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ABSTRACT
[bookmark: _GoBack]Several circumstances have culminated to create an environment where the local newspaper journalist-audience relationship is strained: a newspaper industry in an identity crisis, the rise of participatory journalism ushered in by Web 2.0, and the current heightened political climate. This mixed methods research study sheds light on the experiences of local newspaper journalists when they engage with audiences online, particularly when those interactions become uncivil. Major findings include that the overwhelming majority of local newspaper journalists have encountered or experienced incivility online from their local audiences; reporters and staff writers are very young, fairly new to their roles, and are on the front lines of incivility online; journalists feel a range of emotions when encountering or experiencing incivility online, including sadness, anger, and confusion, however some journalists accept incivility online as “part of the job”; peer support and mentorship in the newsroom is key; what policies on online engagement do exist are vague or narrowly focused on the reputation of the news organization; and journalists believe there definitely is a connection between what President Donald J. Trump says on the national stage and what the local audience says. Prior to this study, local newspaper journalists were an understudied group, and the findings and discussion provide points for reflection for both mass media scholars and the newspaper industry, as a better understanding of practices—both good and bad—can have major implications for the future of local journalism and its place in democracy.









INTRODUCTION
Twenty-First Century digital technology has changed, dismantled, and shifted the balance of the historic journalist-audience relationship (Molyneax & Morãou, 2019; Singer et al., 2011). The rise of Web 2.0[footnoteRef:1] created new venues for journalists and audiences to interact with one another—through comments sections on newspaper websites, newspapers’ branded social media accounts, or even more directly through journalists’ and audience members’ individual social media accounts. Ordinary citizens have become content creators themselves by sharing, curating, and commenting on news, and now expect to be part of the creation of news themselves (Lee, 2015; Loke, 2012; Singer et al., 2011). However, this new relationship is not always civil. Over the past two decades, journalists have faced an onslaught of criticism and harassment, both in the comments sections of stories posted on newspapers’ websites and on social media, by readers and subscribers to their own news organizations (Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011; Gardiner, 2018; Juneström, 2019; Singer, 2010; “Threats, Violence Spiral,” 2019). This uncivil online environment has only been heightened by President Donald J. Trump (Mourão, Thorson, Chen, & Tham, 2018; Pérez-Curiel & Naharro, 2019; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018; Zompetti, 2019) who has deemed journalists the “enemy of the American people” and the “fake news media,” and openly and consistently harasses media organizations and individual journalists at campaign rallies, other public appearances (Boydstun & Van Aelst, 2018; Massing, 2018; “Threats, Violence Spiral,” 2019), and from his Twitter account (Trump Twitter Archive, n.d.). Massing (2018) found: [1:  “The second stage of development of the World Wide Web, characterized especially by the change from static web pages to dynamic or user-generated content and the growth of social media.”  Source: Google Dictionary] 

Donald Trump’s venomous attacks on the press—as an enemy of the people, purveyors of fake news, a failing institution—have taken their toll. Journalists are denounced at political rallies, trolled on social media, and subjected to racist and misogynistic taunts. Such assaults, together with the unforgiving financial climate in which they operate, have made journalists feel under siege like never before. (p. 13)
As referenced above in Massing (2018), the backdrop to this now-strained relationship between journalists and their audience is an industry in crisis. The late-2000s saw newspaper print circulation and ad revenue plummeting (Briggs, 2012) and trust in the mainstream media falling (Ladd, 2012). When the 2008 economic recession hit, newspapers began expanding digital offerings and managing a cross-media portfolio of distribution channels while still putting out the daily paper—and doing it all with fewer resources and staffing (Chyi & Tenenboim, 2017; Elizabeth, 2017; Nielson, 2018). Newspapers now are increasingly using social media to deliver their news, engage with their audiences, and sell their product (Chyi & Tenenboim, 2017; Winter, Brückner, & Krämer, 2015; “Extended Abstract,” 2018). And newspaper journalists feel there is an expectation by management for them to engage with audiences on social media for the sake of brand reputation and audience reach (Barnard, 2016; Neilson, 2018; Lawrence, Radcliffe, & Schmidt, 2018; Lee, 2015; Winter et al., 2015).
However, as journalists are tasked with engaging more with audiences online, they can feel attacked by those whom they are working to inform (Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011; Gardiner, 2018; Juneström, 2019; Singer, 2010; “Threats, Violence Spiral,” 2019). Small, local newspapers are particularly vulnerable to an onslaught of uncivil online comments as they have fewer resources to combat or moderate them (Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018). Local news outlets, including newspapers, are the most popular destination for audience members to leave and read comments online, particularly for political stories (Stroud, Duyn, & Peacock, 2016), as local news readers are interested in following and engaging more with local news (as cited in Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018). Research by Yi-Fan Su et al. (2018) shows a correlation between President Trump’s rhetoric and online attacks of journalists and mainstream media, and also shows local news outlets have seen a spike in rude and extremely uncivil comments on their Facebook pages, with one in five comments—more than triple the national outlets’ rate—classified as “extreme incivility.”
This topic is important because just over half the U.S. population (54%) reports “a great deal” or “a fair amount” of trust and confidence in the media (Dyanok, 2018). In order for the journalism industry to continue its role in American democracy, journalists—particularly in local markets—and audience members must be able to have a civil and trusting relationship with one another. Research does suggest that more interaction with journalists on social media leads to lowered perceptions of media bias and a better understanding of how the journalists do their jobs (Gil de Zúñiga, Diehl, & Ardèvol-Abreu, 2018) and offers a perception that journalists are more in touch with their communities (Pew Research Center, 2019). This study would add to the literature on journalists’ engagement with audiences online and explore how local newspaper newsrooms, in particular, have adapted to uncivil comments by audience members in this heightened political climate, describe how or if newsrooms are making adjustments or offering training and support for journalists tasked more and more with being online, and will discuss implications for local newspapers’ attempts at increasing trust in the era of Trump. As will be evidenced by a review of the literature, local journalists are a relatively understudied group. 

LITERATURE REVIEW
The heightened political climate of 2016 set the stage for a perfect storm in the journalist-audience relationship. Along with the rise of Web 2.0 and the journalism industry’s financial woes, trust in the mainstream media had fallen to a record-low 32% (American Views, 2018),  thus allowing Donald J. Trump’s “discourse grounded in hate, fear, lies and scandal” (Pérez-Curiel & Naharro, 2019, p. 60) and attacks on the mainstream media (Boydstun & Van Aelst, 2018; Massing, 2018; “Threats, Violence Spiral,” 2019)—both during his candidacy and presidency—to further erode the journalist-audience relationship. 
The first section of this literature review will focus on the journalists—their evolving role in today’s society, how they feel about and react to incivility online, and newsroom policies and practices. The second section of this literature review will focus on the audience—the advent of participatory journalism, a heightened political climate, an already-eroding distrust in mainstream media, and a closer look at who exactly is uncivil toward journalists online. 
The Journalist
Research shows that journalism, particularly the newspaper industry, is a profession still trying to adapt after a financial crisis more than a decade ago (Briggs, 2012; Chyi & Tenenboim, 2017), navigating the waters of participatory journalism (Lee, 2015; Singer et al., 2011), and on the defense against attacks from its own audience (Binns, 2012; Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011; Gardiner, 2018; Juneström, 2019; Loke, 2012; Singer, 2010; “Threats, Violence Spiral,” 2019). This section will also explore what training and policies newsrooms provide on online audience engagement, how journalists feel about their new roles, and how this new environment affects the local newspaper journalists. 
Engagement as a Solution to the Financial Crisis
When the U.S. economic recession hit in 2008, newspapers were forced to slash resources for print editions and began experimenting with a “digital first” strategy to take advantage of new and emerging technologies of Web 2.0, with hopes that the Internet may save its presumed “dying” industry (Briggs, 2012; Chyi & Tenenboim, 2017). When social media became more prevalent, newspapers furthered their “online experiments” (Ju, Jeong, & Chyi, 2014) to include official, branded social media pages. Research shows that journalists felt pressure from management to engage with audiences online to further the brand of the organization, boost web traffic, remain competitive, and understand the audience (Barnard, 2016; Neilson, 2018; Lawrence et al., 2018; Lee, 2015; Winter et al., 2015). Engagement was seen as beneficial to increase “the reach and/or breadth and depth of interaction with news consumers” (Lawrence et al., 2018, p. 1,229)—the idea being that these online relationships could be cultivated in the hopes of converting casual readers into more regular readers or subscribers (Lawrence et al., 2018). However, research by Barnard (2016) shows that social media followers do not bring in any economic benefit other than sometimes serving as a direct referral to the newspapers’ website, where readers may need to pay to access news or if the website is monetized by advertising. 
Participatory Journalism
Newspapers soon began adding comments at the bottom of stories posted on their websites to further extend their print product online and offer a space for immediate feedback from readers (Hughey & Daniels, 2013; Singer et al., 2011). The term “participatory journalism” (Lee, 2015; Singer et al., 2011) is used to describe this new relationship between journalists and the audience where users expect to be active participants in news creation and commentary (Lee, 2015; Loke, 2012; Singer et al., 2011; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018). The most popular and widely used form of participatory journalism is comments on news stories (Lawrence et al., 2018; Singer et al., 2011)—whether on the newspaper’s website or on its social media pages. 
The literature shows that newspapers were very optimistic that this lowered barrier between journalists and the audience (McCluskey & Hmielowski, 2012; Reader, 2012) would allow for greater public discourse and debate (Singer, 2010); build connections with the community (Meyer & Carey, 2014); give audience members a place to offer feedback, story ideas, news tips, and real-time accounts of public happenings (Canter, 2013; McCluskey & Hmielowski, 2012; Meyer & Carey, 2014; Picard, 2014; Singer, 2010); and also empower the audience to become distributors of news themselves (Holton, Lewis, & Coddington, 2016; Molyneax & Mourão, 2019; Picard, 2014; Singer et al., 2011). What newspapers were not fully prepared to deal with was the onslaught of uncivil messages left in these comments sections (Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011; Juneström, 2019; Singer, 2010; “Threats, Violence Spiral,” 2019). 
Incivility Online
A 2014 Pew Research Center Report found that of people who reported being harassed online, 1 in 5 (22%) reported it happening on website comments sections (M. Anderson, 2014). At the time, journalists assumed the incivility on their newspaper comments sections was because users could leave comments anonymously and “hide” behind a screen name (Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011; Hughey & Daniels, 2013; McCluskey & Hmielowski, 2012; Reader, 2012; Singer et al., 2011). In response, newspapers began deploying varying techniques to try to keep the user-generated content more civil—pre-moderation, post-moderation, registration, or providing etiquette guidelines (Meltzer, 2015; Singer et al., 2011); by using a Facebook plug-in on their websites (Binns, 2012), which required users to log in with their Facebook account (and by default, their real name); or by shutting down comments on their websites altogether and moving them to their Facebook pages (A. Anderson, Brossard, Scheufele, Xenos, & Ladwig, 2014; Hille & Bakker, 2014; Juneström, 2019; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018). Research shows that journalists believed audience members would not leave uncivil comments under their real name or on a more public space such as Facebook where family and friends may see it (Hille & Bakker, 2014; Juneström, 2019). As quoted in Sonderman (2011), Jimmy Orr, online managing editor of the Los Angeles Times said, “Trolls[footnoteRef:2] don’t like their friends to know that they’re trolls.” Thus, newspapers again were optimistic that they had found a space to host a civil dialogue (Hille & Bakker, 2014; Sonderman, 2011).  [2:  “A person who makes a deliberately offensive or provocative post.” Source: Google Dictionary] 

However, that hope was short-lived as the tone of comments online generally was becoming less civil and increasing in volume (Gardiner, 2018). Research by Yi-Fan Su et al. (2018) shows that “negative online experiences appear to be worsening” (p. 3,679). Coe, Kenski, and Rains (2014) said: “Moments of incivility now spread more rapidly than ever before” (p. 2). And when comparing comments left on newspaper websites to comments left on newspaper Facebook pages, research by Rowe (2015) shows that comments left on websites were more likely to remain on topic, be more interactive, and be more relevant than comments left on Facebook pages (p. 551-552).
From Gatekeeper to Community Manager
With an increase of incivility online, newspapers were forced to create new roles in their newsrooms to moderate, monitor, and filter feedback and comments from the audience (Meltzer, 2015; Singer et al., 2011). The literature shows that these new roles included job titles such as “community manager” or “comment moderator,” or in some cases this new responsibility fell to a newspaper’s already-existing “online” staff (Singer et al., 2011). These roles have more recently morphed into social media or engagement editors (Holton & Molyneux, 2017; Lawrence et al., 2018; Powers, 2015). 
Feedback from American newspaper readers is nothing new, of course. Through letters to the editor, newspapers for centuries have created a space for readers to offer feedback and be part of the conversation on issues such as politics, current events, and more (McCluskey & Hmielowski, 2012; Reader, 2012). The literature describes how this earlier form of reader interaction was very much under the control of journalists, though, as they performed the role of “gatekeeper” by selecting which letters would be published (Holton et al., 2016; McCluskey & Hmielowski, 2012; Molyneux & Mourão, 2019). Research shows that with the rise of Web 2.0 and participatory journalism, this traditional journalist role of gatekeeper has been threatened (Holton et al., 2016; Molyneux & Mourão, 2019), “undermining a key pillar in journalists’ professional identity” (Singer et al., 2011, p. 37). 
Training and Policies
	Research by Holton and Molyneux (2017) suggests some newsrooms have policies requiring that journalists engage with audiences online, but not necessarily on how to best do so. Further research shows that newsrooms have not provided much training, if any, on how to best engage with audiences online or handle uncivil comments (Lawrence et al., 2018; Loke, 2012; Neilson, 2018; Singer et al., 2011), but that journalists are eager for it (Binns, 2012; Neilson, 2018). Some best practices and strategies for managing online audience engagement and moderation of comments sections began to emerge in the late 2000s (Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011; Juneström, 2019; Meltzer, 2015; Molyneux & Mourão, 2019; Singer et al., 2011), but with a rapidly evolving digital media landscape, newspapers have not been able to standardize guidelines across the profession (Loke, 2012). Building on findings from Loke (2012) that journalists noted a sense of helplessness when they do not have clear direction or training on how to engage, further research by Lawrence et al. (2018) confirmed that journalists were simply “learning-by-doing” (p. 1,232) when engaging with audiences online. A review of the literature shows there is no available research on local and community newspapers’ best practices, training, and policies for online audience engagement. 
Journalists’ Thoughts and Behaviors
Loke (2012) described journalists as suddenly finding “themselves caught between the traditional responsibility of fostering public participation and the emerging frustration of losing control over content on their space” (p. 235-236), and other scholars similarly describe journalists as having a hard time adapting to a new environment that allows the audience to be creators of content (Bergström & Wadbring, 2015; Canter, 2013; Pérez-Curiel & Naharro, 2019; Singer, 2010). Journalists are hesitant to engage in comments sections (Meyer & Carey, 2014; Singer, 2010) and believe comments are of low quality (e.g., see Bergström & Wadbring, 2015; Reader, 2012). 
Journalists are also concerned about the presence of incivility on news sites (Chen & Pain, 2017; Meltzer, 2015). Research shows that journalists have been targeted by a slew of uncivil comments, criticisms, and personal and virulent attacks on their newspaper websites and social media pages (Gardiner, 2018; Juneström, 2019; Singer, 2010; “Threats, Violence Spiral,” 2019), and it’s taking a toll. Envy, depression, anxiety, or low self-esteem are likely to be higher for journalists who are under work performance stress, pressured to have a non-biased social media presence, and are dealing with uncivil comments online, among other industry pressures (Gardiner, 2018; Singer, 2010). The literature shows the approaches of journalists reacting to uncivil comments range from completely ignoring them (Chen & Pain, 2017; Muddiman & Stroud, 2017) to moderation (Meyer & Carey, 2014; Muddiman & Stroud, 2017). 
In the most recent research on journalists’ feelings and behaviors regarding incivility online, Gardiner (2018) surveyed more than 300 journalists at the UK’s Guardian newspaper. The research showed that 80% of respondents said they had experienced comments on their newspaper website or on social media they felt “went beyond acceptable criticism of their work to become abusive” (p. 600). Women and black, Asian, and minority ethnic journalists reported the highest rates of abusive comments, and 34% said they repeatedly felt “harassed, mobbed, or bullied” (p. 601). As a result of the reported abuse, journalists reported feeling angry (68%), depressed (43%), and anxious (37%), and behavior changes reported included: “stopped reading comments, stayed away from public debates, considered leaving journalism, refused assignments, changed angles in stories.” (p. 601)
The Local Journalist
	There is little research on local journalists (Singer & Ashman, 2009; Smith & Schiffman, 2018), much less how they are adapting to participatory journalism or incivility online (Canter, 2013; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018). What literature there is reinforces the role of local newspapers in their communities and their lack of resources. Local newspapers are often the main news source for their small towns and communities (Smith & Schiffman, 2018; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018), and by nature reflect their communities (as cited in Smith & Schiffman, 2018) and provide citizens with information important to their daily lives (Pew Research Center, 2019). Local newspapers can create an online environment where citizens can gather—virtually—around local issues and topics (Meyer & Carey, 2014). Smith and Schiffman (2018) found the following: 
The small daily newspaper creates a shared understanding among community members—an imagined community—of what the important issues are as a whole. The content that gets published in the newspaper is the news people in the community talk about. (p. 428)
Local news is also a magnet for user-generated content, as research shows that people who leave comments on news stories online most often do so on the sites, apps, and social media pages of local newspapers—20.1% compared to 4.1% who say they leave comments on the New York Times’ sites (Stroud et al., 2016). In a landmark study on uncivil comments on news outlets’ Facebook pages, Yi-Fan Su et al. (2018) found that local-news outlet Facebook pages were the most uncivil compared to the Facebook pages of national, conservative, and liberal news outlets. The authors hypothesize this is because of a “lack of resources for quality control of user comments” (Yi-Fan Su, et al., 2018, p. 3,683).
As a review of the literature shows, there is much left to be studied when it comes to how local journalists feel about and are adapting to incivility online and their evolving role in today’s society, and how their training and newsroom policies could aid in this effort. The second part of this literature review is focused on the other side of the journalist-audience relationship: the readers, the users, the commenters—referred to collectively in this paper as “the audience”—and the circumstances surrounding this group’s unprecedented participation in the news ecosystem. 
The Audience
With the rise of Web 2.0, news consumers now expect to be active participants in news creation and commentary (Loke, 2012; Singer et al., 2011; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018), as evidenced by the number of comments left on news stories online in 2007 compared to in 2015 when the volume increased from less than 1 million to 18 million (Gardiner, 2018). Also increasing in the past decade is the volume of negative behaviors across more online outlets (A. Anderson et al., 2014; Coe et al., 2014; Gardiner, 2018; Meltzer, 2015; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018). This section of the literature review will define incivility and the types of negative online behaviors most seen online, in addition to offering a look at the types of individuals who post uncivil comments online.  
Heightened Political Climate
	The polarization of the U.S. political party system in the later decades of the 20th Century laid the groundwork for today’s heightened political climate. Research from Ladd (2012) shows that “from 1960s forward,” the tension between politicians and the news media asserted itself “through political attacks on the institutional media’s accuracy and fairness” (p. 65). The American news media ecosystem also became very fragmented during this time, with the introduction of cable news, talk radio, and eventually the Internet and social media (Ladd, 2012). There is a strong connection between political engagement and news engagement in the current digital environment, with social media giving Americans the opportunity to share, comment, and join in the distribution, promotion, and creation of news (Canter, 2013; Lee, 2015; Loke, 2012; Singer et al., 2011; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018). According to research by Pérez-Curiel and Naharro (2019), social media was the main source of information during the 2016 election. And the literature shows that online users amplified their messages, shared stories, retweeted comments, and published content into the echo chambers of their networks of friends and family, who only emphasized the same message and political tone (Pérez-Curiel & Naharro, 2019; Turner, 2018; Zompetti, 2019). 
The 2016 U.S. presidential campaign and subsequent presidency of Donald J. Trump saw social media used in a way it never had been before: as a candidate and president’s direct line of communication with the American people (Zompetti, 2019). Trump’s strategy was that his supporters should follow him on Twitter as a way to bypass the mainstream media (Zompetti, 2019). He capitalized on the shift in the journalist-audience relationship (Holton et al., 2016; Molyneux & Mourão, 2019), and “found in social networks an expeditious format and effective discourse that catches the attention of active communities” (Pérez-Curiel & Naharro, 2019, p. 60). He openly criticized and attacked journalists and newspapers by calling them “enemies of the American people,” the “fake news media,” etc. (Boydstun & Van Aelst, 2018; Massing, 2018; “Threats, Violence Spiral,” 2019; Trump Twitter Archive, n.d.). Research by Yi-Fan Su et al. (2018) shows that at the height of 2016 election news, there were “discernible spikes in rude comments across all media types” (p. 3,690).
Distrust in the Media
Trump’s incitement of hatred against the mainstream media has only stoked an already-existing fire (George, 2019; Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2018; Massing, 2018; Mourão et al., 2018), as trust in the mainstream media has been in a steady decline since the 1990s (Ladd, 2012). Trump is not the first U.S. president to have an adversarial relationship with the press. From Franklin D. Roosevelt to Lyndon B. Johnson to Barack H. Obama, there is a historic precedent for politicians —and presidents—to have a strained relationship with the Fourth Estate (Boydstun & Van Aelst, 2018; Ladd, 2012). Most recently, President Obama’s administration was hostile toward conservative news outlets and not very forthcoming in press briefings (Ladd, 2012). However, there is a difference with what Trump does by spewing constant attacks from his fingertips directly to his followers on Twitter. Since taking office, Trump has tweeted negatively about the press hundreds, if not thousands, of times, using the term “fake news” 576 times (Trump Twitter Archive, n.d.). Trump’s rhetoric only “panders to and amplifies ground sentiments” (George, 2019, p. 107). In fact, research by Mourão et al. (2018) shows that positive attitudes toward Trump are a negative predictor of mainstream media trust. Boydstun & Van Aelst (2018) found the following:
The fact that President Trump, even more than candidate Trump, openly criticizes and attacks journalists … has severe consequences for political journalists. The main consequence, of course, is that journalists must be concerned that a growing number of citizens no longer believe them. (p. 688)
Recent surveys show a slight increase in media trust in the past few years, however. A 2018 Gallup/Knight Foundation survey found that 41% of Americans had “a great deal” or “a fair amount” of media trust in 2017, which is slightly higher than the low of 32% in 2016 (American Views, 2018). And a 2018 Poynter Institute survey showed differing results: that 54% of Americans have “a great deal” or “a fair amount” of trust and confidence in the media (Dyanok, 2018). The Poynter Institute survey also showed that trust in local newspapers was high (73%) compared to 59% who reported trusting national newspapers (Dyanok, 2018). 
Definitions and Types of Negative Online Behaviors
Negative online behavior can range from “probing to confrontational, adversarial, attacking, and uncivil” (Meltzer, 2015, p. 87). Trolling and flaming[footnoteRef:3] are the more incendiary cousins to “incivility,” which is the focus of this research study. Researchers have defined incivility in various ways, but most agree it centers on disrespect for others (Brooks & Geer, 2007; Coe et al., 2014). Incivility can include name-calling (Meltzer, 2015), insults (Stryker et al., 2016) claims of misinformation and lies (Coe et al., 2014), racism and stereotyping (Papacharissi, 2004), and threats to democracy (Papacharissi, 2004).  [3:  “Direct a vitriolic or abusive message at (someone) by posting on the Internet or sending an email.” Source: Google Dictionary] 

Research shows that uncivil online comments on news websites or social media pages generally are focused around three goals: to attack a news organization or a journalist (Binns, 2012; Elizabeth, 2017; Gardiner, 2018; Hughey & Daniels, 2013; Loke, 2012; Neilson, 2018; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018), to attack news sources (Coe et al., 2014; Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011; Loke, 2012), or to abuse other commenters/users (Canter, 2013). Research of newspaper website comments sections by Coe et al. (2014) revealed the following:
More than one in five comments (22.0%) contained some form of incivility. Most comments utilized only one form of incivility (19.5%); 2.3% of comments contained two forms of incivility, and 0.2% contained three or more forms. The most prevalent form of incivility was name-calling, which took place in 14.0% of all comments. (p. 668)
What Stories Attract Uncivil Comments?
Certain topics are a magnet for uncivil comments, with politics being high on the list (Coe et al., 2014; Muddiman & Stroud, 2017; Stroud et al., 2016; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018). In fact, research shows that partisan online content “amplifies user engagement with incivility” (Muddiman & Stroud, 2017, p. 587) and vice-versa, meaning that the use of social media also encourages partisan incivility (Zompetti, 2019). Particularly around partisan topics, people create online communities for and with like-minded people, ideas, and news sources (Pérez-Curiel & Naharro, 2019; Turner, 2018; Zompetti, 2019). This echo chamber of people only seeing news they agree with (Zompetti, 2019) is especially likely for Trump supporters who are more hostile toward the media and trust the press significantly less than other conservatives (Mourão et al., 2018). The partisan media has contributed greatly to this situation, though. As quoted in Turner (2018), the editor of The Daily Beast says the U.S. partisan media has “focused on a narrow but intense niche audience, and the only way to keep them engaged was to keep them addicted to a diet of anger and anxiety.” (p. 8) 
In summary, this literature review demonstrated that journalism is having an identity crisis during the time of participatory journalism; journalists are facing incivility when interacting with audiences online; local newsrooms have few, if any, resources to train journalists and combat incivility online; the local newspaper is vital to its community and is a vastly understudied group; and that there is a connection between incivility online and President Donald J. Trump’s rhetoric. This research study was designed to add to the literature on local journalist-audience relationships, and attempts to answer the following research questions:
· RQ1: What are the experiences of local newspaper journalists who engage with audiences online?  
· RQ2: What training and policies are available at local newspapers to equip their journalists to engage with audiences online, particularly when interactions may involve incivility?
· RQ3: How do local newspaper journalists perceive a heightened political climate at the national level—including ongoing attacks of national media outlets by President Donald J. Trump—as having an impact, if any, at the local level, specifically on online interactions between local newspaper journalists and their audiences? 


RESEARCH METHODS/PROCEDURES
A mixed methods approach was utilized for this research study, allowing for the collection of both qualitative and quantitative data to answer the study’s research questions. This data collection was achieved through an online survey and semi-structured interviews. The qualitative approach allowed for local journalists to describe their experiences in a way never studied before, and the quantitative approach expanded on those stories and experiences with data to broaden the scope of the study, allowing for further exploration of the local newspaper journalist-audience relationship online. 
Project Participants and Recruitment
Qualitative interviews were conducted via video conferencing with 5 journalists on the McClatchy Carolinas Regional Audience Growth Team (See Appendix A). Members of this team were selected to participate because their roles required them to regularly interact and engage with audiences online, and these team members also worked closely with reporters in their newsrooms on online audience engagement best practices. The McClatchy Carolinas Regional group includes 8 newspapers in North Carolina and South Carolina with weekday print circulations of less than 100,000, thus qualifying them as local newspapers for the purposes of this study. 
To collect quantitative data, journalists at local newspapers (with daily print circulations less than 100,000) in the United States were recruited to participate in an online survey. Known journalist contacts were recruited via direct communication—either via email or direct message on Twitter—and social media posts were used to reach other primary and secondary journalist contacts. Additionally, snowball sampling was utilized, as some known contacts retweeted the original recruitment message or shared it on Facebook, tagging friends and colleagues they knew would qualify for the survey. McClatchy Carolinas Regional interviewees were asked to share the survey within their networks, as well. Staff listing pages of newspaper websites were also searched to identify journalists to blindly send the survey to, and individuals were identified either by job title (specifically looking for political reporters or online editors) or if their contact information listed a Twitter profile. Via this method and recruitment with known contacts, the survey was directly sent to approximately 125 individuals. However, this number does not account for snowball sampling or other referrals, which was difficult to track.
The majority of survey respondents (67.7%) were Millennials (18-24, 25-34), and 77.4% had worked in their current role for less than 5 years. Respondents were 55% male, 45% female, and 99.5% white. The most common job titles were “reporter” or “staff writer” (67.7%), while various editing (19.3%) and digital (9.6%) roles were in the minority; one respondent did indicate a split role between staff writer and web editor. Respondents worked at 23 newspapers in 13 states (See Appendix B). 
Procedures and Analysis
During preliminary email communication with McClatchy Carolinas Regional Audience Growth Team members, they were provided an informed consent form (See Appendix C) that included information about the research study and the final project deliverable, their eligibility to participate, and information about how they could opt out at any time during the course of the interview. They were also informed that direct quotes from the interview and/or audio may be used in the final report and/or project deliverable, and that they had the option for their responses to remain anonymous and/or could request their recorded voice not be used. Participants were asked to indicate their consent, sign and date the form, and scan and return it prior to the scheduled interview. A spreadsheet with identifying information and contact information for the participants was saved on a secure, cloud-based server provided by UNC-Chapel Hill technology specialists, and each participant was assigned an ID (ex. A, B, C, etc.). 
Upon receiving the signed consent forms, semi-structured interviews were scheduled and conducted in private, secure locations via video conferencing. Participants were asked a series of questions (See Appendix D) focused on the types of interactions they had with audiences online; relevant behaviors (both theirs and the audience’s); best practices for engaging with the audience; available training opportunities in their newsrooms; and their thoughts regarding trust in the media, incivility online in general, and President Donald J. Trump’s rhetoric regarding national media outlets. Participants were also asked to provide copies of relevant newsroom policies, if applicable. Interview length was dependent upon the participant’s detail and breadth of response, and ranged in length from approximately 30 minutes to 80 minutes. 
Audio of the interviews was recorded using a hand-held voice recorder or iPhone voice memo app, and the audio files were later uploaded (with files named by ID) to Rev.com for transcription. The audio files and transcripts were saved in separate folders on the secure, cloud-based server and files were named by ID. The original audio files were then deleted from the voice recorder and iPhone (and corresponding iCloud account). Grounded Theory was utilized to analyze the findings of the interviews. Using an online card-sorting tool for open coding, concepts were grouped into broad categories for further analysis during axial coding, where themes began to emerge. Finally, in selective coding, central themes were identified as answers to the study’s research questions.
Quantitative data was collected from 31 journalists (See Appendix B) who completed an online survey through Qualtrics. Before beginning the survey, participants read about the research study, the final project deliverable, and their eligibility to participate. They were informed that their answers would remain anonymous, and that they could opt out of answering any question or terminate their participation in the survey at any time. Participants indicated by clicking a box that they read and understood the study information, and gave their consent before proceeding with the survey (See Appendix E). Survey questions included demographic and job role information, and close-ended questions were asked on a Likert scale. Topics included social media use and frequency; platforms used; interactions with audiences online; staffing, policies, and training in their newsrooms; concerns about incivility online; and more (See Appendix F). The data analysis capability of Qualtrics was utilized to analyze the data collected.
The survey also included an option for participants to indicate if they would be willing to be contacted for a follow-up interview. Several participants did indicate this, and 7 were contacted via email communication requesting an interview and provided with an interview informed consent form (See Appendix C). Upon receipt of signed and dated consent forms, interviews were scheduled and conducted with 3 individuals (See Appendix G), either via video conferencing or a telephone call—in a private, secure location—using the interview script (See Appendix D) as a guide. Participants were also asked for further explanation and detail regarding some of their survey responses. This interview data was collected, transcribed, stored, and analyzed in the same manner as the other interviews. 
Limitations
While McClatchy Carolinas Regional Audience Growth Team members were uniquely positioned to answer questions regarding online audience engagement because of their job responsibilities, speaking with individuals from one team did limit the variance in qualitative data collected. Though these employees were based in different newsrooms across two states, they worked on the same team, under the same policies and best practices, and for the same regional editor (Robyn Tomlin, who has created a culture in her 8 newsrooms that is very online audience-focused). Survey follow-up interviews with three other individuals allowed for the slight expansion of qualitative data collection beyond this one team. Though one of the individuals interviewed also worked for a McClatchy Carolinas newspaper, she held a reporting role in the newsroom and offered a different perspective than the Audience Growth Team members. Further analysis of the topic should include interviews with a broader range of individuals from different media companies, and also from newspapers with varying philosophies on online audience engagement and availability of resources. 
Survey demographic data showed that 94% of respondents were white. A more racially and/or ethnically diverse sample could have allowed for the collection of more varied quantitative data. Additionally, 8 journalists from The State in Columbia, SC, took the survey (as the result of snowball sampling), and this high concentration of journalists from one newsroom likely skewed the data collected from certain questions because of these journalists’ access to The State’s online-savvy in-house Audience Growth Team members. Further research on the topic should include a broader representation of newspapers across all 50 states in the United States, and should be more intentional about targeting minority journalists to take the survey. 
FINDINGS
This section will provide answers to the study’s 3 research questions through an in-depth analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data collected, will tie some findings back to previous research referenced in the Literature Review, and bring to light new findings. This section will only reference social media channel data for Facebook and Twitter, as they were overwhelmingly the most-used platforms by journalists to engage with audiences online, either via a personal account or through the administration of a newspaper-branded account. Facebook was used by an average of 90.9% of respondents and Twitter was used by an average of 84.9% of respondents. 
RQ1: What are the experiences of local newspaper journalists who engage with audiences online? Three central themes emerged from survey and interview data to describe the experiences of local newspaper journalists who engage with audiences online. A) As part of an expectation that reporters interact more with the audience to be transparent and create trust, reporters—more than other positions in the newsroom—are on the front lines of encountering or experiencing incivility online, and they are young. B) The online local news audience can be cruel, quick to judge, and at times abusive. C) Journalists feel sad, angry, and discouraged when encountering or experiencing incivility online, however some believe that it is “part of the job” and that there are many advantages to engaging online.
A: Reporters on the Front Lines
The majority of respondents (67.7%) reported their current job title to be “reporter” or “staff writer,” had worked in their current roles for less than 5 years (77.4%), and were Millennials—29.0% aged 18-24 and 38.7% aged 25-34. Five out of 8 interviewees were also Millennials. Of the 64.5% of survey respondents who reported being “very engaged” with audiences through a personal Twitter account, 97.1% of those were Millennials and 42% were reporters or staff writers. More than half of survey respondents (51.6%) said online audience engagement was a high priority in their newsroom, and 35.5% of respondents indicated they have felt pressured to engage with audiences online at one time or another. One survey respondent wrote: “It is a directive to interact,” citing requirements for social media posts per day. Another wrote: “The prioritization of page views (via a TV screen in the room that displays top stories at all times) also feeds into the pressure to be super-online. … We are told to routinely check the comments on our stories and respond to readers.” Reporters in the McClatchy Carolinas Regional group are told to keep an eye on and be active with their stories or content they create. Cal Lundmark, 30, McClatchy Carolinas audience growth editor, based out of The State in Columbia, SC, said: 
I really try to ... empower news reporters and the editors with the tools to respond to comments. … I don’t think that responding to comments, engaging with readers, belongs to these kind of nameless, faceless techies behind the scenes. I want reporters to be doing that.
Steven Doyle, 66, local editor of the Martinsville Bulletin in Martinsville, VA, said the newspaper’s parent company, BH Media, adopted the philosophy that journalists should use their personal social networks to broaden the reach for stories. He said: “The principle thing that we’ve always tried to preach is the exponential outreach that you can help generate for your content based on your own social interactions.” Survey data supports this idea, as the majority of respondents (64.2%) said that in the past 6 months they engaged with audiences daily or 3-5 times a week, and the Top 3 types of engagement in the past 6 months were sharing links to stories (93.1%), promoting your work (89.7%), and accepting story ideas and news tips (82.8%). 
Interview and survey data also provided evidence that reporters were increasingly clarifying and explaining their reporting—offering background information, explaining reporting tactics, and correcting misinformation (see Figure 1)—when interacting with audiences online, and occasionally were acting in a customer service-type role. 

Figure 1. Average Frequency of Engagements That Clarify Reporting. Percentage of survey respondents who ranked these online interactions by the average frequency with which they have them.

One survey respondent wrote:
A lot of our interaction via social media comes in the form of fielding complaints. Eventually it becomes a lot like doing customer service …. [readers] are consistently more likely to treat you worse than if you were speaking face-to-face. I’ve had readers ask me questions online about coverage, not like my answer, and send out-of-context screenshots to my publisher demanding I be fired. 
The work of monitoring, responding to, or discussing uncivil comments with a colleague is time-consuming. Andrew Roman, 38, audience growth producer at the News & Observer in Raleigh, NC, said he spends 10-20% of his workday monitoring the tone of comments on the newspaper’s web platforms. Doyle at the Martinsville Bulletin said: “It adds workload and it adds duties that you didn’t have to deal with before.” Lundmark at The State described what she believed to be a disadvantage of engaging with audiences online: “… I think that there is not yet a way for us to consistently have high-quality, meaningful conversations and it will … be an extra responsibility or work that may not have a consistent payoff.”
An analysis of the data revealed a perceived disconnect between what journalists believe the core functions of their roles are and what they are actually doing day-to-day. When asked to describe their job duties in the survey, of the 67.7% of respondents who identified their role as a reporter or staff writer, only 9.5% of those specifically mentioned audience engagement as part of their responsibilities (even though data showed they are actively and often participating in audience engagement functions). Additionally, when survey respondents were asked what they believed the most important function of a local newspaper journalist was, more than half of respondents (51.7%) ranked “hold authority to account” as #1. No respondents ranked “build and support community” as the most important function of a local newspaper journalist, and 55.2% ranked it as the fifth most important function. 
Transparency and trust were cited in several interviews as a main reason for reporters to remain active online, or even to create a “brand” for themselves. One survey respondent wrote: “I think branding for reporters is important. While we all work under one umbrella and we work as a team, it’s valuable for readers to know us individually and know we live and work in the communities they live in, too.” Sarah Self-Walbrick, 26, business reporter at the Lubbock Avalanche-Journal in Lubbock, TX, said: 
It’s all about transparency. I think that in today’s day and age with so much hostility toward the media any chance we have to remind [the audience] that we’re real people helps. This isn’t somebody from GateHouse corporate responding to you, this is … your local reporter who lives up the street. 
Nikki Naik, 23, audience growth producer at The State, cited the following that longtime reporters at The State have as an example of the positive aspects of building a personal brand. She described the audience who follows well-known reporters as “almost like groupies … people that are just so interested in their work.” Roman at the News & Observer shared the same sentiment about sports reporters who have a “brand almost as strong as our corporate brand.” This strategy is in line with what is already known through prior research about newspapers’ efforts to push journalists to engage more online in the hopes of cultivating relationships that could lead to subscriptions (Lawrence et al., 2018).
On the flip side, survey data also showed that journalists were not overwhelmingly confident that their local audience trusted them or their newspaper, with the majority answering “probably.” Roman described the level of trust he believed the audience had in his newspaper: 
I think it’s not great. I think it was a lot better 10 years ago. I think the ability to criticize us, people have found that criticism and it reinforces their own ideas … because there is more criticism of us on more platforms. I think that both specifically the News & Observer and generally the journalism industry … that there has been a substantial drop off in perceived credibility even though the people in the room are trying just as hard … as they were 10 years ago or 15 years ago. 
Surveyed journalists perceived there to be slightly more trust in themselves as journalists than in the newspaper itself (See Figure 2), and survey data also showed that journalists did not feel “extremely” connected to the needs of their audience. Almost half of respondents (48.4%) said they felt “moderately” connected, 35.48% said they felt “very” connected, and only 3.2% said they felt “extremely” connected. In an effort to create a space for more meaningful dialogue between journalists and their audience, two years ago The State created a closed Facebook group, The Buzz on South Carolina Politics. Maayan Schechter, 29, statehouse reporter at The State and one of the administrators of the page, described it as a “success story” for transparency and trust. Though, she also said she may be looking at it “glass half full.” She explained:
Some of us … were very apprehensive about creating [the Facebook page] because … we really didn’t know how readers were going to receive this kind of open forum. We really didn’t want to have to continuously be on the defense with our readers. But since then, I would like to think that we have created a really kind of good, solid network of readers who feel comfortable coming to us with concerns they have, questions about how we do our reporting, story ideas.


Figure 2. Percentage of Respondents Who Believed the Local Audience Trusted Their Newspaper or Them as a Journalist

B: Online Audience “Abusive, Insulting, and Accusatory”
Qualitative and quantitative data analysis revealed sentiments in line with what is already known from prior research: the comments left on newspaper websites or social media pages are intended to attack the organization or journalist (Binns, 2012; Elizabeth, 2017; Gardiner, 2018; Hughey & Daniels, 2013; Loke, 2012; Neilson, 2018; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018), to attack news sources (Coe et al., 2014; Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011; Loke, 2012), or to attack other commenters/users (Canter, 2013). An overwhelming majority (90.3%) of survey respondents said they had encountered or experienced incivility from their newspaper’s audience online, with the frequency of experiencing the incivility being “sometimes” (53.3%) and “most of the time” (20%). All survey respondents (100%) who reported being “extremely engaged” with audiences on Facebook—either via a personal account or a newspaper-branded account—said they had encountered or experienced incivility. Additionally, 48.4% of survey respondents said they had felt harassed by their newspaper’s online audience. The content of uncivil comments and the harassment experienced was described as “abusive, insulting, and accusatory” by one survey respondent. Sometimes uncivil comments were aimed at the story’s source or subject matter, but personal insults against the reporter were also common and included attacks on intelligence, the ability to do one’s job, and also on physical appearance. One survey respondent wrote: “One time a reader emailed my whole newsroom to tell me I dress like a hooker.” Another respondent wrote: 
I’ve been threatened. I’ve been bullied. It’s anything from being called racist because someone who got charged with a crime was a certain race, to being told I need to wear makeup in videos, to people accusing me [of trying] to make our city look bad by reporting on crimes ... .
Figure 3. Newspaper Stories Receiving the Most Uncivil Comments, Ranked by Respondents. Percentage of respondents who ranked the Top 5 stories as being in the Top 3 for receiving the most uncivil comments. 

The types of stories local newspaper journalists ranked as being in the Top 3 for receiving the most uncivil comments were politics (national, state, and local), crime, and sports (See Figure 3). This finding is directly related to previous research by Muddiman & Stroud (2017) that found partisan online content “amplifies user engagement with incivility” (p. 587). Roman at the News & Observer described the uncivil online comments he sees when monitoring the newspaper’s online platforms, and what can trigger them:
I see a lot of people arguing on Facebook; I see some arguing on Twitter, too. So, the political stuff, especially involving Trump… . On things that involve the Confederacy, slavery, racism, perceived racism, all of that gets a lot of Facebook commenting, some of which is done by trolls, some of which is done by people who are just really advocating for one position over another. As soon as the conversation is irrefutable, that’s when the name calling kind of starts. So, when the commenters are kind of attacking each other—and we’re happy to let them attack each other’s ideas—but when you start making assumptions about people based on what their profile picture looks like or where they went to school, it does start to get out of hand.
A sports writer wrote in an open-ended survey response: 
Although it’s directed at me, most of the incivility I deal with isn’t about me. Some people are so passionate about sports, they’ll shoot the messenger and redirect hostility felt toward their own teams or opponents toward me. ... I’ll often be accused of playing favorites or slanted/biased coverage, almost always by hardcore (and themselves biased) fans/boosters of a certain team/school.
Of note is that in about 18% of open-ended survey responses, journalists described approaching their responses to incivility and harassment with kindness, courteousness, and respectfulness, even going as far as thanking the commenter for reading. One respondent wrote: “We’re always kind and polite, telling people thank you for your feedback … I always make sure to take the high road with our readers and wind up finding that they are much more approachable afterward.” About 50% of respondents, though, noted the practice of ignoring or not responding to uncivil comments, which is consistent with prior research that cited ignoring (Chen & Pain, 2017; Muddiman & Stroud, 2017) and moderating (Meyer & Carey, 2014; Muddiman & Stroud, 2017) comments as practices deployed by journalists. One respondent wrote: “I don’t want to bring attention to uncivil comments and I don’t want to reward bad behavior with a response.” Doyle of the Martinsville Bulletin described the way feedback has changed from being a simple phone call or a letter to the editor to the complexities of online interaction, and the energy and bandwidth that the interactions now require. He said: 
Now, it’s a public comment that’s distributed to millions depending on how many threads of yarn get unwoven …. There’s a lot of exponential commentary, it’s not just one-to-one. … You have to pick your battles, too. … Some people want to lure you into a back and forth, and you can’t get into that.
C: How the Journalists Feel: ‘We’re People, Too’
Journalists reported feeling a range of emotions when facing incivility online from audiences, including sadness, anger, discouragement, and confusion. More than a third of respondents (41.9%) reported being concerned about personally facing incivility when engaging online, and the vast majority of survey respondents (87.1%) said they have avoided engaging with audiences online at some point. These findings are supported by prior research that shows journalists are concerned about the presence of incivility on news sites (Chen & Pain, 2017; Meltzer, 2015). More women than men have avoided engaging and almost one third (30.6%) of those who avoided engaging were Millennials (See Figure 4). One survey respondents wrote: “Sometimes social media can get really nasty, so I just log off for a few hours. If people have valid criticisms I’ll always pay attention, but sometimes you have to prioritize your own health.” Self-care and mental health concerns were cited in several open-ended survey responses and also in interviews, which is a finding supported by prior research by Gardiner (2018). Roman cited burnout among younger journalists at the News & Observer, and described some switching beats or leaving the industry entirely. Naik of The State said: “It is definitely hard, you know, because we as journalists, as growth producers, as people in the newsroom, well, we also feel. We’re people, too. You know, it’s difficult to see comments that are hateful and hurtful to specific groups.” 

 Figure 4. Age and Gender of Those Who Have Avoided Engaging Online. Broken down by age and gender, the percentage of those who replied “yes” to the question “Do you ever or have you ever avoided engaging with audiences online?”87.1% of survey respondents answered “yes”. 

One survey respondent wrote: 
There’s a lot of talk among reporters of self-care. I’d say the vast majority of people who want to engage with us want to tell us all the reasons they hate us, about why we’re garbage at our jobs, why we need to be fired, etc. There are a handful of people who are consistently polite. And that’s the perspective from a white man. I’ve heard stories from colleagues who are women, non-white, both, and as you can imagine, it gets *so much worse.* In what other occupations, at this sort of pay and stress level, is it expected that you open yourself up to regular abuse from the public?
Though journalists interviewed described uncivil online encounters and experiences as draining, discouraging, and stressful, some also described them as unsurprising, even accepting it as a normal part of the job. One McClatchy Carolinas Regional Audience Growth Team member, who asked to remain anonymous, said: “I’ve seen people express negativity toward things I’ve written, and yeah, that can be hard to deal with and to see. But, you know, it does come with your job, too.” Many journalists in this research study also cited the positive aspects of engagement, with 83.9% of survey respondents saying they do want to engage with audiences online, and 67.8% saying that online audience engagement is “extremely” or “very” important for them to do their job. Survey respondents and interviewees cited online interactions as a way to cultivate story ideas, tips, and sources. One survey respondent wrote: “I think it would be a massive failing if I completely ignored social media in my reporting—many of my sources and ideas come from parent/teacher/community activist Facebook groups, local discussion forums, and [our newspaper’s] comment section.”
	In summary, findings from RQ1 support what is already known: the newspaper industry’s efforts to push journalists to engage more with audiences online in an attempt to create greater trust and transparency; the types of stories that attract uncivil comments and the content of those comments; how journalists feel about incivility online; and some of the best practices for dealing with uncivil comments. New findings, however, include the young age and relative inexperience of the reporters and staff writers who are on the front lines; the time it takes to monitor and respond to uncivil comments; a perceived disconnect between what journalists believe about their roles and what they are actually doing in those roles; the friendly response to incivility online; and the never-before captured details regarding the content and types of uncivil messages local newspaper journalists encounter or experience. 
RQ2: What training and policies are available at local newspapers to equip their journalists to engage with audiences online, particularly when interactions may involve incivility? More than half of survey respondents (58.1%) said their newspaper had never offered training on online audience engagement, and only 22.6% of respondents said their newsroom had specific policies on how to respond to incivility online. The training and policies available at local newspapers can be both formal and informal and include one-on-one consultations among peers, corporate policies, using common sense, and drawing from life experience. A central theme from interviews was that drawing support from and offering feedback to newsroom colleagues is a best practice. 
Corporate Training
Formal training on topics related to online audience engagement was generally not scheduled on a regular basis, but instead took place when specific topics or situations arose, if at all. One survey respondent wrote: “Training? Our newspaper has padlocked half the bathrooms in the building to save on electricity and water/sewer bills. There is no money in the budget for training.” Only 12.9% of respondents noted training taking place on a regular basis (monthly, quarterly, bi-annually, or annually). These findings support prior research that newsrooms have not provided much training, if any, on how to best engage with audiences online or handle uncivil comments (Lawrence et al., 2018; Loke, 2012; Neilson, 2018; Singer et al., 2011). Roman of the News & Observer said refresher courses and best practices were offered from time to time at the News & Observer, citing when a paywall was implemented on their website a few years ago as an example. “If it is as culture-changing as a paywall, we might … have a 15- or 30-minute Google Hangout seminar run by somebody in McClatchy.” Additionally, when The State recently began piloting a new website comment platform, Coral by Vox Media[footnoteRef:4], external guides on comment engagement (See Appendix H) were shared within the newsroom. Several open-ended survey responses also indicated that corporate offices may offer trainings to editors or those in online/social media roles, and then those individuals are asked to share what they have learned with the newsroom at large. [4:  Coral by Vox Media, Inc., is an open-source commenting platform. As described in a news release on its website: “Coral now includes more features than ever, aiming to prevent abusive trolls from disrupting conversations and gives journalists the tools and resources needed to facilitate safer and more engaging conversations, encouraging more productive and respectful discussions.” Source: https://coralproject.net/ ] 

Peer-to-Peer Training
Interviews revealed that those who hold more senior roles in newsrooms and those with online/audience-centric roles are considered in-house experts on topics related to online audience engagement. The McClatchy Carolinas Regional Audience Growth Team was a key resource for the newspapers in that particular group, with the journalists on that team serving as trainers, mentors, and sounding boards. But not all newsrooms had this resource. Self-Walbrick of the Lubbock Avalanche-Journal said engagement was an afterthought in her newsroom because of how short-staffed they were. “We talk about it often. If we could fill any position it would be an online editor or an engagement editor.” Doyle of the Martinsville Bulletin, said journalists have to support one another and editors need to guide younger journalists:
Nothing teaches like life experience. … And I think that the responsibility of editors is to prepare young people as much as possible. I think young people have a different view of social media and interactions anyway, but when they get smacked around publicly, it might even be in … public places sometimes … they have to learn lessons, and they have to learn patience, and they have to understand that it’s not so much a comment on them as an individual, but a comment … on them as journalists and the predilection to blast journalists en masse these days.
Lisa Wilson, 49, a reporter with the Hilton-Head, SC, Island-Packet and the Beaufort, SC, Beaufort Gazette and a liaison to the McClatchy Carolinas Regional Audience Growth Team, said she drew on her age and prior experience working as an editor when talking through difficult online situations with younger reporters. She said: 
It’s just a back and forth. … And I might say, ‘OK, consider that whatever you write is going to be seen by everyone, could be screenshot and posted everywhere. … Really, really think about how you want to respond. Is that going to make it worse?’
Formal Policies
On average, more than half of survey respondents (63%) said their newspaper had policies regarding various online audience engagement practices, such as journalists’ professional social media presence or website and social media comment moderation. What is and is not appropriate for audiences to post in comments sections was generally specific and well-known (See Appendix I), as was the threshold for moderating inappropriate comments, including muting or blocking users (See Appendix J). Guidelines for what constituted the need for comment moderation included inflammatory and obscene language, racist or threatening comments, misinformation and/or disinformation, harassment of anyone, and also copying and pasting stories or including screenshots of stories. “If a reader curses, threatens other readers or says something racist or otherwise hateful, we are allowed to hide the comments from other readers,” wrote one survey respondent. To aid with comment moderation, The State piloted the open-source website comment moderation platform Coral by Vox Media, which is used by major news organizations such as The Washington Post and Wall Street Journal. Lundmark of The State said:
It has allowed us to bring conversations to our website in a much better way. … We’ll be able to identify leaders with badges that say “subscriber” or “top commenter,” and on the back end it also has a strong filter that helps us scrape out toxic … comments before they even reach the reporter, which I see as a huge move because responding to negative comments or just filtering those out, we should try to remove from the reporter’s plate as much as possible. 
Formal policies on employee’s social media use (See Appendices K, L) focused on keeping behavior professional and protecting the newspaper’s reputation and brand, however 38% of the survey’s open-ended responses concerning the content of such policies suggested they were vague and not easily accessible, if they existed at all. One survey respondent said of the content of policies at his/her newspaper: “Just don’t embarrass the paper. I have never been cited any rules, but I always try to be careful online.” 
Policies that go beyond the “keep it professional” standard include more specific information about how to represent oneself and how to appropriately respond to comments. Policies at the Walla Walla Union-Bulletin in Walla Walla, WA, are stated to include: “Always represent the paper on any social media platform that you identify yourself as an employee. Don’t argue with readers on the paper's FB or Twitter, although you can add additional information or ways to contact the right people.” Additionally, the Martinsville Bulletin in Martinsville, VA, includes specifics about objectivity: “We want to protect objectivity of our journalists by asking them to avoid opinions on issues on their social accounts. They can root for teams and their alma maters, unless they cover those assignments.” Newspapers in the McClatchy Carolinas Regional group offer specific best practices, as one survey respondent described:
Social media policies discourage the appearance of partisanship, which means no posting personal opinions on newsy topics (social issues, politics, etc.) We are also not supposed to make posts editorializing on our own coverage or offering opinions of people or issues we report on. We are supposed to show personality to make us approachable to readers, and we are supposed to field and answer questions from readers when appropriate. We are discouraged from engaging in battles or debates with online commentators. 
Feeling Prepared
Survey respondents did indicate feeling a general sense of preparation for engaging with audiences online, though, with more than half of respondents (54.9%) reporting they felt “extremely” or “very” prepared. Level of engagement with audiences on social media was a predictor of how prepared journalists felt: respondents who were “very engaged” with audiences on social media felt “extremely prepared” to engage (See Figure 5), while those who were “somewhat engaged” reported feeling “moderately prepared” (See Figure 6). Age, however, was not a strong indicator of how prepared someone felt to engage, with a baseline of 33.3% of respondents across ages 18 to 74 feeling “very” prepared. Self-Walbrick of the Lubbock Avalanche-Journal indicated that though she had never received formal training in her newsroom on how to engage with audiences online, she felt prepared because of her comfort level on social media—which she credited to her age (26) and having grown up with social media—and because she studied behaviors of online news users in graduate school. In contrast, Doyle of the Martinsville Bulletin also cited his age (66) as the reason why he felt very prepared. “I’m old. … I feel prepared because I’ve pretty much experienced everything there is to experience.”

Figure 5. Level of Engagement by Channel of Journalists Who Felt “Extremely Prepared” to Engage with Audiences Online. Percentage of respondents who ranked their level of engagement by the channel they used. Data is broken out by those who responded they felt “extremely prepared” to engage with audiences. 

Figure 6. Level of Engagement by Channel of Journalists Who Felt “Moderately Prepared” to Engage with Audiences Online. Percentage of respondents who ranked their level of engagement by the channel they used. Data is broken out by those who responded they felt “moderately prepared” to engage with audiences.
In summary, findings from RQ2 do support prior research that there are few, if any, policies on record in newsrooms that address online audience engagement or how to handle uncivil comments. New findings include the importance of mentorship for younger journalists by editors and older journalists, that level of engagement was a predictor of how prepared someone felt to engage online and age was not a predictor, and the valuable resource that an in-house engagement editor or team—such as the McClatchy Carolinas Regional Audience Growth Team—can be for local journalists. 
RQ3: How do local newspaper journalists perceive a heightened political climate at the national level—including ongoing attacks of national media outlets by President Donald J. Trump—as having an impact, if any, at the local level, specifically on online interactions between local newspaper journalists and their audiences? The majority of survey respondents (71%) said there “definitely” was a connection between Trump’s statements about the national media and statements made by the local audience about their newspaper, nearly one third of respondents (32.3%) said their local audience “might or might not” trust their newspaper, and more than half of respondents (54.8%) believed there “definitely” was a connection between low media trust nationally and uncivil comments made by their local newspaper audience. Interview data supported survey data, with the central theme of interviews being that media trust was already low and the proliferation of social media and Trump’s candidacy and presidency have together heightened and amplified this distrust. Interviewees suggested the local audience had an easily accessible platform (social media), a voice they trusted (Trump) to echo, and a nearby target (the local journalist(s)/newspaper) to aim their frustrations. Schechter of The State said the national discourse “is really seeping into the local ecosystem and it’s having a serious impact on the way readers look at even local news. … I think it gets overlooked on this level by a lot, even maybe national reporters who really don’t understand how it trickles down.” This sentiment is in line with prior research by Yi-Fan Su et al. (2018) that shows a correlation between Trump’s rhetoric and online attacks of journalists and mainstream media, and also research by Stroud, Duyn, and Peacock (2016) that finds local news outlets, including newspapers, are the most popular destination for audience members to leave and read comments online, particularly for political stories. Trump was described in interviews as “inflammatory,” his statements about the media to be “polarizing,” and one interviewee described people as “hanging on his every word.” Interviewees also cited safety concerns, broadly, for journalists and a frustration over the perceived role of the media in democracy. Roman of the News & Observer said: 
Luckily, what I do is anonymous to the general population. Very few people know I exist as a human or that my role exists within the company. So, I see a lot of the vitriol that is directed at us and the vitriol directed at other people. .... I'm not terribly afraid for my own safety. I am afraid more along the lines of a general attack on a newsroom or a general attack on people who are out in the field. … While I do think that Donald Trump has not helped the situation, I think the situation pre-dates his time in office. But this feels different. Somehow it feels angrier and more immediate. I wish there was a way to alleviate some of that.
Though not asked about directly in either the survey or interviews, the term “fake news”—widely recognized as a phrase that Trump uses to attack national media outlets (Boydstun & Van Aelst, 2018; Massing, 2018; “Threats, Violence Spiral,” 2019)—was used in descriptions of the types of uncivil comments or harassment local newspaper journalists faced from their audiences, with nearly one third of survey respondents (32.2%) and 4 out of 7 interviewees quoting the term. Naik of The State said: “There’s so much influence that comes from the things that [Trump] says. A lot of our readers are conservative—they’ll let us know that we are liberal media, they’ll comment and say that we’re fake news. Those are not the comments we like to engage in.” One survey respondent cited “the run of the mill ‘fake news’ claims,” while another respondent described a time when “a whole room yelled ‘fake news’ when a County Council member referenced a story of mine.” Another wrote: “There are people who do not like media in general or my newspaper in particular. I don’t make apologies for who I am, what I do for a living or where I work. So I will occasionally be on the receiving end of a ‘left-wing rag’ ‘fake news’ ‘that damn paper’ rant. And occasionally that turns personal.”
Looking Ahead
The majority of survey respondents (61.3%) believed there “definitely” will be an increase in uncivil comments from their newspaper’s online audience during the 2020 U.S. presidential election, and 29% responded “probably.” This sentiment is in line with prior research by Yi-Fan Su et al. (2018) that shows “negative online experiences appear to be worsening” (p. 3,679). However, there are no discussions or planned trainings—that survey respondents were aware of—in local newspaper newsrooms on how to prepare for this possible increase. A political reporter wrote: “We have not received training on how to deal with comments related to the 2020 election. I am sure as we get closer, I especially will have to have a discussion with my editor on how to handle uncivil comments during that period.” One survey respondent wrote: “It appears we’re just going to wing it.” Another wrote: “I just thank God I’m in the sports department.”
Incivility online will not end after the 2020 election, however, and looking beyond the demands of day-to-day deadlines may be difficult for local newspapers as the reputation of an entire industry needs restoring. While there is a major focus at local newspapers on being more transparent and increasing trust with the audience, the efforts to achieve these goals yield hyper-local results, such as cultivating a new source or gaining a digital subscriber. Wilson of The Island Packet and The Beaufort Gazette spoke of the advantage of engaging online to increase trust: “When someone comments on a story and you respond in a way that answers their question, that builds trust and then they’re more likely to send you an email later or private message and say, ‘Hey, here’s what I saw.’” While good in the short term and perhaps quite helpful at the local level, these efforts may not help with the industry’s larger need to increase trust in the institution of journalism, particularly in the era of Trump. Roman of the News & Observer said:
We try as a company to put out things that say, “Hey, we’re working hard for you … we’re going out in the hurricanes, we are working these late nights to get you sports scores, we’ve got all this new technology so that the things that you’re used to in a printed paper you can continue to use online. … We’ve got newsletters coming to you two to three times a day, we have specialized newsletters, we have email alerts that you can customize. We’re doing all of this because we want to reach you guys. … But I don’t think it has changed some of the perceptions out there.
In summary, findings from RQ3 are directly in line with what is already known about the effect Trump’s rhetoric has on public discourse, as research by George (2019) showed that it “panders to and amplifies ground sentiments” (p. 107). Journalists believed Trump’s rhetoric on the national level affects how the local audience reacts to local news, with survey respondents and interviewees citing the local audience often using the term “fake news” against them. That there is no known discussion or planning in local newspaper newsrooms about how to handle a possible increase of uncivil online comments during the 2020 election is a new finding, as is the suggestion that local newspapers’ efforts to increase trust may need to be broadened in scope to include the entire industry’s plight.
DELIVERABLE
This research study’s project deliverable component utilized techniques learned through a career in journalism and communications and skills mastered through the Master of Arts in Technology and Communication program at the Hussman School of Journalism and Media at UNC-Chapel Hill. The project was presented as a longform, online multimedia storytelling piece that explored the many aspects and nuances of the local newspaper journalist-audience relationship, from the perspective of the journalists. The story, available at incivilityonline.web.unc.edu, included audio from interviewed journalists and information visualizations to illustrate relevant data. 
DISCUSSION
The results of this research study add to the literature on journalists’ engagement with audiences online and how local newspaper newsrooms, in particular, have adapted to uncivil comments by audience members in today’s heightened political climate. As a result of newspapers’ expectations for online audience engagement, younger and inexperienced reporters need an extra level of mentorship and support to prevent potential burnout, time spent on online engagement could potentially be spent elsewhere, and the industry’s concerns over media distrust are not being addressed globally. 
For further discussion, and a finding supported by prior research, is that local newspapers continue to push online engagement when the known benefits (a new digital subscriber here or there, or a new source cultivated) are minimal and the perceived benefits (trust and understanding of how journalists do their jobs) do not address the industry’s larger issues of distrust in the institution as a whole, particularly when the President of the United States berates national media outlets on a regular basis. To this end, one survey respondent said:
I have reached a point at which I don’t know if my online engagement is good or bad for my work as a watchdog, a truth seeker and a community builder. However, being online and seeming engaged (while knowing much of it is just vitriol) is framed as a vital part of modern journalism. I’m not sure I buy it.
Also noteworthy for further discussion is that, to survey respondents’ knowledge, there is no discussion or preparation for dealing with a possible increase in uncivil comments during the 2020 U.S. presidential election. It is astonishing that, only one year from the election, newsrooms may not be having discussions about reporter wellness, crafting best practices and putting trainings into place, or securing technologies to lighten the load for reporters (in terms of time spent and mental effects), particularly with an already divisive Democratic primary field, and the U.S. House of Representatives launching an impeachment inquiry against President Donald J. Trump for possibly using his position to ask a foreign country to investigate Democratic nominee front-runner Joe Biden (Bade, R., DeBonis, M., & Demirjian, K., 2019). 
The lens with which to examine this study’s findings is the ongoing notion by newspaper leaders that online audience engagement may help increase trust in the media. However, putting young reporters in a position to be abused by their local audience, with incivility only increasing in volume, does not help a newspaper regain the trust of the public at large. One survey respondent wrote: “We will do everything we can to approach our work fairly and equally for all viewpoints. That’s really all we can do. There is no organized response to the uncivil discourse that has permeated our society.” But perhaps there should be. Because of the increasing divisiveness of the rhetoric in the era of Trump, it appears to be a waste of time for local newspaper reporters to be fielding uncivil comments online when they instead could be honing their investigative skills or using their voices to initiate change on a larger scale. Whereas larger newspapers, such as The Washington Post, are able to put dollars into marketing campaigns such as “Democracy Dies in Darkness[footnoteRef:5]” to communicate the larger stakes involved, local newspapers are merely trying to survive, one day at a time.  [5:  Source: https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/the-washington-posts-new-slogan-turns-out-to-be-an-old-saying/2017/02/23/cb199cda-fa02-11e6-be05-1a3817ac21a5_story.html] 

Related to these discussion points, possible research questions for further study of local newspapers could include: 
· What mentorship and mental health support is available in newsrooms for journalists, specifically young reporters, who frequently encounter and experience incivility online?
· What are journalism schools doing to prepare students to handle the online incivility they will face in their first reporting jobs?
· Do local newsrooms see trust in their newspaper increasing as a result of more engagement with audiences, and how do they measure it?
· What efforts, if any, by local newspapers to increase trust and restore credibility are having an impact on the national level?
· What technologies, such as Coral by Vox Media, are available, affordable, and accessible to local newspapers to lighten the load—both in terms of staffing and mental load—of comment moderation?
CONCLUSION
This mixed methods research study was designed to add to the literature on the local newspaper journalist-audience relationship, and answers 3 research questions regarding the experiences of local newspaper journalists who engage with audiences online. Findings unique to this study include that reporters and staff writers are very young and fairly new to their roles; monitoring and responding to uncivil comments is time-consuming; there is a disconnect between what journalists believe their role should be and what they are actually doing on a day-to-day basis; journalists responding to incivility online find themselves increasingly clarifying or explaining their reporting, and some are even using kindness as a defense against the incivility; some journalists accept incivility online as “part of the job”; peer support and mentorship in the newsroom is key when dealing with incivility online; what policies on online engagement do exist are vague or narrowly focused on the reputation of the news organization; journalists believe there definitely is a connection between what President Donald J. Trump says on the national stage and what the local audience says; and there is no known planning or training for newsrooms to deal with a possible increase of uncivil comments during the 2020 U.S. presidential election, nor a larger discussion on how to restore trust and credibility to the institution of journalism on a national level. 
The results of this study also confirm some findings from previous research, including that journalists are expected to engage with audiences more and create a “brand” for themselves to increase trust and transparency (Lawrence et al., 2018); the online news audience targets incivility toward news organizations or journalists (Binns, 2012; Elizabeth, 2017; Gardiner, 2018; Hughey & Daniels, 2013; Loke, 2012; Neilson, 2018; Yi-Fan Su et al., 2018), sources (Coe et al., 2014; Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011; Loke, 2012), or other commenters (Canter, 2013), and can be very abusive (Gardiner, 2018; Juneström, 2019; Singer, 2010; “Threats, Violence Spiral,” 2019); journalists’ feelings on encountering or experiencing incivility online include sadness, anger, and confusion, and raise concerns about self-care and mental health (Gardiner, 2018; Singer, 2010); and there is little training available in newsrooms for online audience engagement (Lawrence et al., 2018; Loke, 2012; Neilson, 2018; Singer et al., 2011). 
Several circumstances aligned to enhance the timeliness and importance of this research, including an industry in the middle of an identity crisis, the rise of participatory journalism ushered in by Web 2.0, and the current heightened political climate. Prior to this study, local newspaper journalists were a relatively understudied group, which also signifies the importance of this work. The findings and discussion of this paper provide points for reflection for both mass media scholars and the newspaper industry, as a better understanding of practices—both good and bad—can have major implications for the future of local journalism and its place in democracy. 
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APPENDIX A
List of McClatchy Carolinas Regional Audience Growth Team Interviewees

	Interviewee
	Position
	Newspaper
	Date of Interview
	Duration of Interview


	Nikki Naik
	Audience growth producer
	The State, Columbia, SC
	9/16/2019
	74 minutes

	Andrew Roman
	Audience growth producer
	News & Observer, Raleigh, NC
	9/17/2019
	80 minutes

	Cal Lundmark
	Carolinas audience growth editor
	Based out of The State, Columbia, SC, but works for entire McClatchy Carolinas group
	9/18/2019
	48 minutes

	Lisa Wilson
	Reporter, liaison to audience growth team
	Island-Packet and Beaufort Gazette, Bluffton, SC
	9/24/2019
	53 minutes

	
	
	
	
	

	Anonymous A
	Audience growth producer
	A McClatchy Carolinas newspaper
	9/26/2019
	34 minutes














APPENDIX B
Newspapes Where Survey Respondents Were Employed

	Newspaper
	City, State
	Print Circulation*
	Owned By
	# of 
Respondents

	
	
	
	
	

	The Brunswick News
	Brunswick, GA
	17,333[footnoteRef:6] [6:  https://www.mondotimes.com ] 

	Brunswick News Publishing Co.
	1

	Eugene Weekly
	Eugene, OR
	40,000[footnoteRef:7] [7:  https://www.mondotimes.com] 

(weekly) 
	
	1

	The Herald
	Rock Hill, SC
	9,672[footnoteRef:8] [8:  https://www.mcclatchy.com/ ] 

	McClatchy
	1

	The High Point Enterprise
	High Point, NC
	16,043[footnoteRef:9] [9:  https://www.mondotimes.com] 

	Paxton Media Group
	1

	Idaho Statesman
	Boise, ID
	31,894[footnoteRef:10] [10:  https://www.statista.com/statistics/630293/mcclatchy-newspapers-circulation/ ] 

	McClatchy
	1

	The Island Packet and The Beaufort Gazette
	Bluffton, SC
	15,426[footnoteRef:11] (combined) [11:  https://www.mcclatchy.com/ ] 

	McClatchy
	1

	The Journal
	Seneca, SC
	9,676[footnoteRef:12] [12:  https://www.mondotimes.com] 

	Edwards Group
	1

	Lubbock Avalanche-Journal
	Lubbock, TX
	32,804[footnoteRef:13] [13:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lubbock_Avalanche-Journal ] 

	GateHouse Media
	1

	The Manhattan Mercury
	Manhattan, KS
	9,504[footnoteRef:14] [14:  https://www.mondotimes.com] 

	Seaton Publishing Co.
	1

	Martinsville Bulletin
	Martinsville, VA
	12,500[footnoteRef:15] [15:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martinsville_Bulletin ] 

	BH Media
	1

	MetroWest Daily News and Milford Daily News
	Framingham, MA and Milford, MA
	6,099[footnoteRef:16] [16:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Milford_Daily_News ] 

	GateHouse Media
	2

	News & Record
	Greensboro, NC
	54,789[footnoteRef:17] [17:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/News_%26_Record ] 

	BH Media
	2

	Post Register
	Idaho Falls, ID
	26,000[footnoteRef:18] [18:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Post_Register ] 

	Adams Publishing Group
	1

	Rio Grande SUN
	Espanola, NM
	12,000[footnoteRef:19] [19:  https://www.mondotimes.com] 

(weekly)
	Robert & Ruth Trapp
	1

	The Shelby Star
	Shelby, NC
	12,000[footnoteRef:20] [20:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Shelby_Star ] 

	New Media Investment Group
	1

	The State
	Columbia, SC
	41,650[footnoteRef:21] [21:  https://www.mcclatchy.com/ ] 

	McClatchy
	8

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Stevens County Times
	Morris, MN
	2,962[footnoteRef:22] [22:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Morris_Sun_Tribune ] 

	Forum Communications
	1

	The Sun News
	Myrtle Beach, SC
	21,144[footnoteRef:23] [23:  https://www.mcclatchy.com/ ] 

	McClatchy
	1

	Greensburg Tribune-Review
	Greensburg, PA
	40,641[footnoteRef:24] [24:  https://tribtotalmedia.com/products/daily-newspapers/ ] 

	Trib Total Media
	1

	Walla Walla Union-Bulletin
	Walla Walla, WA
	9,000[footnoteRef:25] [25:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walla_Walla_Union-Bulletin ] 

	Seattle Times Co.
	1

	The Wilson Times
	Wilson, NC
	16,906[footnoteRef:26] [26:  https://www.mondotimes.com] 

	The Wilson Times Publishing Co.
	2



*  Circulation numbers all subject to accuracy and availabilty of information online









APPENDIX C
Informed Consent for Interviews
Principal Investigator: Andrea Martin, stettler@live.unc.edu 
 
Thank you for showing interest in contributing to this research study. Participation in this study is entirely voluntary and you have the right to withdraw at any point during the study, for any reason, and without any prejudice. Any data gathered from a partially-completed interview will be discarded. Before we begin, I will read study details to you. 

This research study aims to examine the experiences of journalists at local newspapers who are active online and may face incivility when engaging with audiences, and how current and past experiences may be informing their preparation for online engagement now and in the future. The data collected from this interview will be used to compose a report generalizing the experiences and information gathered. This report will also lead to the production of a multimedia storytelling piece describing the experiences of local newspapers journalists who engage with audiences online. This final multimedia storytelling piece could be used as a resource for training in local newsrooms, or could be published online at a later date.
If you consent to share your identity, your personal information will be shared in the research study report and final project. Audio of the interview will be recorded using a hand-held voice recorder. This is to aid in the transcription of the interview, however audio of the interview may also be later used in the multimedia storytelling final project. If you opt out of having audio used in the final project, you may still participate in the research study. If we are meeting in person I may ask to photograph you. If you consent, I will take a portrait photo of you to later be used in the multimedia storytelling final project. If you opt out of having your photograph taken, you may still participate in the research study. 

The interview should take about 1 hour to 1.5 hours to complete. Do you have any questions at this time? If you would like any further information about this study or have questions, please email me at stettler@live.unc.edu.

_____ Do you consent to participating in this interview? 
_____ Do you consent to sharing your identity?
_____Do you consent to having audio from the interview possibly used and published in the 
          final project?
_____ Do you consent to having your photo taken (if interview is conducted in person)?




APPENDIX D
Interview Questions
For the purposes of this survey, “online audience engagement” is defined as reading or interacting with your newspapers’ audience members by responding to their comments, answering their questions, asking questions of them, correcting misinformation, explaining reporting tactics, etc. Online spaces could include, but are not limited to, comments sections on your newspapers’ website, comments sections on your newspapers’ Facebook page, your newspapers’ other social media accounts, via your social media profile(s), etc. For questions related to incivility online, this is broadly defined as a violation of norms and a lack of respect for other people. 

When answering these questions, consider them in the context solely in your role as a journalist at your local newspaper. 

------

What is your name? 

How old are you?

What is your gender?

At what newspaper are you currently employed?

How long have you worked at your current newspaper?

What is your current job title/role?

How long have you worked in your current role?

Describe your current job responsibilities and role.

Describe any other roles you have held in this newsroom. 

------

Tell me what you remember about first engaging with audiences online in your job.

Have you ever received training on how to engage with audiences online?
(If yes) Walk me through that training. 
(If no) How do you feel about not receiving training? Have you sought out training on your own?

Describe ongoing online audience engagement training opportunities at your newspaper.

In your role on the audience growth team, describe ways in which you may provide training, mentoring, or consultations to other employees in your newsroom on the topic of online audience engagement.

Describe policies your newspaper has on employees’ use of social media – personally and professionally.

Does your newspaper allow comments to be posted on stories on the newspaper website? 

Does your newspaper moderate comments? If not now, did they used to?

Describe policies your newspaper has on comment moderation on its website and/or on social media channels.

Describe policies your newspaper has on online audience engagement?

Does your newspaper offer policies or best practices on how specifically to respond to uncivil messages?

Can you provide me with a copy of these policies?

------

If your newspaper allows comments on the website, do you engage with audiences there?
Describe the types of interactions you have in the website comments sections.

What are your newspaper’s official, branded social media accounts?

Do you use Facebook to engage with audiences, both in the past and currently? If so, what specifically do/did you use it for?

Do you use Twitter to engage with audiences, both in the past and currently? If so, what specifically do/did you use it for?

Do you use Instagram to engage with audiences, both in the past and currently? If so, what specifically do/did you use it for?

Do you use YouTube to engage with audiences, both in the past and currently? If so, what specifically do/did you use it for?

Do you use Snapchat to engage with audiences, both in the past and currently? If so, what specifically do/did you use it for?

Do you use Reddit to engage with audiences, both in the past and currently? If so, what specifically do/did you use it for?

What other social media channels that I haven’t asked you about do you use to engage with audiences?

------

Describe the types of interactions you most frequently have with audiences online. Some examples of interactions include soliciting story ideas and news tips, providing background information, correcting misinformation, defending yourself/your work, etc.
On what platforms do these interactions typically take place, what is the topic, and what is the tone, etc.?  

Describe the types of interactions you least frequently have with audiences online. Some examples of interactions include soliciting story ideas and news tips, providing background information, correcting misinformation, defending yourself/your work, etc.

Describe the types of stories published by your newspaper that see the most uncivil comments. (Incivility is broadly defined as a violation of norms and a lack of respect for other people). Describe these comments and the resulting interactions. 
Why do you think these types of stories receive uncivil comments?

Describe to me a time you witnessed incivility online by a member of your newspaper’s audience. 

How did it make you feel?

Tell me about a time you engaged with an uncivil discussion online. 

How did it make you feel?
Describe how prepared you felt to engage in that discussion.

Describe how you responded to those making uncivil comments?
Describe conversations in your newsroom at large, amongst team members, or between you and your manager about incivility online in general. 

Describe to me a time you felt you were being harassed online by a member of your newspaper’s audience. 
How did it make you feel?

------

Explain the role of online audience engagement in relationship to your role as a local journalist. 

Describe how you feel about your role as a local journalist.

What role do you believe the audience should play in local journalism?

What are editors telling the staff about online audience engagement and why it may or may not be a priority? For example, do they see it as important to help bring in digital ad revenue, or maybe it is a way to be transparent about how you do your job? 

Describe what has changed the most at your newspaper since the rise of Web 2.0 (for example, social media, comments sections, and the ability for audiences to reach you and chime in in real time and in public, online spaces). 

What do you believe are some advantages to local newspaper journalists engaging with audiences online?

What do you believe are some disadvantages to local newspaper journalists engaging with audiences online?

------

How do you feel about President Donald Trump’s statements about the media?

Are there conversations in your newsroom at large, amongst team members, or between you and your manager about President Donald Trump’s statements about the media?

What level of trust do you believe your local audience has in your newspaper? 

Do you believe there is a correlation between statements about the media on a national level and statements made about the media on the local level by your audiences?











APPENDIX E
Informed Consent for Survey
Principal Investigator: Andrea Martin, stettler@live.unc.edu  
 
Thank you for showing interest in contributing to this research study. Participation in this study is entirely voluntary and please be assured that your responses will be kept completely confidential. You have the right to withdraw at any point during the study, for any reason, and without any prejudice. Before you begin, I ask that you please take a careful look at the study details below. If you would like any further information about this study or have questions, please email me at stettler@live.unc.edu. 

What is this study about?
This research study aims to examine the experiences of journalists at local newspapers who are active online and may face incivility when engaging with audiences, and how current and past experiences may be informing their preparation for online engagement now and in the future.

How long will it take?
The survey should take about 20 minutes to complete, but you’re encouraged to take longer if needed. 

Do you keep any of my personal information?
No. The survey is completely anonymous.

Do I have to participate?
No. The survey is entirely voluntary. Furthermore, you may choose to stop and withdraw from the survey at any time. Any data gathered from a partially-completed survey will be discarded.

What will you do with the results?
The data collected from this survey will be used to compose a report generalizing the experiences and information gathered. This report will also lead to the production of a multimedia storytelling piece describing the experiences of local newspapers journalists who engage with audiences online. Data from the survey will be used to create information visualizations in the final report and piece, or otherwise support the content. This final multimedia storytelling piece could be used as a resource for training in local newsrooms, or could be published online at a later date. 


__ I have read and understand the information on this form and have had all my questions answered. 



APPENDIX F
Survey Questions
For the purposes of this survey, “online audience engagement” is broadly defined as reading or interacting with your newspapers’ audience members by responding to their comments, answering their questions, asking questions of them, correcting misinformation, explaining reporting tactics, etc.
“Online” spaces could include, but are not limited to, comments sections on your newspapers’ website, comments sections on your newspapers’ Facebook page, your newspapers’ other social media accounts, via your social media profile(s), etc. 
For questions related to incivility online, this is broadly defined as a violation of norms and a lack of respect for other people).
When answering these questions, consider them in the context solely in your role as a journalist at your local newspaper. 

Age
	18-24
	25-34
	35-44
	45-54
	55-64
	65-74
	75 or older

What is your gender?
Male
Female
Transgender Male
Transgender Female
Other _________
Prefer not to answer

What is your race/ethnicity?
	White
	Black of African American
	American Indian or Alaska Native
	Asian
	Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
	Other _____
	Prefer not to answer

At what newspaper are you currently employed? (Include name, city, and state) ___________

How long have you worked at your current newspaper?
	Less than 5 years
	5-10 years
	11-20 years
	More than 20 years

What is your current job title/role? _________

Describe your current job responsibilities and role. _____________

How long have you worked in your current role?
Less than 5 years
	5-10 years
	11-20 years
	More than 20 years

Describe other roles you have held in this newsroom. ______________

In your opinion, what are the most important functions a local newspaper serves for its community? (#1 being the most important)
	Hold authority to account
	Educate and inform the public
	Build and support community
	Record-keeping and witnessing
	Storytelling
	Recap/Reflections/Opinions
Other ______

In your opinion, what are the most important functions a local newspaper journalist serves for its community? (#1 being the most important)
	Hold authority to account
	Educate and inform the public
	Build and support community
	Record-keeper and witness
	Storyteller
	Recap/Reflections/Opinions
	Other ______
	
In your opinion, what has changed the most at your newspaper since the rise of Web 2.0 (ie. blogging, social media, comments sections)? (#1 being the most change)
	Reporting techniques
	Gathering/solicitation of news tips
	Public discourse
	Feedback from readers/audience
	Creation of online roles in newsroom
	Adjustment of traditional roles to adapt to online demands
	Layoffs/elimination of jobs
	Decline in print circulation
	Decline in print ad revenue
	Connection with audience/readers/the community
Other ______
	
How connected do you feel to the needs of your newspaper’s audience? 
	Extremely connected
	Very connected
	Moderately connected
	Slightly connected
	Not at all connected
	Not sure
On what platform(s) do you interact with your newspaper's audiences via a newspaper-branded social media account, and how engaged would you describe yourself on these platforms? Select all that apply.
		Very engaged	    Somewhat Engaged	     Not at all Engaged      N/A
	Facebook
	Twitter
	Instagram
	YouTube
	Snapchat
	Reddit
	Other _____

On what platforms(s) do you interact with your newspaper's audience via a personal or professional account bearing your name, and how engaged would you describe yourself on these platforms? Select all that apply.
		Very engaged	    Somewhat Engaged	     Not at all Engaged      N/A
	Facebook
	Twitter
	Instagram
	YouTube
	Snapchat
	Reddit
	Other _____
------

For the purposes of this survey, “online audience engagement” is broadly defined as reading or interacting with your newspapers’ audience members by responding to their comments, answering their questions, asking questions of them, correcting misinformation, explaining reporting tactics, etc.
“Online” spaces could include, but are not limited to, comments sections on your newspapers’ website, comments sections on your newspapers’ Facebook page, your newspapers’ other social media accounts, via your social media profile(s), etc. 

In your opinion, what are the benefits for your newspaper of online audience engagement? (#1 being the most beneficial)
	Increase print subscriptions
	Increase digital subscriptions
	Increase web traffic/referrals
	Create transparency with how journalists do their jobs
	Increase trust in the media
Increase print ad revenue
	Increase digital ad revenue
	Community building
	Create forum for public discourse
	Increase news sources/news tips
	Other ________

Do you want to engage with audiences online? 
Yes
		If yes, explain why _______
	No
		If no, explain why ________
	Not Sure

Do you or have you ever avoided engaging with audiences online? 
Yes
		If yes, explain why ________
	No
		If no, explain why ________
Not Sure

What do believe online audience engagement is best used for? ________________

What do you believe online audience engagement is not best used for? _____________

Describe the advantages, in your opinion, to local newspaper journalists engaging with audiences online. _____

Describe the disadvantages, in your opinion, to local newspaper journalists engaging with audiences online. ______

How important do you believe online audience engagement is to your job? 
Extremely important
Very important
Moderately important
Slightly important
Not at all important
Not sure

How high of a priority do you feel online audience engagement is in your newsroom? 
	High priority
	Some priority
	Low or no priority

Have you ever felt pressured by management to engage with audiences online?
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure

If yes, please describe the messages you are given by management that make you feel pressured to engage with audiences online. ______ 

------

For the purposes of this survey, “online audience engagement” is broadly defined as reading or interacting with your newspapers’ audience members by responding to their comments, answering their questions, asking questions of them, correcting misinformation, explaining reporting tactics, etc.
“Online” spaces could include, but are not limited to, comments sections on your newspapers’ website, comments sections on your newspapers’ Facebook page, your newspapers’ other social media accounts, via your social media profile(s), etc. 

Does your newspaper allow comments on stories posted on the newspaper website?
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure

If no, did the newspaper at any time allow comments on stories posted on the newspaper website?
Yes
No
Not sure

If yes, does your newspaper moderate comments online?
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure

If yes, does your newspaper have staff dedicated to moderating comments online?
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure

Does your newspaper have policies for any of the below online audience engagement channels?
					Yes		No		Not Sure 	N/A		
Journalists’ Personal Social Media Presence
Journalists’ Professional Social Media Presence
Website Comment Moderation
Social Media Comment Moderation
Online Audience Engagement in General
Other _____________

If yes to any, please describe the content of the policy(ies). ____________________

How often does your newspaper offer training on online audience engagement? 
	Monthly
	Quarterly
	Bi-Annually
	Annually
	We’ve Never Had Training on Online Audience Engagement
	Not Sure
	Prefer not to answer

Describe the content of training you received. _________________

How often does your newspaper offer training on social media best practices?
Monthly
	Quarterly
	Bi-Annually
	Annually
	We’ve Never Had Training on Social Media Best Practices
	Not Sure
	Prefer not to answer

Describe the content of training you received. _________________

Does your newspaper have guidelines or best practices on how to best respond to incivility online?
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure

How prepared do you feel to engage with audiences online? 
	Extremely prepared
	Very prepared
	Moderately prepared
	Slightly prepared
	Not at all prepared

Does your newspaper have dedicated online staff? 
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure

Does your newspaper have dedicated social media staff?
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure

Has your newspaper adjusted staffing in recent years to account for online audience engagement? 
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure

-----

For the purposes of this survey, “online audience engagement” is broadly defined as reading interacting with your newspapers’ audience members by responding to their comments, answering their questions, asking questions of them, correcting misinformation, explaining reporting tactics, etc.
“Online” spaces could include, but are not limited to, comments sections on your newspapers’ website, comments sections on your newspapers’ Facebook page, your newspapers’ other social media accounts, via your social media profile(s), etc. 

In the past 6 months, have you engaged with audiences online? 
Yes	
No
Not sure
	
If yes, the following questions will be asked:

In the past 6 months, how often have you engaged with audiences online?
Daily
Weekly
3-5 times/week
Monthly
Less frequently than monthly

In the past 6 months, what social media channel have you used most often to engage with audiences online? Select all that apply. 
Facebook
Twitter
Instagram
YouTube
Snapchat
Reddit
I’m not on social media at all
Other _______

In the past 6 months, what social media channel have you used least often to engage with audiences online? Select all that apply. 
Facebook
Twitter
Instagram
YouTube
Snapchat
Reddit
I’m not on social media at all
Other _________

In the past 6 months, what types of engagement have you had with audiences online? Select all that apply.
Solicit Story Ideas and News Tips
Accept Story Ideas and News Tips
Seek Witnesses/Further Details/Sources for Your Stories
Promote Your Work
Share Links to Your Newspapers’ Stories
Share Links to Other News Outlets’ Stories
Networking with Colleagues
Correct Misinformation
Explain Reporting Tactics
Provide Background Information Relevant to Story/Sources
Defend Your Work/Reporting
Defend Yourself
Other _________

With what frequency with which you had certain types of interactions with audiences online in the past 6 months:
Scale: Less frequently than monthly, Monthly, Several Times a Month, Weekly, Daily
Solicit Story Ideas and News Tips
Accept Story Ideas and News Tips
Seek Witnesses/Further Details/Sources for Your Stories
Promote Your Work
Share Links to Your Newspapers’ Stories
Share Links to Other News Outlets’ Stories
Networking with Colleagues
Correct Misinformation
Explain Reporting Tactics
Provide Background Information Relevant to Story/Sources
Defend Your Work/Reporting
Defend Yourself
Other _________

What social media platforms do you use most frequently to engage with audiences for specific tasks that may be related to your job?
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat, Reddit, Other, N/A
Solicit Story Ideas and News Tips
Accept Story Ideas and News Tips
Seek Witnesses/Further Details/Sources for Your Stories
Promote Your Work
Share Links to Your Newspapers’ Stories
Share Links to Other News Outlets’ Stories
Networking with Colleagues
Correct Misinformation
Explain Reporting Tactics
Provide Background Information Relevant to Story/Sources
Defend Your Work/Reporting
Defend Yourself
Other _________

------

For questions related to incivility online, this is broadly defined as a violation of norms and a lack of respect for other people).

In your role as a local newspaper journalist, have you ever experienced or encountered incivility from audiences online? 
	Yes
	No 	
	Not sure

If yes…..
In the past 6 months, how frequently have you experienced or encountered incivility from audiences online? 
Daily
Weekly
3-5 times/week
Monthly
Less frequently than monthly
Never
	
If yes…..
Describe the incivility. _______

If yes…..
Describe your response to the audience member, if any. __________

In your role as a local newspaper journalist, have you ever felt harassed or attacked by audiences online? 
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure
	
If yes…..
In the past 6 months, how frequently have you felt harassed or attacked by audiences online?
Daily
Weekly
3-5 times/week
Monthly
Less frequently than monthly
Never

If yes…..
Describe the harassment and/or attacks. _______

If yes…..
Describe your response to the audience member, if any. __________

How concerned are you about incivility online in general?
	Extremely concerned
	Very concerned
	Moderately concerned
	Slightly concerned
	Not at all concerned
	Not Sure	

When you engage with audiences online, how concerned are you about personally facing incivility?
	Extremely concerned
	Very concerned
	Moderately concerned
	Slightly concerned
	Not at all concerned
	Not Sure

Rank the types of news stories published by your newspaper that you believe receive the most uncivil comments by audiences online. (#1 receives the most uncivil comments)
	Local politics
	National/State politics
	Crime
	Sports
	Community Events
	Health/Health Care
	Profiles on People
	Entertainment/features
	Other_______

In general, do you believe there is a place for uncivil comments in public discourse?
Yes
		If yes, _______
	No
		If no, ________

Do you believe your local audience trusts your newspaper?
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure

Do you believe your local audience trust you as a journalist?
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure

Do you believe there is a connection between statements President Donald Trump makes about the media and statements your local audience makes about your newspaper and/or its journalists?
	Yes
		Please explain _____
	No
		Please explain ______
	Not Sure
		
Do you believe there is a correlation between statements about the media on a national level and statements made about the media on the local level by your audiences?
Yes
		Please explain _____
	No
		Please explain ______
	Not Sure

Do you believe there is a connection between low media trust and an uncivil comments made by your newspaper’s audience online?
Yes
		If yes, explain ______
	No
		If no, explain ________
	Not Sure

Do you believe you or your newspaper will see an increase in uncivil comments online during the 2020 election?
Yes
		If yes, explain
	No
		If no, explain
	Not Sure

		If yes, describe training, plans or discussions to help prepare for this. ________

	------

Would you be willing to be contacted for a short follow-up interview?
	Yes
		If yes, please include name and email address _________
	No

Thank you for your participation!

If you are interested in the final results of this research study, please email me at stettler@live.unc.edu.












APPENDIX G
List of Follow-Up Interviewees

	Interviewee
	Position
	Newspaper
	Date of Interview
	Duration of Interview


	Sarah Self-Walbrick
	Business reporter
	Lubbock Avalanche-Journal, Lubbock, TX
	9/19/2019
	30 minutes

	Maayan Schechter
	Statehouse reporter
	The State, Columbia, SC
	9/24/2019
	38 minutes

	Steven Doyle
	Local editor
	Martinsville Bulletin. Martinsville, VA
	10/4/2019
	46 minutes


















APPENDIX H
Comment Engagement Guide, Coral by Vox Media
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APPENDIX I
The State’s (Columbia, SC) Comment Policy
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APPENDIX J
Disclaimer on The State’s (Columbia, SC) Buzz Politics Facebook Group
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APPENDIX K
Social Media Guidelines for AP Employees, Associated Press
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SOCIAL MEDIA GUIDELINES FOR AP EMPLOYEES
REVISED MAY 2013

AP’s Social Media Guidelines are based on our Statement of News Values and Principles. The guidelines below apply these long-tested principles to the social media space. The Social Media Guidelines are designed to advance the AP’s brand and staffers’ personal brands on social networks. They encourage staffers to be active participants in social networks while upholding our fundamental value that staffers should not express personal opinions on controversial issues of the day.

Any exceptions to the guidelines below must be approved by a senior AP manager. Nothing in this policy is intended to abridge any rights provided by the National Labor Relations Act.

ACCOUNTS
All AP journalists are encouraged to have accounts on social networks. They have become an essential tool for AP reporters to gather news and share links to our published work. We recommend having one account per network that you use both personally and professionally.

Many AP journalists have had great success with this strategy.

Employees must identify themselves as being from AP if they are using their accounts for work in any way. You don’t have to include AP in your Twitter or other usernames, and you should use a personal image (not an AP logo) for the profile photo. But you should identify yourself in your profile as an AP staffer.

Posting AP proprietary or confidential material is prohibited.

Employees may not include political affiliations in their profiles and should not make any postings that express political views.

OPINION
AP staffers must be aware that opinions they express may damage the AP’s reputation as an unbiased source of news. AP employees must refrain from declaring their views on contentious public issues in any public forum and must not take part in organized action in support of causes or movements.

Sometimes AP staffers ask if they’re free to comment in social media on matters like sports and entertainment. The answer is yes, but there are some important things to keep in mind:
First, trash-talking about anyone (including a team, company or celebrity) reflects badly on staffers and the AP. Assume your tweet will be seen by the target of your comment. The person or organization you’re deriding may be one that an AP colleague is trying to develop as a source.

Second, if you or your department covers a subject — or you supervise people who do — you have a special obligation to be even-handed in your tweets. Whenever possible, link to AP copy, where we have the space to represent all points of view.

Posts and tweets aimed at gathering opinions for a story must make clear that we are looking for voices on all sides of an issue.

PRIVACY
Employees should be mindful that any opinions or personal information they disclose about themselves or colleagues may be linked to the AP's name.
That's true even if staffers restrict their pages to viewing only by friends.

We recommend customizing your privacy settings on Facebook to determine what you share and with whom.

However, as multitudes of people have learned all too well, virtually nothing is truly private on the Internet. It's all too easy for someone to copy material out of restricted pages and redirect it elsewhere for wider viewing.

FRIENDING/FOLLOWING
It is acceptable to extend and accept Facebook friend requests from sources, politicians and newsmakers if necessary for reporting purposes, and to follow them on Twitter.

However, friending and “liking” political candidates or causes may create a perception among people unfamiliar with the protocol of social networks that AP staffers are advocates. Therefore, staffers should try to make this kind of contact with figures on both sides of controversial issues.

We should avoid interacting with newsmakers on their public pages – for instance, commenting on their posts.

AP managers should not issue friend requests to subordinates. It’s fine if employees want to initiate the friend process with their bosses or other managers.

PUBLISHING
AP staff are encouraged to link to AP content in all formats. They can also link to content from other media organizations, except if the material spreads rumors or is otherwise inappropriate. Staffers should always refrain from spreading unconfirmed rumors online, regardless of whether other journalists or news outlets have shared the reports; because of staffers’ affiliation with AP, doing so could lend credence to reports that may well be incorrect.
Be mindful of competitive and corporate issues as you post links. And while we compete vigorously with other news organizations, you should think twice before you tweet or post anything that disparages them. This may affect perceptions of your objectivity.

Staffers should link to content that has been published online, rather than directly uploading or copying and pasting the material.

AP journalists have live-tweeted news events on several occasions with great success. Here are some guidelines on live-tweeting:

· News events (press conferences, sports events, etc.) that are being broadcast live: AP staffers are welcome to live-tweet these events. However, when major news breaks, a staffer’s first obligation is to provide full details to the appropriate news desk for use in AP services if the desk isn’t tuned in already. After providing this information and handling any other immediate AP work, the staffer is then free to tweet or post information about the news development.
· Exclusive material: AP news services must have the opportunity to publish exclusive text, photo and video material before it appears on social networks. Once that material has been published, staffers are welcome to tweet and post a link to it on AP or subscriber platforms.
· Incremental reporting threads: AP staffers should never share on social networks incremental information that, if closely held, could lead to important, exclusive content.
· Other content: Other material you have gathered may be shared on social networks. This includes material we commonly refer to as “cutting room floor” content — material that is not needed for a specific AP product.

A note about the safety of AP staff: Staffers must not post on social networks any information that could jeopardize the safety of AP staff — for example, the exact location of staffers reporting from a place where journalists may be kidnapped or attacked. This also applies to reports of the arrest or disappearance of staffers. In some cases, publicity may in fact help a staffer, but this determination must be made by AP managers handling the situation.

RETWEETING
Retweets, like tweets, should not be written in a way that looks like you’re expressing a personal opinion on the issues of the day. A retweet with no
comment of your own can easily be seen as a sign of approval of what you’re relaying.

Examples of retweets that can cause problems:

1. RT @jonescampaign: Smith’s policies would destroy our schools.
2. RT @dailyeuropean: At last, a euro plan that works.

These kinds of unadorned retweets must be avoided.

However, we can judiciously retweet opinionated material if we make clear we’re simply reporting it, much as we would quote it in a story. Introductory words help make the distinction.

Examples:

1. Jones campaign now denouncing Smith on education. RT @jonescampaign: Smith’s policies would destroy our schools.
2. Big European paper praises euro plan. RT @dailyeuropean: At last, a euro plan that works.

These cautions apply even if you say on your Twitter profile that retweets do not constitute endorsements. Many people who see your tweets and retweets will never look at your Twitter bio.

Staffers should steer clear of retweeting rumors and hearsay. They can, however, feel free to reply to such tweets in order to seek further
information, as long as they’re careful to avoid repeating the questionable reports.

When a newsmaker breaks significant news on a social network, a staffer who sees this should report it to the appropriate AP news desk and do any related reporting work asked of him or her. The staffer can then feel free to retweet or share the original tweet or post, if the newsmaker account is judged to be authentic. Policies and best practices on verifying accounts are outlined in more detail below.

SHOWCASING AP WORK ON PERSONAL SITES, BLOGS AND SOCIAL NETWORKS
AP staffers may wish to share their work on their personal websites and blogs. Staffers may post a sampling of their text stories, photos, videos or interactives once they have been published by AP. The material must be clearly identified as AP content.

When highlighting their work on social networks or other sites and services that are focused on the sharing of content among users, staffers must link to the content rather than uploading it directly.

Non-AP content created by AP staffers, such as personal photos, videos and writings, can be shared on personal websites, blogs and social networks. All postings must be consistent with the rules in the AP News Values and Principles and Social Media Guidelines, including those on expressing opinions on contentious public issues. Staffers working in a hostile or otherwise sensitive environment should be mindful of security issues, as well as the impact on AP’s ability to gather the news, when deciding what personal content to share online.
SOURCING
It can be difficult to verify the identity of sources found on social networks. Sources discovered there should be vetted in the same way as those found by any other means. If a source you encounter on a social network claims to be an official from a company, organization or government agency, call the place of business to confirm the identity, just as you would if a source called on the phone.

You must never simply lift quotes, photos or video from social networking sites and attribute them to the name on the profile or feed where you found the material. Most social media sites offer a way to send a message to a user; use this to establish direct contact, over email or by phone, so you can get more detailed information about the source.

Use particular caution if you find a social networking account that appears to belong to a person who is central to a story, especially if you can't get confirmation from that person. Fake accounts are rampant in the social media world and can appear online within minutes of a new name appearing in the news. Examine the details to determine whether the page could have just as easily been created by somebody else.

Many athletes, celebrities and politicians have verified Twitter accounts, identified by a white-on-blue check mark on the profile page, which means Twitter has determined that the account really does belong to that person. However, Twitter’s verification process has been fooled, meaning we should still do our own checking with the newsmaker. The same goes for verified Google Plus pages, which have a check mark — we need to verify the page through our own reporting.

Also, before you quote from newsmaker’s tweets or posts, confirm who is managing the account. Is it the famous person? His or her handlers? A combination? Knowing the source of the information will help you determine just how newsworthy the tweet or post is and how to characterize it.

To include photos, videos or other multimedia content from social networks in our news report, we must determine who controls the copyright to the material and get permission from that person or organization to use it. Any exceptions must be discussed with the Nerve Center and Legal. The
authenticity of the content also needs to be verified to AP’s standards.

Staffers should take a sensitive and thoughtful approach when using social networks to pursue information or user-generated content from people in dangerous situations or from those who have suffered a significant personal loss. They should never ask members of the public to put themselves in danger, and in fact should remind them to stay safe when conditions are hazardous. Staffers should use their journalistic instincts to determine whether inquiring through social media is appropriate at all given the source’s difficult circumstances, and should consult with a manager in making this decision. For more details on how to handle this situation, see the broader memo that was distributed to AP staff.

INTERACTING WITH USERS
AP is strongly in favor of engaging with those who consume our content. Staffers should feel free to ask their followers on social networks for their opinions on news stories, or to put out a call for witnesses and other sources, including people who have captured photos or video that AP might want to authenticate and use. They’re also encouraged to answer questions about their areas of coverage that are directed their way on social media, as long as they answer in a way that’s consistent with AP’s News Values and Principles and Social Media Guidelines.

Most feedback we receive is constructive, and any substantive criticism of our content should be taken seriously, however it may be phrased.

AP’s News Values and Principles say, “Staffers must notify supervisory editors as soon as possible of errors or potential errors, whether in their work or that of a colleague.” Beyond that, responses to our audience can largely be guided by the nature of the comments that come in.

A thoughtful note from a reader or viewer that leads to a correction by us deserves an email or tweet of thanks (try to avoid repeating the original error). If someone offers a businesslike criticism of a story or image but has their facts wrong, it’s good to reply, time permitting, to clarify the facts.

However, it’s best to avoid protracted back-and-forth exchanges with angry people that become less constructive with each new round. Abusive, bigoted, obscene and/or racist comments should be flagged to the Nerve Center immediately and, if appropriate, to AP Global Security (contact dspriggs@ap.org).

OTHER THINGS TO KEEP IN MIND:
I. Any response we make to a reader or viewer could go public. Email, Facebook messages and Twitter direct messages may feel like private communications, but may easily find their way to blogs and political pressure groups, attorneys and others. In the case of a story or image that stirs significant controversy, the editor is likely the best person to reply, rather than the person who created the content. The Standards Center can also reply.
II. Any incoming message that raises the possibility of legal action should be reviewed by an AP attorney before a response is made

INTERACTING WITH AP ACCOUNTS
Staff are welcome to retweet and share material posted by official AP- branded accounts on social networking sites (e.g. @AP or an AP Facebook or Google Plus page). We ask that AP staff refrain from liking or commenting on official AP-branded Facebook or Google Plus posts and chats. These accounts are official, public-facing channels of communication, and we want to reserve the comments and interactions for the public, not for journalists talking among themselves in a public-facing spot. It can be off-putting for an average Facebook user to click on a post and see conversations between colleagues or virtual insider pats on the back.

DELETING TWEETS
Twitter.com allows us to delete tweets we’ve sent. Deletion, however, removes the tweet only from Twitter.com and perhaps some other Twitter clients. Tweets of ours that have been retweeted or reposted elsewhere will still remain publicly visible. If you believe a tweet should be deleted, contact a Nerve Center manager to discuss the situation.

CORRECTIONS
Erroneous tweets or other social media posts need to be corrected as quickly and transparently as errors in any other AP service. This applies to AP-related tweets or posts on personal accounts as well.

The thing to do is to tweet or post that we made a mistake and explain exactly what was wrong.

Example:

Correction: U.S. Embassy in Nigeria says bombings could happen this week at luxury hotels in Abuja (previously we incorrectly said Lagos): apne.ws/uxr9ph

Serious errors need to be brought to the attention of a Nerve Center manager and the appropriate regional or vertical desk.

APPENDIX L
McClatchy Social Media Policy[footnoteRef:27] [27:  McClatchy has recently crafted an updated social media ethics policy, but it has not been rolled out yet to employees. ] 

SOCIAL MEDIA
McClatchy is a multi-media company that supports blogging, social networking (e.g., Facebook, Google+ and Twitter), online communications, virtual networking and other social media activities (hereafter collectively referred to as "social media"), as a valuable component of expanding our audience, products and reach.

However, the line between private and public social media activity can often be blurred, and this policy is designed to helpyou recognize andavoid some potentialworkplace conflicts.

This policy is not intended to cover every possiblew situation given  the quickly  changing  landscape of social media. Best practices and norms for usage may change over time, and we  will change the policy as warranted to stay current with changes in the landscape. In the meantime, employees are expected to always use common sense and good judgment, adhere to all company policies and protect the privacy and integrity of the company when using social media. This Social Media Policy provides general guidelines in two areas: (1) general guidelines for use of social media that could conflict with the company; and (2) additional guidelines for job-related social media activities. Employees who are required to use social media as part of their daily responsibilities should consult their department  guidelines  for  additional information.

1. General Guidelines For Use of Social Media (Personal, Company-Provided and Work- Related) Company-provided social media tools are provided for business purposes, not for personal (non-work-related) social networking. In addition, even when using social media on your own time or through your own personal social media or email accounts, it's important to observe the following guidelines if your activities could be perceived as work-related or in any way impacting or representing the company or workplace:

· Abide by all company policies when using social media, including, but not limited to, the Code of Business Conduct and Ethics ("Code of Conduct"), the Anti Harassment/Non-Discrimination Policy, and the Information Systems Policy. Whether using personal or company-provided social media, behavior that violates a company policy, creates professional conflicts of interest or negatively impacts the workplace (including but not limited to an employee's or coworker's ability to do his or her job or the company's reputation as an independent, unbiased or credible news source) will not be tolerated.
· Review and abide by the Terms of Use/Terms of Service for all social media tools and platforms that you use.
· Never discuss or comment on information that may be confidential, proprietary or considered a trade secret (e.g., stock price, legal matters, financial performance, company strategy, etc.). If you are uncertain about the confidential nature of any information, seek advice from your manager before you use it.
· Respect the confidentiality of those you work with. Do not share or solicit personal or private information about coworkers, customers, advertisers, sources or other business associates online, or post pictures, phone numbers, addresses or confidential information without their express permission.
· You should not create social media accounts (e.g., Facebook and Twitter) using your work email address unless authorized to do so for work-related activities. If you are using social media for personal activities, please use your personal email account and not your work email account.
· While the Company recognizes there may be occasional, personal social media activity at work, such activity should be minimal and in no way violate company policies or guidelines or interfere with your ability to meet performance expectations or fulfill the responsibilities of your job. Exercise the same judgment in conducting personal social media activities as you would in sending personal emails or making personal phone calls.
· If you are a journalist or work with advertisers or the public, avoid personal social media activities that could negatively impact perceptions of impartiality or professionalism, or that create potential conflicts of interest for yourself or for your newspaper or newspaper’s website.
· Do not use company-provided social media tools (e.g., Google+) for personal social networking. This includes but is not limited to posting personal pictures, completing profiles with personal information unrelated to one's role with the company and/or business or sharing relationship status, personal interests or activities.
· Don't host or develop personal blogs, websites or other types of online content on company property or company time. Please refer to our Information Systems Policy regarding usage.
· If you maintain paid sites and/or receive revenue or income as a result of social media activities or secondary jobs, the Code of Conduct rules regarding outside businesses or employment apply. Don’t use your newspaper's or McClatchy's logos, trademarks, imagery, or any derivatives of those, on personal blogs, websites or other types of online content unless authorized to do so.
· Follow the company's guidelines for developing strong passwords (using upper and lower case letters, numbers and special characters) and be vigilant against attempts to phish, hack or distribute malicious software. Don't open links from people you don't know or respond to requests for personal or password information.
· Personal views in social media can be misinterpreted as representing those of the company, even if posted on your own time and on your own account. Make it clear in your personal social media activity that you are speaking on your own behalf. If you do refer to company or product related matters, even in a personal setting, you must identify yourself as an employee of the company and make clear that you are speaking for yourself and not for the company. To avoid unintentional misrepresentations, particularly if you are visible in the community , do not post anything that directly links you to the company including listing your work title or byline or writing about company- related topics (except as outlined below).

2. Additional Guidelines For Job-Related Social Media/Online Communications
When authorized to use social media in the course of your duties (for instance, as an information gathering tool, source locator or communication method with business partners, or to engage readers, upload content or extend your byline or your newspaper's or newspaper website's audience), keep the following additional guidelines in mind:
· Always obtain permission for official company use of social media for work-related purposes. If you're interested in starting an official company-sponsored blog, website, podcast, account, page, group, etc., you must receive permission from and share all login and password information with your manager.
· Be transparent. Always identify yourself as an employee of your newspaper and state your intended purpose. For journalists, remember that the same ethics and conduct standards and rules of professionalism apply online as offline - check sources, ensure informed consent and maintain an impartial standing.
· Verify information that you have acquired online, just as you would information obtained through other channels.
· Conduct yourself as you would in any other public setting. Your online behavior must not undermine your credibility with the public or damage your newspaper's standing as an impartial source of news.
· Personal information in social media profiles used for work-related purposes must be limited to professional information that a journalist would be expected to reveal to an audience or a professional association to establish credibility and must be factual (e.g., name, title, professional experience, education).
· Social media networks such as "circles" and "friends" should only include other employees, business associates or those who have requested to follow your byline (if a journalist). Consider professionally and impartially who you include in your networks and who you choose not to include or ignore.
· When you leave the company, you must change and/or remove all social media settings, profiles, circles, friends, etc. from personal social media accounts that would continue to actively tie you to the work you are doing for the company.

Social media will continue to evolve as new technologies and social networking tools emerge. Likewise, these guidelines will evolve with them. If you have any questions about these guidelines, don't hesitate to talk with your human resources representative.C
Percentage of Respondents Who Believed The Local Audience Trusted Their Newspaper or Them as a Journalist

Trusts Your Newspaper	Definitely	Probably	Might or Might Not	Probably Not	Definitely Not	0	0.64500000000000002	0.32300000000000001	3.2000000000000001E-2	0	Trusts You as a Journalist	Definitely	Probably	Might or Might Not	Probably Not	Definitely Not	0.161	0.67700000000000005	0.161	0	0	



Newspaper Stories Receiving the Most Uncivil Comments, Ranked by Respondents

Ranked 1st	National Politics	State Politics	Local Politics	Crime	Sports	0.3	6.7000000000000004E-2	0.26700000000000002	0.23300000000000001	0.13300000000000001	Ranked 2nd	National Politics	State Politics	Local Politics	Crime	Sports	0.36699999999999999	0.26700000000000002	0.16700000000000001	0.1	0.1	Ranked 3rd	National Politics	State Politics	Local Politics	Crime	Sports	0.1	0.433	0.23300000000000001	0.1	0.1	



Age and Gender of Those Who Have Avoided Engaging Online

Female	18-24	25-34	35-44	45-54	55-64	65-74	5	6	1	0	2	0	Male	18-24	25-34	35-44	45-54	55-64	65-74	2	4	2	3	1	1	



Level of Engagement by Channel of Journalists Who Felt "Extremely Prepared" to Engage With Audiences Online

Very Engaged	Newspaper Facebook	Newspaper Twitter	Personal Facebook	Personal Twitter	0.5	0.33300000000000002	0.57099999999999995	0.85699999999999998	Somewhat Engaged	Newspaper Facebook	Newspaper Twitter	Personal Facebook	Personal Twitter	0.375	0.66700000000000004	0.28599999999999998	0.14299999999999999	



Level of Engagement by Channel of Journalists Who Felt "Moderately Prepared" to Engage With Audiences Online

Very Engaged	Newspaper Facebook	Newspaper Twitter	Personal Facebook	Personal Twitter	0.33300000000000002	0.111	0.182	0.54500000000000004	Somewhat Engaged	Newspaper Facebook	Newspaper Twitter	Personal Facebook	Personal Twitter	0.66700000000000004	0.77800000000000002	0.45500000000000002	0.36399999999999999	



Average Frequency of Engagements That Clarify Reporting

Daily	Correct misinformation	Explain reporting tactics	Provide background information relevant to story/sources	4.2000000000000003E-2	4.2999999999999997E-2	0.04	3-5 times/week	Correct misinformation	Explain reporting tactics	Provide background information relevant to story/sources	0	0	0.12	Weekly	Correct misinformation	Explain reporting tactics	Provide background information relevant to story/sources	8.3000000000000004E-2	4.2999999999999997E-2	0.2	A few times a month	Correct misinformation	Explain reporting tactics	Provide background information relevant to story/sources	0.33300000000000002	0.30399999999999999	0.28000000000000003	Monthly	Correct misinformation	Explain reporting tactics	Provide background information relevant to story/sources	0.16700000000000001	0.26100000000000001	0.16	Less frequently than monthly	Correct misinformation	Explain reporting tactics	Provide background information relevant to story/sources	0.375	0.34799999999999998	0.2	
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Comments

The State encourages thoughtful comments from a wide range of viewpoints, and support passionate and
respectful dialogue. We will not tolerate personal attacks, threats, obscenity, profanity, political campaigning or
commercial promotion.

All Comments Viewing Options -

There are no comments yet. Why don't you write one?
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DESCRIPTION
UPDATED (June 4, 2019) The Buzz is a place on
Facebook where those interested in South
Carolina poltics can engage with The State's
political coverage and reporters. We encourage
thoughtful comments from a wide range of
viewpoints and support passionate and respectful
dialogue. However. we vill not tolerate personal
attacks, threats, obscenity. profanity, poltical
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We also ask that you respect this shared space
by not posting repetitive content o links not
directly related to S.C. politics and government.
Moderators reserv the right to remove posts and
‘comments and to suspend or ban users when
necessary.
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