtrack creation programs that employ music loops 

and sound effects.  You want to ensure that you do not include 

copyright-protected material in your content.  When it comes to 

legalities such as these, I would go as far as to get written 

permission from anyone who appears in your multimedia 

content, and from property owners if you happen to be 

producing your content in private premises. 

Clearly, it’s easy to get hung up on the barriers to your first 

stories – be they technological, legal or skills-related.  But never 

forget that the uprising can begin with the tiniest of sparks – 

such as a powerful scene captured on a shaky cellphone camera.  

In the end, the feelings that you convey and inspire through 

your story are what will move people to action.  The digital 

tools merely enable the production and promulgation of that 

catalyzing narrative. 



 
Storyteller Uprising is an ongoing exploration of digital 

publishing platforms.  This published book resides on just one 

platform.  For the latest edition, and to stay current on the 

author’s most recent findings: 

http://www.storytelleruprising.com.


