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Contemporary Media Impact  
 
As a relatively new paradigm, Media Impact attempts to quantitatively assess the effects of 
journalism on public policy through the employment of digital tools. Like all big data projects, the 
study of media impact heavily relies on recent developments in digital technology; however, as 
others point out, the emergence of the media impact paradigm does not merely evolve out of 
new tools, but also wider social and economic shifts in the journalism industry. In particular, 
authors such as Anya Schiffrin and Ethan Zuckerman perceive the transition from 
advertising-based journalism to philanthropy or donor-based journalism as crucial to the birth of 
new media impact methodologies. For them, advertisers only wanted to quantify the exposure of 
their advertisements, limiting the assessment of impact to Reach. In contrast, philanthropists 
and donor approach journalism from a business perspective that wants to evaluate the 
effectiveness of journalism in order to justify their investments. (Admittedly, I’m a bit skeptical of 
this claim: it’s not as if advertisers only cared about the exposure of their ads and not the impact 
on sales, for instance. In addition, advertisers are not politically neutral and probably were also 
concerned with the political impact of journalism in which their ads existed.) Others, such as 
Dana Chin (who runs the Media Impact Project) acknowledge the persistence of media impact 
questions in the pre-digital journalism studies, claiming that digital tools have provided us the 
opportunity where “we can get one level above where we’ve been in the past, which is throwing 
up our hands and saying, ‘It can’t be done’” (“Reading Between the Lines”). However, as with 
any paradigm shift, obviously technological development and social and economic changes 
both contribute to the development of these new methodologies.  
 
Three Categories of Metrics: Reach/Influence/Impact 
 
Both “Can We Measure Media Impact?” and “Between the Lines” categorize these 
methodologies within three overarching dimensions: Reach, Influence, and Impact. (Although, 
confusingly, Chip Giller and Katharine Wroth prefer to call Anya Schiffrin and Ethan 
Zuckerman’s conception of influence “impact” and vice versa.)  
 
Reach 

- “how many people engage with a given body of media content” (Measure Media Impact) 
- “covers the size of our audience—the number of people who access our content either at 

our site or elsewhere online” (Between the Lines) 
- Includes Attention minutes and Social media sharing 
- Tool: NewsLynx 

- “helps news organizations and their funders map how stories spread across the 
Web” 

 

http://www.mediaimpactproject.org/


Influence (Between the Lines’ “Impact”) 
- “how that content affects public dialogue” (MMI) 
- “reader activity both online (in the form of likes, shares, and comments) and offline (in 

the form of behavior change)” (“Between the Lines”) 
- Tracks hyperlinks 
- Tool: Media Cloud 

- Tracks media influence at various levels of scale: from sentence to article to 
publication. 

- Does not measure impact (importance of an article or publication to policy 
change or movement building; see below), but provides various metrics for 
quantifying the importance of an article or publication in relation to other articles 
and publications. 

- These includes counts of inlinks, outlinks, bit.ly clicks, and facebook 
shares 

- Also provides the identification of themes 
- Still under development, but will basically provide topic models of the 

corpus 
- Seems to go beyond topic modeling and actually use machine learning to 

name the themes, rather than aggregate thematically similar words from 
the text. 

- And Top Words 
- Basic text analysis of corpus sample (site claims: “We have done 

extensive testing to validate that the sample size is representative of the 
entire set of results.”) 

- Provides ordered word cloud of the results (based on word frequency) 
- Uses stopwords list and conglomerates based on word stems (e.g. 

education includes educator) 
- You can also click on each word to reveal: (1) articles it has appeared in, 

(2) words that generally come before and after it, (3) another ordered 
word cloud of the selected word in relation to the corpus, and (4) the 
attention section above for that particular word (based on sentence 
numbers). 

- Yet another functionality: comparing the top words of the overall timespan 
to the top words of specific weeks or months.  

- Finally, Media Cloud creates Gephi networks for Link and Word Maps 
- Still figuring out how to use/read these outputs 

 
Impact (BtL’s “Influence”) 

- “how the content helps drive policy change or movement building” (MMI) 
- “encompasses media citations, policy changes, and other elements that make up the 

environmental conversation” (BtL) 
- Difficult to identify causality 
- Projects: Participant Index 



- “an attempt to capture outcomes that go beyond policy change. The company 
conducts surveys to determine whether people who have seen specific 
Participant films have then taken related actions—signing a petition, making a 
donation, or joining an organization, for example. Participant has invited 
newsrooms and advocacy organizations to use its method as well.” 

 
Relevancy to WE1S 
 
As MMI notes, “Tools that can measure not just “reach” but also “influence” and “impact” are in 
their infancy.” Impact, as defined above, seems almost impossible for us to measure, at least in 
the beginning stages of the project. It seems like it would be very difficult to determine causation 
between articles on the humanities and academic or governmental policy changes. In addition, 
as Lindsay points out, impact measurement might only apply to the wrong level of scale--that is, 
impact measures the representativeness of a given article, but we are perhaps primarily 
interested in the representativeness of a publication or media outlet.  
 
Influence might prove more useful, but we might have to evaluate the metrics of usefulness in 
relation to our study. As mentioned above, Media Cloud is an exemplary tool for measuring 
influence, and one we might want to consider for WE1S. In so doing, we could track not only the 
influence of a particular article on humanities discourse, but also the influence of a larger media 
organization. But how useful are inlinks, outlinks, facebook shares, and bit.ly clicks in measuring 
the influence of articles on the humanities? Inlinks seem to provide the most reliable means of 
assessing influence; however, they have the same downfall as the impact factors of academic 
journals: it assumes that linking (or citing) a work means that the work proved influential. But 
perhaps the citation was merely for further study, or to single out the article as particularly 
useless. Was it still influential? Nevertheless, considering the irrelevance of the other Media 
Cloud metrics, inlinks might provide at least the best method of approximating article and media 
outlet influence.  
 
 
Current Organizations/Projects (for further research) 

- Jessica Clark “Investing in Impact” 
- Gates and Knight’s Media Impact Project  
- Offline Impact Indicators Glossary,  

- “giving people a methodology to look at things they’ve been thinking of as 
unmeasurable or unknowable,” Green-Barber says. The glossary is broad in 
scope, encompassing everything from the reversal of a legal decision to an 
increase in social capital.9 These aren’t the sorts of things that can be measured 
by Google Analytics, but they are critical to understanding the full impact of 
journalism.” (Between the Lines) 

- Media Impact Project Measurement System 
- “a data repository that will combine public and proprietary sources of information. 

The system will likely be operational by the fall of 2015. As the repository grows, 

http://www.mediaimpactproject.org/mims.html
http://www.mediaimpactproject.org/uploads/5/1/2/7/5127770/offline_impact_indicators_glossary.pdf
http://archive.cmsimpact.org/future-public-media/documents/articles/investing-impact-media-summits-reveal-pressing-needs-tools-e-0
http://4humwhatevery1says.pbworks.com/w/page/118595055/Scoping%20Project%20Home%20Page
http://www.mediaimpactproject.org/


Chinn says, MIP and its partners will be able to analyze impact over time and 
across different media types.” (Between the Lines) 

- Knight Foundation 
- Harvard Nieman Lab 

- Metrics Everywhere article 
- USC Norman Lear Center guide 
- Tow Center Report 

 
 
News Sources and Scope 
 
During the previous meeting, we discussed some of the difficulties in addressing the media 
specificity of print and online news within the context of WE1S. As yet, I do not have answers to 
this problem, but reading several reports from the Pew Research Center lead me to further 
complicating this print/online binary, as well as to consider other media sources. After all, the 
majority of Americans still get their news from television and many others from radio. 
 
 

 
 

http://www.niemanlab.org/?s=metrics&post_type=post
http://towcenter.org/research/the-case-for-media-impact/
http://www.niemanlab.org/2012/08/metrics-metrics-everywhere-how-do-we-measure-the-impact-of-journalism/
https://knightfoundation.org/search?q=metrics
https://learcenter.org/publication/impact-assessment-metrics-guide/


In addition, the print vs online assumption rests on the idea that online news is always read. 
However, as the Pew Research Center points out, many online news accessors prefer listening 
or watching their news: 

 
 
Although the preference for watching or listening does not necessarily indicate watching and 
listening online, it’s impossible to ignore the multi- or hypermediality of online news sources, 
where even written articles are accompanied by videos on the story, or audio clips. All of this 
leads to two questions: (1) do we want to include TV, radio, and podcasts as sources, and (2) 
how should/can we include them?  
 
One way (and perhaps the only way) would be through transcripts. The Internet Archive 
provides access to the TV News Archive which contains TV News transcripts from 2009 to the 
present. However, the search functionality is currently quite limited and makes it difficult to 
search for a single word. For instance, a search for “humanities” produces results for “human,” 
“humanitiy,” “humane,” etc.--and therefore plenty of useless results. In addition, LexisNexis 
provides transcript sources for broadcast TV and radio.  
 
Considering the large audiences of TV and radio news, these sources would theoretically have 
a significant impact on the public discourse surrounding the humanities. Of course, reducing 
these news sources to transcripts ignores the audio and visual components of TV and radio, 
rending the source material mere text. However, one could argue that we are already doing that 
with online news articles--i.e. Ignoring the videos, images, sound recordings, etc. that often 
accompany the text. If we are not going to consider these sources, do we need to provide a 
strong argument for omitting them? 
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