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Executive Summary
When it comes to relevant, reliable news reporting, rural towns across the
intermountain West are often left wanting. At best, they have small weekly
newspapers staffed by a reporter or two – sometimes three. They may get some
coverage from radio and TV stations in nearby small cities, but those outlets, too,
struggle with capacity and resource issues. These towns rarely make headlines in their
state’s leading press; unless there’s a wildfire or sensational murder, they don’t show
up on the nightly news.
So, how do people living in small intermountain West communities get news? Which
sources do they trust and engage powerfully with? What issues do people care about,
and how does that match up against the coverage their local and regional media
actually provide? These questions are well studied in urban news markets, but not in
places like Saguache, Colorado, and Seeley Lake, Montana, with lower population
and media density.
The Solutions Journalism Network set out to ask these questions in fall 2015, with
funding from the LOR Foundation. We focused our study primarily on two regions:
the border area including northern New Mexico and southern Colorado’s San Luis
Valley; and western Montana. Both are programmatic focus areas for the LOR
Foundation.
We found that news ecosystems in these places are often patchy in terms of both
quantity and quality. In some cases, people in small mountain towns manage to get
news and information via a mix of word-of-mouth communication and traditional
news outlets. But when it comes to complex, often deeply ingrained local challenges
and what can be done about them, the knowledge and understanding that could
drive productive citizenship is more elusive. Only one in five people we surveyed
think their local news is consistently relevant and valuable. More than half said
their local news is, at best, sometimes valuable, and a significant number said their
local news is rarely or never relevant.
We found gaps between what people said they’re interested in and the news
coverage they actually get. Survey and focus group participants most often cited
the economy and jobs as the most important issue in their communities, for instance,
yet stories about the economy made up only 8 percent of the actual news coverage
we analyzed -- far less than coverage of crime and schools.
What’s more, most news coverage in the areas we studied is cast in terms of
problems. We heard time and time again that news coverage is too negative –
too focused on crime, corruption, poor school performance – at the expense of
other compelling stories about the assets of a community. This negative cast, some
believe, has an impact on a community’s psyche: when all you hear is bad news about
your community, people told us, that’s what you’ll come to expect.
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The results, in some communities, are what might be called news deserts – places
that lack access to reliable, relevant information needed for people to participate
effectively. Yes, there are places that enjoy energetic and thoughtful local reporting –
but that’s not the rule. And without strong, original reporting about local issues,
people often don’t know what the problems are, much less how to solve them. That
failure, we believe, can be harmful to individuals and communities, feeding a shared
sense of apathy and hopelessness – and making it difficult to muster the knowledge,
resources, and enthusiasm to catalyze and sustain meaningful change.
We should note that this is primarily a study of English-language news and news
consumers. Native English speakers outnumbered native Spanish-speakers at our
focus groups, and relatively few Native American people participated. In New
Mexico and southern Colorado, we were startled to find virtually no formal Spanishlanguage media – which implies a different sort of news desert.
These findings have informed a project that the Solutions Journalism Network and
LOR Foundation will launch this year: A network of seven newsrooms across New
Mexico and Colorado collaborating to produce solutions-oriented reporting on
issues facing rural towns in the intermountain West. This project will, we hope,
generate a critical mass of rigorous reporting that prompts productive public
discourse about local issues. We also hope it will help seed an improved news
ecosystem that continually surfaces, examines, and spreads intelligence about both
the needs of intermountain West communities, and emerging responses to those
needs.

Espanola, New Mexico
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Methodology
SJN explored and assessed news ecosystems in rural communities in New Mexico,
Colorado, and Montana. By “news ecosystems,” we mean the actors and
mechanisms by which news is produced, transmitted, and consumed in communities
– everything from traditional news outlets to energetic citizens who serve as informal
news brokers in their towns. In general, we wanted to understand how these
ecosystems function. How do people get and use news? Specifically, we hoped to
describe how the self-described needs of these communities matched up against the
news people actually consumed.
To provide context for our community-based research, we created two Google
surveys, one each in Montana and New Mexico. These surveys, completed by 1,540
people, including 343 inferred by Google’s calculations to live in rural areas,
provided a rough cut of news preferences and behavior for residents of those states
– with the caveat that, because the surveys were administered online and mostly in
the context of online news stories, they probably reflect the biases of people who
consume news and do so online.
With input from a variety of local actors, we then identified 10 communities that,
taken together, gave a representative picture of both western Montana and the
southern Colorado/northern New Mexico border region1. First and foremost, we
sought small communities – towns with fewer than about 10,000 people. Then, we
looked for a variety of towns that were not suburbs of metropolitan areas; enjoyed a
reputation for strong civic engagement; and represented diverse challenges and
perspectives. Most had at least one dedicated news outlet. The 10 target communities
were:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Alamosa, CO
Anaconda, MT
Espanola, NM
Philipsburg, MT
Ronan, MT
Saguache, CO
Seeley Lake, MT
Stevensville, MT
Taos, NM
Whitefish, MT

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
1"Based"on"the"LOR"Foundation’s"parameters,"SJN"searched"for"communities"within"the"
following"counties:""
• In"Colorado:"Saguache,"Alamosa,"Rio"Grande,"Conejos,"Costilla"and"Mineral"counties""
• In"New"Mexico:"Taos,"Colfax,"Santa"Fe"and"Rio"Arriba"counties"
• In"Montana:"Flathead,"Missoula,"Deer"Lodge,"Silver"Bow,"Granite,"Ravalli"and"Lake"
counties"
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Our analysis of the news ecosystems in these communities comprised four core
elements. We…
•

•

•

•

Partnered with local organizations and volunteers to arrange 20 focus group
discussions with a total of 166 residents in each of the 10 communities. We
sought to convene diverse groups of people – citizens who spanned the
economic, political, age and cultural spectrum of the communities. (Though
we tracked the demographics of focus group participants, we did not confirm
whether these demographics matched the diversity of the respective
communities.) Before each focus group, we administered a paper-based
survey to participants asking about their news preferences and perceptions.
Conducted one-on-one interviews with government officials and other actors
and decision makers in most communities. SJN contacted mayors, town
council members, and other actors with relevant knowledge, and interviewed
12 while on the ground in the region. We used these interviews to confirm
the issues our focus group participants said were important in each
community, and to shed light on the complexity of these issues and their
potential solutions.
Met with newsroom leaders of 21 media organizations serving the target
communities (see Appendix A for a list of news media serving each
community). These included weekly or daily newspapers in each of the 10
towns, as well as regional daily papers and radio and television stations whose
programming reached the target communities. In these interviews, we sought
to understand newsrooms’ priorities and limitations; and learn how they
approached coverage of the target rural communities.
Analyzed a sample of content from 26 news organizations serving the target
communities. Typically, for weekly papers or sections, we examined local or
regional content from five issues; and for daily news operations, we
examined a week’s worth of coverage. Independent contractors coded each
story on several parameters – focusing, most importantly, on the topics of
coverage. For print news outlets without an active Web presence, we
obtained and analyzed paper copies.
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Findings: Google Surveys
Our Google surveys revealed both a strong interest in the news in general – most people reported
spending an hour or more each day reading, watching or listening to the news – and a broad
perception that local news in particular often misses the mark, and fails to provide coverage that is
relevant or valuable. Across both states, the top issues survey respondents cared about were:
•
•
•

Health and education
The economy/jobs
Crime and violence

Overall, people taking the Google surveys most often cited health and education as two of the
biggest issues facing their community, followed closely by the economy/jobs, and crime/violence, as
shown in Table 1. Local government and the environment were the two least concerning issues,
according to the Google surveys, with 20 percent and 31 percent of people citing each issue as a top
priority.
Our focus group surveys, discussed below, turned up a stronger emphasis on the economy and jobs
as leading concerns.
Results from the Google surveys differed slightly between New Mexico and Montana. The same
three issues – crime, the economy and health/education – emerged as the leading concerns in both
states, but in New Mexico, more than half (56 percent) of respondents cited crime and violence as a
top concern; in Montana, only 44 percent said crime was a major problem.
Table 1:
What issues are most important to you and your family?
53.64%"

Health"&"education"

52.47%"

The"economy/jobs"

49.94%"

Crime"and"violence"

39.68%"

Infrastructure"(roads,"water,"power,"etc.)"

31.23%"

The"environment"

20.19%"

Local"government"

Source: Google Consumer Survey – “How I get and use news”
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A similar survey conducted by the Greater Montana Foundation in June 2015 asked this question to
Montana residents in a slightly different way, and likewise found much greater concern with the
economy2.
When we look at how people responded by urban density – whether they lived in a rural, suburban
or urban place – the results changed slightly. People who lived in rural places were slightly more
concerned with infrastructure and local government than their urban counterparts, the Google
survey data suggest, as seen in Table 2. Rural residents were also less concerned with crime and
violence.
Table 2:
What issues in your community are most important to you and your family?
53.64%"

Health"&"education"

49.94%"

Crime"and"violence"

39.68%"

Infrastructure"(roads,"water,"power,"etc.)"

Overall"
Urban"

Local"government"

Suburban"

20.19%"

Rural"
52.47%"

The"economy/jobs"
31.23%"

The"environment"

Source: Google Consumer Survey, “How I Get and Use News”

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
2"The"Greater"Montana"Foundation"surveyed"526"Montana"residents"by"telephone,"asking"which"one"issue"
was"currently"the"most"important"facing"the"state."The"results:""
• The"economy:"32"percent"
• Education:"18"percent"
• Health"care:"12"percent"
• Moral"values:"8"percent"
• Energy"and"resource"development:"8"percent"
• The"environment:"4"percent"
• Illegal"immigration:"4"percent"
• Crime:"4"percent"
• Spending"and"state"taxes:"3"percent"
• Race"relations:"1"percent"
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No matter where people lived – in the country, or in the heart of a big city – people responding to
our Google surveys most frequently reported reading, watching or listening to between 1-2 hours of
news each day (Table 3). It’s important to note this information may be skewed toward people who
consume more news than usual, since Google surveys mostly target people who are on news
websites already.
Table 3:
How much time do you spend with the news each day?

16%"

13%"

None"
Less"than"30"minutes"

30%"

One"to"two"hours"

41%"

More"than"two"hours"

Source: Google Consumer Survey, “How I Get and Use News”

But the survey data suggested people living in rural places rely more on newspapers for news and
information than those who live in urban or suburban environments (Table 4). And, people who live
in cities were much more likely to get their news off news websites or blogs than those who lived
outside of urban centers.
Table 4:
How do you get your news?
60.00%"
50.00%"
40.00%"
30.00%"

Rural"
Suburban"

20.00%"

Urban"
Overall"

10.00%"
0.00%"
"Newspapers"

"Radio"

"Television"

News"websites"
or"blogs"

Social"media"
(Facebook,"
Twitter,"etc.)"

Source: Google Consumer Survey, “How I Get and Use News”
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Interactions"
with"friends,"
neighbors,"
family"

Our Google survey results largely confirmed the Greater Montana Foundation survey findings,
though that survey found a slightly heavier emphasis on television as a main source of news.3
Only one in five survey respondents said their local news is consistently relevant and valuable (Table
5). Slightly more than half said their local news is sometimes relevant; 16 percent said local news is
rarely relevant; and 11 percent said their local news is never relevant. Rural respondents were more
likely than their urban counterparts to say their local news was never relevant, but suburban
residents were most likely to say the local news didn’t apply to them – 12 percent of those
respondents said their local news was never relevant or valuable. These findings did not differ
significantly between respondents from New Mexico and Colorado.
Table 5:
How useful is your local news?

Coverage"is"
consistently"
relevant"&"
valuable"
21%"

Coverage"is"
never"relevant"
&"valuable"
11%"
Coverage"is"
rarely"
relevant"&"
valuable"
16%"
Coverage"is"
sometimes"
relevant"&"
valuable"
52%"

Source: Google Consumer Survey, “How I Get and Use News”

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
3"More"than"half"(53"percent)"of"Montanans"surveyed"through"the"Greater"Montana"Foundation"telephone"

survey"said"they"turned"to"television"for"news"in"the"past"week."Other"findings"included:"
• Internet:"49"percent"
• Print:"29"percent"
• Radio:"25"percent"
• Conversations"with"family,"friends"or"colleagues:"17"percent"
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Findings: Focus Group Surveys
A nearly identical paper-and-pencil survey administered at the start of each focus group session –
with 164 respondents total – offers a more direct look into the 10 target communities, and reveals
somewhat different findings compared to the Google survey results:
•
•
•
•
•

•

Fewer people (3 percent) called their local news outlets never relevant, and a greater share of
the focus group survey respondents said their local news was sometimes relevant (Table 6).
A stronger emphasis on the economy and jobs as a critical issue (Table 7): 58 percent of
respondents said the economy and jobs was one of the most important challenges facing
their community, as opposed to 53 percent in the Google survey.
A strong emphasis on quality of life as a main concern – 48 percent of survey
respondents listed quality of life as a concern. (The Google surveys, however, did not list
quality of life as a distinct option.)
Drastically less emphasis on crime and violence – only 18 percent of respondents
identified crime and violence as a main concern in the target communities; in the larger
Google survey, 50 percent did.
More people in the target communities said they read newspapers and rely on word-ofmouth communication for news than the larger Google survey showed. In our focus group
survey, 82 percent of survey respondents said they regularly get local news from a newspaper,
and 63 percent say they rely on interactions with friends, neighbors and families (Table 8.)
People participating in focus group discussions consumed more news each day than those
who took the Google surveys. Three out of four focus group survey-takers said they
consume an hour or more news a day; whereas 57 percent of Google survey respondents
reported that amount of news consumption.

Table 6:
How often is local news relevant and valuable to you?
SJN"Focus"Group"Survey"

Never"

Rarely"

Google"Consumer"Surveys"

3.05%"
10.91%"
14.63%"
15.97%"
62.80%"

Sometimes"

Consistently"

52.53%"
17.68%"
20.58%"

Source: SJN focus group survey, Google Consumer Surveys
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Table 7:
What issues are most important to you and your family?
Economy/jobs"

57.93%"
47.56%"

Quality"of"Life"
Education/schools"

45.12%"

Environment"

44.51%"

Infrastructure"

32.93%"
29.27%"

Health"
Local"Government"

26.22%"
17.68%"

Crime/violence"

Source: SJN focus group survey

Table 8:
Where do you get your local news?
81.71%"

63.41%"

44.51%"

40.85%"

35.37%" 34.15%"

31.10%"
15.85%"
4.27%"

Source: SJN focus group survey
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Findings: Focus group discussions
During each two-hour focus group session4, we asked a standard set of structured questions that
echoed those in the surveys, prompting participants to expand on their responses. We asked
additional questions that explored the perceived relevance and value of local news coverage – and
the perceived gap, if any, between their stated news needs and actual coverage. Conversations were
recorded, transcribed and then analyzed using qualitative analysis software.
Although each discussion surfaced distinct concerns, attitudes, and behaviors, broad themes
emerged across all communities. In general, focus group participants cited the economy as the
most important issue facing their community. While most read local newspapers, they were even
more likely to say that word-of-mouth communication is a faster and, in some cases, more
credible source of local news than traditional media reports. People said local news media dwelled
too much on crime and, more generally, on their communities’ problems – and not enough
on in-depth examination of issues or on potential responses to the problems.
Here, we aggregate and assess focus group responses to key questions:
1. What are one or two of the most important issues facing your community?
It’s the economy.
More than any other issue, people cited economic vitality as a crucial challenge facing their
communities. Again and again, no matter the town, people described a struggle to find career jobs
that paid a living wage, to attract working families with young kids to their towns to fill their schools
and restaurants.
People articulated the issue in many ways, and the economic struggle looked different from town to
town. In Anaconda, Montana, for instance, a company town where a smelter facility closed down in
the early 1980s and no other major industry has stepped in since, the conversation seemed to ask:
What next? Who will we be in the 21st century? In tourist-heavy Taos, New Mexico, the question
was: How to diversify our economy without changing the character of the town?
A difficult tension exists between these communities’ distinctly small-town quality of life and their
economies. In many places we heard, “The quality of life is great, if you can afford it.” How to allow
more people to afford living in these small communities, while preserving that quality of life?
One woman in Saguache, Colorado, put it this way:
“We need jobs desperately, to be able to have a quality of life for young people, outside of retired people that
want to live here. And we need to be able to attract outside dollars into the community in a greater way than
we have up to this point, and be able to do all of this while still being able to maintain the quality of life that
has brought all of us here, that we treasure so desperately.”
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
4"Focus"group"participants"remained"anonymous.""
12"

Others said they struggled to find a job that paid enough to afford to live in their town.
A woman in Whitefish, Montana said:
“What brought me here was everything that you said—the mountains, the water, the small town. I’m from a
very small town in the Midwest and this has just a lot more to offer. I just recently picked up a job at [a
bank]. And, I think the concerns for me were finding a quality job that paid…[so] that I can stay here and
enjoy all this stuff.”
A business owner in Philipsburg, Montana, voiced a similar struggle:
“We’ve seen in some employees we’ve brought in to work for us, you know, they love the town. It’s a great
town but, man, where am I going to live? And how am I going to make a living here? And things like that
that are just, that’s always been something we struggle with here in town. How to maintain the quality in life
for those people?”
Some saw their town’s economic challenges in terms of brain drain – young people leave the
community after high school in search of jobs, either because there aren’t enough in their
community, or the jobs available don’t offer opportunities for professional growth.
A resident, of Taos, New Mexico, said it this way:
“We have this brain drain with all our kids basically when they've gone to college. They don’t return the debt
because there's no job to support them. (We have) a single-based economy with primarily tourism being the
main focus. Tourism jobs pay $9 an hour. … So we need to start building other industries or other sectors
that might fill in that [gap].”
Others articulated a need to diversify their economy, so the town was not so dependent on the
tides of that year’s ski season or the rise and fall of oil and gas prices.
Take this comment, from a resident in Whitefish, Montana:
“A sad thing is we haven’t learned from the past, the fact that we were only in a couple different areas of the
economy and that was tourism and then we went into I should say real estate and building and logging. We’ve
lost the building, the logging, and we have tourism now. We have a lack of diversity.”
Many praised the advantages of living in their small towns – easy access to outdoor recreation,
beautiful vistas from the heart of downtown, and, in some cases, relatively few governmental
regulations standing in the way of business or social entrepreneurs. But they struggle with how to
attract high-paying jobs to their town without “trashing the environment,” residents said, or
significantly changing the character of their town.
“You know, we have to be very careful and manage the growth that we have,” one Saguache,
Colorado, resident said. “Because I think everybody is here because of quality of life. We don’t want
a Wal-Mart down the street.”
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Next to the economy, health was the second most-cited concern in the focus group discussions.
Participants referenced some sort of health-related concern – including an aging population, mental
health, drug abuse and more – about 54 times across all the conversations, according to our analysis.
Participants in six of the 10 communities cited infrastructure as another leading concern during the
focus group discussions – everything from aging sewer and water lines to high water costs and a lack
of cell phone coverage and affordable transportation. Some communities, however, were more
concerned with infrastructure than others. Of the 26 references to specific sewer and water
infrastructure issues, for instance, 23 came from residents in Seeley Lake and Philipsburg, Montana.
The environment followed infrastructure and health as a concern across the three states, with about
36 mentions throughout the focus group discussions. People’s concerns were wide-ranging: from
lack of accessible recycling facilities; a need to both protect and capitalize on the many public lands
surrounding a town; and, to a lesser degree, protecting air quality and access to clean water.
Educational issues surfaced in 26 instances, often arising when people talked about quality of life.
Some spoke about the need for a strong educational system in a general sense, while others voiced
more specific concerns, like retaining high-quality teachers in rural places and increasing access to
post-secondary education for people of all ages, no matter where they live. Quality, affordable
housing also surfaced as part of the conversation in about half the communities interviewed, with
21 mentions.
Throughout the discussions, participants raised a broad array of cultural questions, like how to
increase communication and collaboration between separate economic and cultural groups in town,
and how to get people to participate in solutions instead of simply complaining about their town’s
problems.
2. What are your primary sources of local news?
Newspapers are king, and Facebook is not just for cute cat videos.
Most participants said they read their local newspaper. Many subscribed to the publication, but
others simply picked up a copy or browsed it on a coffee table around town. Some questioned their
local newspaper’s accuracy, bias and timeliness, but regardless, people in these communities
described turning to the newspaper for local news and information more than any other traditional
news outlet. In 53 instances, people described turning to their local newspaper. In 18 references, on
the other hand, people said TV news wasn’t all that relevant to their community: nothing pertains to
me, they said; TV crews don’t come here often; and news anchors sometimes mispronounce names
of local leaders and places. People described turning to radio for news about 15 times during the
focus group conversations, according to our analysis.
Interestingly, many people – even regular readers – indicated that newspapers were not their first
source of news. Rather, weekly news stories, often published days after an event, confirmed and
legitimized what people had already heard through other channels. Some probably already had heard
about – and may have brought dinner to – the person whose car was totaled in an accident last week,
but they wanted to read about it in the newspaper six days later, too.
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This neighborly spirit was reflected in the way people use information found in newspapers: They
may read about it in print, but to get the “real” story, many people said, they called a person
involved directly. Many relied on a friend, coworker or neighbor — someone who’s trustworthy
either because of their connectedness in town or their personal credibility, or both — to keep them
in the loop when important things happen. These people are news brokers — not just as first-hand
sources, but also as repeaters of what’s published in the mainstream media. In some cases, they serve
as important connectors across cultural and language groups, too, especially in places without news
published in that community’s native language. In Alamosa, Colorado, one focus group participant
there told us, a nonprofit group acts as a hub for news for the Spanish-speaking immigrant
community in the area, many of whom couldn’t read a Spanish language publication even if one
existed in town. Immigrants call or stop by the office with questions, and likewise, the workers call
immigrants when something is going on they need to know.
In fact, more than any traditional news outlet – even more than newspapers – people cited wordof-mouth as their primary source of news. People relied on regular old-fashioned chit-chat
between neighbors, friends and family, but also described de facto community centers that function
as forums for news exchange: the Post Office, a public library, school events – especially sports –
and other civic meetings, like the Rotary Club and Chamber of Commerce.
Sometimes, that’s enough. Even in Saguache, Colorado – a town of 500 without a dedicated local
news source – some people say they manage to get the news and information they need, when they
need it. As one resident put it:
“We might say there’s gossip, and murmurs and some false information, but basically, you keep your circle
large enough, you will find accurate, factual, good information.”
But it’s tricky, people said, to know what kind of information you’re getting when you ask someone.
There’s constant blur between information and misinformation, and not everyone has the time or
ability to track down the “real” story. “I have gone to people and asked them,” another Saguache
resident said. “I have gone right to the source and…just have not been able to find out the real
story.”
People also talked about social media – mostly Facebook – in the way people in bigger cities
sometimes describe their local news websites. News spreads on Facebook in an informal, word-ofmouth fashion, and much of it is what might be expected from a free online network: silly videos of
pets, flashback photos, ranting opinions and garage sale notices.
But Facebook can function as more than that for these small mountain communities. A vibrant
community Facebook group in Saguache is a good example. With about 300 members, this group
offers, in some ways, the sort of connectivity that a mainstream news source might elsewhere. Last
year, for instance, a countywide search for a missing hunter played out in real time on that Facebook
page, with family members posting updates and asking for information — a news event that, in a
larger town, might have headlined a local news outlet’s Web site with breaking updates.
Similar social media groups surfaced in other towns, too. A focus group participant in Anaconda,
Montana, for instance, said she turns to a local Facebook group called “Uniquely Anaconda” for
information about local events, but that the Facebook group was also where she first heard about a
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recent bomb threat at the local courthouse. When an elderly person went missing from Crestone,
Colorado, one resident there said, community members posted search updates on a local page called
“Crestone Chill.”
Few other forms of social media were mentioned – Twitter, Instagram and SnapChat only showed
up a handful of times in the roughly 40 hours of focus group transcripts.
Again and again, people living in these small towns told us TV news coverage is irrelevant
when it comes to news or information about their local community. TV crews from bigger cities will
parachute into town to cover a big crime or wildfire, they said, but rarely do their towns get
mentioned on air. People told us they consumed television and radio news to keep up with regional,
state, and national issues – but not for coverage of issues directly relevant to their communities.
3. Do you get the news you need?
Mostly, no.
By nearly a two-to-one margin, when pressed for a simple yes-or-no answer, focus group
participants said, no, they did not get the news they needed about their communities. They cited all
sorts of reasons: their local newspaper is weekly, so most of what they read are outdated, after-thefact accounts that aren’t helpful in explaining what’s happening now. Or local media lacks in-depth
reporting or skill in explaining complex issues, leaving readers with more questions than answers. Or,
some people said, specific issues they care about don’t show up in the news media at all. Some
participants said the relevant local information may be available, but not in an accessible fashion,
and they were just too busy to track it down.
These responses echoed what we heard in the survey responses – namely, that local news coverage is
only sometimes relevant and useful.
Take these comments, from Anaconda, Montana:
“It really is up to you to find out, because it’s not going to come to you. You really have to get out there and
do your own thinking.”
“I want to be involved, I want to know what’s going on. But if I don’t have time to sit down, dig down, track
somebody down that knows something, I'm not going to find out. … I'm missing some of the information.
I'm not getting the whole picture, I'm getting some of it but I'm not getting the whole thing.”
Some people were dissatisfied with the quality of news available on the word-of-mouth circuit and in
the weekly newspaper. As one woman in Philipsburg, Montana, said:
“There’s things that happen throughout the whole week that I would love to know about, but I hear about it
at the brewery and I get a partial story – and then a tangent and a partial story – so I think it’s important
that there is an access to information some way.”
Others articulated a deep divide between factions in town, specifically between those who were “in
the know” and those who weren’t.
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“They don’t seem to hear each and they can't seem to agree or cooperate. It seems to fall back to
misinformation – each group has a wrong set of information… or loaded information…so it makes
relationship building near impossible.” – Ronan, Montana
Folks in these communities are hungry for more context, clarity and a lack of bias in their news —
and simply for more news coverage, period. Not having access to those things, they said, can leave
people feeling alienated from the community, especially newcomers who don’t immediately have
deep ties to the town.
As one Saguache resident said:
“I feel a little cut off from understanding the valley and the community as a whole. I know there are holes, so
unless I have a chance to chat with [a friend who’s in the know], there’s something missing for me.”
Without trusted sources to translate them, complex and mystifying issues in these communities stay
just as mystifying and complex. That’s a challenge to the vitality of small towns across the West:
When people don’t know what the problems are, it’s harder to get to solutions. What’s needed is not
just access to relevant information, but to knowledge that can enable citizenship, empowering
people to be more active and creative.
4. Are there specific topics, issues or activities you feel are covered too much in the local
news media, and topics or issues you feel aren’t covered enough?
Too much petty crime, not enough “positive” news.
Too much petty crime. Not everyone wants to hear about the latest DUI arrest or who ran a red
light last weekend. (This is an interesting departure from the findings of our Google surveys,
however, where respondents living across both New Mexico and Montana listed crime as one of
their top three concerns facing their community.)
Too much high school sports coverage. Granted, plenty of parents spoke proudly of all the times
their kids were featured in the local paper. Some said they appreciated the emphasis on local youth,
but wished for equal attention to other student activities – the Quiz bowl team trip to Washington,
D.C., for a national contest, for example, or the Girl Scout troop raising money next door.
Not enough “positive” news. People in every community said they craved news that is “positive,”
– a term used roughly 100 times during the focus group discussions. People want to hear things that
leave them feeling better about their community – not worse.
When it came down to it, people wanted their news media to reflect the whole community – not just
the crime, poverty, and brokenness. People wanted more reporting on the assets of their community
– the interesting cultural history, nearby natural beauty and outdoor opportunities.
“We don’t get to hear voices that are important,” said one focus group participant in Espanola. “The
important voices of the people in the valley, which would be wonderful because there are so many assets here.
We don’t hear that. We hear about the drug abuse. We hear about the robberies. We hear about the crack
stunts that have heads rolling down the street.”
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Another Espanola resident said:
“This newspaper just contributes to the ongoing destructiveness of people. It doesn’t represent my family, my
culture, my heritage, my children.”
Espanola was our most wrenching conversation among the focus groups — but it wasn’t unique. In
nearly every community we visited, people complained about what they saw as one-sided news
coverage that seemed to suck the hope and agency out of people, continually reinforcing a negative
shared narrative of what might be.
Not enough in-depth reporting. People want to know how the news affects them. They want to
hear from more than just the talking heads on any particular issue. They want to know why they
should care about, say, the drug crisis in town. After that, they said, they want to know how they can
get involved.
One woman in Taos, New Mexico, said this about the town’s quality housing issues:
“I think sometimes we don't - we're not pushed to think about how something does impact us. So when we
talk about an issue, like housing. ‘Okay, I have a house. What is the impact of our housing issues on me as
a citizen? … How does that impact me?’ … It's not someone else's problem, it's not happening over in that
neighborhood, it does impact me in a small community. And I don't have the opportunity to see that. … The
housing problem that we have right now does impact a lot of sectors in this small community but we're not
talking about it from that place.”
People didn’t want to just read the previous day’s police blotter, they wanted to know the latest
trends in crime – to know about the causes, and about potential solutions. The news media will
report when median household prices increase and will print what’s said at city council meetings
about the issue, observed one man in Whitefish, Montana. But in his estimation, the media is
missing the bigger question: How is living here ever going to get more affordable?
Other topics that appeared less frequently in focus group conversations, but still occurred across
several communities, included a desire for more business and education reporting. In some
towns, including Taos, New Mexico, Ronan, Montana, and Saguache, Colorado, people expressed a
desire for more rigorous reporting on local government.
5. Do you think it’s more important to learn about the problems in your community or
about the solutions to those problems?
Well, both. How can you know one without knowing the other?
Participants generally said that balanced coverage was important: They wanted more reporting about
solutions, but they recognized that it was important to understand the underlying problems, as well.
As it stands, most said, news media coverage is too skewed toward the problems – the drug busts,
the murders, the crime rates, the government waste, how expensive houses are – and it doesn’t focus
enough on ferreting out what solutions are working and which aren’t.
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One woman in Espanola, New Mexico, was clear:
“I want solutions. I know all the problems. I mean everybody that lives here, has grown up here, or works
here or stops for gas (knows the problems) – you can't bypass it. And so I want solutions.”
In Alamosa, Colorado, some said the news media had done enough to spotlight the drug addiction
problems in Colorado’s San Luis Valley, but what to do next was the bigger question the community
hasn’t yet answered:
“Everybody in the valley knows how serious this drug problem is, but we don’t know what to do. It’s too big
we can’t handle it.”
Even when there is a solutions-focused story, one woman in Ronan, Montana, said, it’s often about
a miracle worker – one person who seemingly changes the world by magic – instead of a detailed
account of how ordinary people with a plan try, fail, and try again. Such a story, she said, would be
more helpful than a “feel-good” feature:
“There are absolutely positive models that have worked in similar, maybe not exactly the same, but similar or
parallel communities around the country that we could draw from,” she said. “And I don’t see the media
portraying many of those. When they are portrayed, it’s like they’re portrayed as miracles – like it can only
happen there because this person did it, or it can only happen here because of this one piece, rather than it
being it was the concerted effort of the whole community…allowing that to happen. It’s always the ‘miracle
worker saves the day’ story that I see.”
People articulated thoughtful skepticism about the news media writing about solutions, too. Such
reporting, some said, might easily slip into advocacy – who’s behind this one solution, after all?
These participants said the news media’s primary role was to highlight a community’s problems, and
that it was less important that they analyze possible solutions.
A former reporter in Taos, New Mexico, for instance, said:
“If someone (in the news media) has…the resources to provide some analysis of some solutions, that’s great. If
these community members can react to that information and find solutions, that’s great. [But] I think most
important is exposing their problems.”
Another woman in Taos said:
“I think that media’s place is to highlight. Just put some sunlight on the issue. And it’s the role of local
government or state government as well as nonprofits and businesses and individuals to find the solutions.”
Finally, others doubted whether news media reporting on solutions could really change the world.
Sure, you can write about solutions, one man in Ronan, Montana, said, but how is that going to
boost the economy?
“It’s going to take a lot to get around poverty. … You can help with your media by reading about what’s
good about certain areas, but I think you’re going to have to fix our economy first.”
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Findings: News content analysis
How do all these articulated interests – from the economy to health to quality of life – compare with
what the local news media in these small mountain communities are actually covering? How do
people’s perceptions of what local news they get match up against what news the local media
actually produce?
To answer these questions, we analyzed five days of news content from a selected group of local and
regional news outlets – newspapers, TV stations and public radio stations – in each of the target
areas. (In instances of weekly publications, we analyzed five editions of that publication.)
Undergraduate and graduate journalism students at the University of Arizona read every local and
regional story from these publications within the identified timeframe, and scored each story against
a number of criteria5:
•
•
•
•
•

Is the story original – i.e., written or produced by that news organization’s staff – or not?
Is the story about the target area (Appendix C), or not? “Target areas,” in the case of weekly
papers, referred to their immediate geographic market. For regional publications, “target
areas” included any rural town in their coverage area.
What is the story primarily about? What is the story’s secondary focus?
What is the story’s general journalistic quality?
Does the story contain significant solutions content, or not?

Most local and regional news coverage, it turns out, was original reporting – not reprinted or
syndicated content from, say, the Associated Press. In most cases, at least 75 percent was local and
focused on the target areas (Appendix C). Regional radio stations – KSFR in Santa Fe, KUNM in
Albuquerque and Montana Public Radio – were exceptions: Their coverage was anchored in urban
issues and/or state government. The Flathead Beacon, too, included more regional coverage, as did
the Santa Fe New Mexican and Denver Post Sunday section.
In some cases, however, target communities were largely ignored by the nearby larger news outlet,
despite being within that publication’s coverage area. During the week of issues selected for coding,
for instance, just three stories in The Missoulian referred to rural communities outside the city of
Missoula, even though many smaller towns fall under its audience reach.
We are hesitant to draw conclusions about any single news outlet from this exercise: An examination
of five days’ worth of coverage, after all, is necessarily an anecdotal glimpse of the whole of a
newsroom’s output. However, we are comfortable making aggregate observations across the
universe of 962 stories:

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
5"These"coding"criteria"were"based"on"a"similar"analysis"by"a"team"of"Rutgers"University"researchers"in"June"
2015,"called"“Assessing"the"Health"of"Local"Journalism"Ecosystems:"A"Comparative"Analysis"of"Three"New"
Jersey"Communities”:"http://wp.comminfo.rutgers.edu/mpiicnew/wpc
content/uploads/sites/129/2015/06/AssessingcLocalcJournalism_FinalcDraftc6.23.15.pdf"
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Crime coverage was the single largest topic category across both target regions, justifying
what we heard in the focus groups about local news media’s seemingly obsessive coverage of local
crime (Table 9) – and matching the apparent interest expressed in the Google surveys.
Table 9:
Story topics across selected MT, CO & NM news outlets

None"of"above" Health"
5%"
6%"
Environment"
6%"
Crime"&"
emergencies"
Economy"
23%"
8%"
Education"
17%"

Infrastructure"
8%"
Quality"of"life"
11%"

Government"
16%"

Source: SJN News Content Analysis

Interestingly, coverage of the economy lagged. This may be the biggest disconnect unearthed
through our content analysis: despite the economy and jobs being the leading concern in almost
every community, across all our surveys, interviews and focus groups, very little – just 8 percent – of
the overall news coverage during the selected timeframe focused primarily on the economy.
Despite quality of life being the second-highest concern according to the focus group surveys, with
nearly half the focus group participants listing it as a major priority, only 11 percent of stories
directly pertained to the topic – including pieces about everything from an initiative to get kids
outdoors to efforts to improve low-income housing to local excitement around the latest “Star Wars”
movie. The environment, too, was left out – just 6 percent of all stories primarily related to the
environment, despite 45 percent of focus group survey respondents and 31 percent of Google
survey respondents citing the environment as a top concern. While 33 percent of focus group survey
respondents said infrastructure was a leading problem, fewer than one in 10 stories addressed an
infrastructure-related issue.
On the other hand, though we heard requests for more education coverage, schools were
actually the second most-covered news topic, according to our analysis.
To get at whether a story is “solutions-y” – yes, that’s our technical term – coders asked: Does the
story contain reporting about the response to a problem, or not? The acid test: if the story
doesn’t describe a response, it’s not solutions journalism. Does the story get into the problem
solving and how-to details of implementation? Does the story present evidence of results linked to
the response? Solutions journalism is about ideas – but like all good journalism, the determination of
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what works, or doesn’t work, is supported, where possible, by solid evidence. For early-stage ideas,
where the only “evidence” may be the assertions of credible observers, the key is not to overclaim.
According to the analysis, roughly one in five stories analyzed contained some element of
solutions reporting (Table 10). For example, the Albuquerque Journal described attempts to
preserve traditional Hispanic irrigation systems
(http://www.abqjournal.com/685714/news/headline-438.html); The Pueblo Chieftain examined a
plan to transfer federal lands to a state agency. Some news outlets were judged to be significantly
more solutions-minded than others. Fully a third of the stories analyzed from the Stevensville,
Montana Bitterroot Star, the Alamosa Valley Journal and the Pueblo Chieftain’s San Luis Valley bureau
included some element of solutions coverage, according to our analysis.
Table 10:
Does the story contain solutions reporting?

Yes"
17%"

No"
80%"

Source: SJN content analysis
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Unclear"
3%"

Findings: Newsroom interviews
What’s it like to be a journalist in these small, rural communities? What challenges do the news
media face, and how do they approach their role as both journalists and residents in a small town?
We gleaned some understanding of these questions in our in-person interviews with journalists at 21
news organizations serving the target communities.
Most of these news organizations are small, and some are staffed by reporters and editors without
any formal journalism training. In a few cases, a husband-and-wife duo runs the whole shop – from
writing and editing stories to shooting photos to managing subscriptions. In Seeley Lake, Montana,
for instance, a town of 1,600 a few hours’ drive from Missoula, Nathan and Andi Bourne bought the
newspaper a few years ago and are reshaping the operation by themselves – starting with a new
website that launched earlier this year. Michael and Victoria Howell, the couple that started the
Stevensville, Montana Bitterroot Star 30 years ago, still produce the free paper every week from their
storefront on the town’s main drag.
Other news outlets are nearly as small. Four part-time reporters fill six weekly newspapers –
including the Center, Colorado Post-Dispatch – across southern Colorado as part of a chain that also
includes the Alamosa, Colorado, Valley Courier, a daily with three full-time reporters. In Taos, New
Mexico, the weekly Taos News employs three reporters and a sports editor who does his own
reporting; one reporter covers Colorado’s entire San Luis Valley for the Pueblo, Colorado, Chieftain;
the Ronan, Montana Valley Journal employs two reporters and an editor who also writes. At KRZA,
a community station airing NPR content in Alamosa, Colorado, the lone news reporter puts
together a daily, 30-minute radio show on a part-time schedule.
With about 18 reporters, the Santa Fe New Mexican was the largest news media outlet we interviewed,
followed by the Missoula, Montana Missoulian, which employs about 12 reporters.
While we weren’t privy to the financial condition of the companies that own these news
organizations, it’s well established that the trend for newspapers, public radio, and television in most
markets is negative. American newsrooms have been cutting back on staff for more than a decade,
leaving those who remain to fill a 24-hour online news cycle.
In all these places, especially in the smaller one- and two-person shops, reporters and editors
described a near-impossible hustle to be everywhere in town – to cover the city council meeting then
high-tail it to the school’s latest fundraiser. These time and financial constraints shape a news
outlet’s approach to coverage: reporters either must pick and choose which stories get attention each
week, or resort to thinner, more surface-level coverage of multiple issues.
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Conclusion
This study encompassed a broad range of communities – from true “news deserts” like Saguache,
with few or no formal sources of reporting on local issues, to bigger and wealthier towns like
Whitefish with no shortage of media outlets; and a similarly diverse array of news sources.
Across this universe, several findings emerged consistently. First and foremost is broad
dissatisfaction with local news coverage. Four out of five people say their local news is, at best, only
sometimes relevant to them – and a significant number rated their local news outlets as rarely or
never relevant. Newsrooms report only infrequently on economic and quality of life issues, which
people identified as most important, instead dwelling on crime, violence, and politics. People say
they want more rigorous reporting that exposes the context of complex issues, and more stories
about how their communities and others are responding to problems, in addition to spotlighting the
problems themselves.
Let’s acknowledge that there is a difference between what people say they want and what they
actually read, watch, or listen to. The stark gap between focus groups and Google Survey responses
on the stated importance of reporting on crime – which we can’t fully explain – hints at this
characteristic of audience behavior. Participants in our focus groups in Espanola complained bitterly
about what they saw as the local paper’s relentless negative slant on news – but nearly all admitted
that they still read it religiously.
Even so, the failure of most local and regional media to satisfy community news needs seems
undeniable. In part, this is a function of capacity and financial constraints: Weekly papers typically
operate with one, two, or three reporters, scrambling to keep up with politics, sports, arts, and
school activities. Public radio and television in all but the biggest urban markets are similarly lean,
and some of their coverage typically is determined by funder requirements. Daily newspapers and
commercial television have more staff, but they, too, face lean budgets and a perceived need to
focus their scarce reporters on coverage of core urban and suburban issues.
This is a function of economics: In most cases, smaller markets lack the commercial base to support
vibrant newsgathering operations. Beyond that, the entire news industry has suffered two decades of
retrenching and rationalization as technological changes have upended the traditional publishing and
broadcast business model. But it’s also a function of editorial priorities: Newsroom leaders must
decide where and how to allocate resources in ways that they think will generate interest,
engagement, impact, and revenue. Those decisions are anchored in audience and market data – and
also in personal judgments of what matters to people. That combination can result in coverage that
is geared toward sensationalism and negative news at the expense of a more complete view of
community issues.
In the face of this coverage gap, some communities have formed their own organic news systems.
Word of mouth, the oldest news transmission mechanism in history, still plays a profoundly
important role in many rural towns. Finding the “real story” in a small town, many people said, is as
easy as picking up the phone and calling a friend – and social media platforms such as Facebook and
Twitter have made connectivity more accessible.
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But those informal news modes have blind spots: They require know-how, connections, and simply
the time to dig up reliable news and information. How to connect different factions of a community
that aren’t already speaking to each other – who don’t see each other at church events, who don’t go
to town hall meetings, or who can’t pick up the phone and call, say, a town council member for the
inside scoop because they went to the same high school or play golf together? Just as important,
how to ensure that the resulting news is vetted for accuracy and relevance?
In some focus groups, participants raised the possibility that citizens might themselves create or
contribute to more formal newsgathering efforts – a community radio station, for example – in ways
that could complement or improve the efforts of traditional media. Others suggested that there is a
place for community organizations, philanthropic foundations, and other institutional actors to fund
or coordinate news operations.
We believe it is vital both to consider and catalyze new approaches and to sustain traditional news
media. In communities across the Intermountain West, people face difficult and complex challenges.
Lacking timely and relevant news, the tendency is for residents of isolated towns to feel that these
challenges are unique and too big to be solved – and, as a result, to retreat into apathy and
disengagement.
On the other hand, greater awareness and understanding of a town’s problems, and of responses to
those issues, can change people’s sense of self-efficacy – leading to more, and more effective, civic
involvement. A news ecosystem that adequately reflects citizens’ concerns, and that routinely
surfaces, assesses, describes, and circulates relevant solutions, can create a virtuous cycle that helps
build the resilience and sustainability of these rural communities.
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Appendix A: Selected news outlets in target regions
COLORADO
Source

Type

URL

Valley Courier

Newspaper - daily

http://www.alamosanews.com/v2_main_page.php

Crestone Eagle

Newspaper - monthly

http://www.crestoneeagle.com/

Pueblo Chieftain

Newspaper - daily

http://www.chieftain.com/

Monte Vista Journal

Newspaper - weekly

http://www.montevistajournal.com/v2_main_page.php

Conejos County Citizen
Costilla County Free
Press

Newspaper - weekly

http://www.conejoscountycitizen.com/v2_main_page.php

Newspaper - weekly

n/a

Mineral County Miner

Newspaper - weekly

http://www.mineralcountyminer.com/v2_main_page.php

Saguache Crescent

Newspaper - weekly

Archives only: http://sag.stparchive.com/

Del Norte Prospector

Newspaper - weekly

http://www.delnorteprospector.com/v2_main_page.php

South Fork Tines

Newspaper - weekly

http://www.southforktines.com/v2_main_page.php

KRZA

Radio - public

http://krzaradio.blogspot.com/

Colorado Public Radio
Colorado Public
Television

Radio - public

http://www.cpr.org/news/

TV - public

http://video.cpt12.org/

High Country News

Magazine - monthly

https://www.hcn.org/

Center Post-Dispatch

Newspaper - weekly

http://www.centerpostdispatch.com/v2_main_page.php

NEW MEXICO
Source

Type

URL

Taos News

Newspaper - weekly

http://www.taosnews.com/

Santa Fe New Mexican

Newspaper - daily

http://www.santafenewmexican.com/

Albuquerque Journal

Newspaper - daily

http://www.abqjournal.com/

Santa Fe Reporter

Newspaper - weekly

http://www.sfreporter.com/santafe/

Rio Grande Sun

Newspaper - weekly

http://www.riograndesun.com/

Las Vegas Optic

Newspaper - 3x/week

lasvegasoptic.com

Jicarilla Chieftain

Newspaper - weekly

n/a

Valley Daily Post

Newspaper - weekly

valleydailypost.com

KSFR

Radio - public

http://ksfr.org

KUNM

Radio - public

kunm.org

KTAOS

Radio - commercial

http://ktao.com/blog

KRTN

Radio - commercial

krtnradio.com

KDCE

Radio - commercial

kdceradio.com

Taos22

TV - public

http://taos22.com/

New Mexico PBS, KNME

TV - public

http://www.newmexicopbs.org/

KASA

TV - commercial

http://kasa.com/

Green Fire Times
Sangre de Cristo
Chronicle

Magazine - monthly

http://greenfiretimes.com/

Newspaper - weekly

http://sangrechronicle.com/
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MONTANA
Source

Type

URL

Daily Interlake

Newspaper - daily

http://www.dailyinterlake.com/

The Missoulian

Newspaper - daily

www.missoulian.com

Montana Standard

Newspaper - daily

mtstandard.com

Ravalli Republic

Newspaper - daily

ravallirepublic.com

Whitefish Pilot

Newspaper - weekly

whitefishpilot.com

Seeley-Swan Pathfinder

Newspaper - weekly

www.seeleyswanpathfinder.com

Anaconda Leader

Newspaper - weekly

n/a

Philipsburg Mail

Newspaper - weekly

pburgmail.com

Bitterroot Star

Newspaper - weekly

bitterrootstar.com

Valley Journal

Newspaper - weekly

valleyjournal.net

Hungry Horse News

Newspaper - weekly

http://www.flatheadnewsgroup.com/hungryhorsenews/

Missoula Independent

Newspaper - weekly

http://missoulanews.bigskypress.com/

Bigfork Eagle

http://www.flatheadnewsgroup.com/bigforkeagle/

Char-Koosta News

Newspaper - weekly
Tribal newspaper weekly

Flathead Beacon

Newspaper - weekly

http://flatheadbeacon.com

Butte News

News website

http://www.buttenews.net/

Lake County Leader

Newspaper - weekly

www.leaderadvertiser.com

Montana Public Radio

Radio - public

http://mtpr.org/

KGVO

Radio - commercial

http://newstalkkgvo.com/

KCFW

TV - commercial

www.nbcmontana.com/kcfw/news

KUFM

TV - public

http://www.montanapbs.org/

KAJ

TV - commercial

http://www.kaj18.com/

KECI

TV - commercial

http://www.nbcmontana.com/keci/index.html

KTMF

TV - commercial

http://www.abcfoxmontana.com/

KTVM

TV - commercial

http://www.nbcmontana.com/ktvm/news

KPAX

TV - commercial

http://www.kpax.com/

KLXF

TV - commercial

http://www.kxlf.com/

MCAT

TV - public

http://www.mcat.org/

KSKC

TV - public

http://kskctv.skc.edu/

charkoosta.com
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Appendix B: Survey and analysis instruments
1. News story coding sheet
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

Coder Name
News Source
Date: Month
Date: Date (i.e., 1-31)
First two words of headline
Story is original: Yes, no or unclear
Story is about target community: Yes, no or unclear
Primary topic addressed6
Secondary topic addressed
Journalistic quality of story7: High, average or low
Story contains significant solutions content: Yes, no or unclear

2. Google survey questions
•
•
•
•

Of the options listed, please choose the three issues in your community that are most
important to you and your family.
On average, how much time do you spend each day watching, reading, or listening to the
news?
How do you most often get news about your community?
How well do your local news organizations currently cover issues in your community that
are important to you and your family?

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
6"The"bank"of"possible"topics"was"adapted"from"a"set"of"categories"identified"as"“critical"information"needs”"

for"community"members"in"the"U.S."to"live"safe"and"healthy"lives,"have"full"access"to"employment"and"to"fully"
participate"in"the"civic"lives"of"their"communities,"should"they"choose"to"(Friedland,"et"al,"2012:"
http://transition.fcc.gov/bureaus/ocbo/Final_Literature_Review.pdf).""
"
Our"adapted"story"topics"for"this"content"analysis"were:"
• Environment"
• Economy/jobs"
• Government/politics"
• Infrastructure"(transportation,"power,"water,"etc.)"
• Crime,"violence,"emergencies"
• Health"
• Education/schools"
• Quality"of"life"(including"culture,"recreation)"
"
7"This"indicator"was"meant"as"a"rough"measure"of"journalistic"quality,"not"as"a"definitive"calculation."Coders"
were"instructed"to"consider"sourcing,"evidence"and"narrative"strength."
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3. Focus group paper-and-pencil survey questions8
1.
2.
3.
4.

What are one or two of the most important issues facing your community?
What are your primary sources of local news?
Do you get the local news that you need? Why or why not?
Are there specific topics, issues or activities you feel are covered too much in the local
news media, and are there topics or issues you feel aren’t covered enough?
5. Do you think it’s more important to learn about the problems in your community or
about the solutions to those problems? Some combination of both?
6. What is one thing your local news media could do to be more useful, more relevant to
you?

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
8"These"focus"group"questions"were"modeled"off"a"similar"set"of"focus"group"discussions"hosted"in"three"New"
Jersey"communities"by"a"team"of"Rutgers"University"researchers"for"a"June"2015"study"called,"“Assessing"the"
Health"of"Local"Journalism"Ecosystems:"A"Comparative"Analysis"of"Three"New"Jersey"Communities”:"
http://wp.comminfo.rutgers.edu/mpiicnew/wpccontent/uploads/sites/129/2015/06/AssessingcLocalc
Journalism_FinalcDraftc6.23.15.pdf"
"
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Appendix C: Story coding analysis
Table 1: Selected news outlets and dates coded
Montana
Anaconda Leader
Bitterroot Star
Valley Journal
Philipsburg Mail
Seeley Lake Pathfinder
Daily Interlake
Montana Public Radio
KPAX
Flathead Beacon
Ravalli Republic
Missoulian

Publishing
Semi-weekly
Weekly
Weekly
Weekly
Weekly
Daily
Daily
Daily
Daily
Daily
Daily

Dates selected
Jan. 22-Feb. 5, 2016
Jan. 6-Feb. 3, 2016
Jan. 6-Feb. 3, 2016
Jan. 7-Feb. 4, 2016
Dec. 31, 2015-Jan. 28, 2016
Feb. 7-13, 2016
Jan. 18-22, 2016
Feb. 21-27, 2016
Jan. 17-22, 2016
Jan. 17-22, 2016
Jan. 21-27, 2016

Target area
Anaconda, MT
Stevensville, MT/regional
Ronan, MT
Philipsburg, MT
Seeley Lake, MT
Regional
Regional
Regional
Regional
Regional
Regional

Colorado/New Mexico
Las Vegas Optic
Albuquerque Journal,
"Northern Journal"
KUNM
Denver Post, Sunday section
KSFR
Santa Fe New Mexican
Center Post Dispatch
Crestone Eagle
Saguache Crescent
Alamosa Valley Courier
Valley Daily Post
Taos News
Rio Grande Sun
Pueblo Chieftain, San Luis
Valley Bureau

Publishing
Weekly
Weekly

Dates selected
Nov. 25-Dec. 22, 2015
Nov. 20-Dec. 18, 2015

Las Vegas, NM
Regional

Daily
Weekly
Daily
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Weekly
Daily
Weekly
Weekly
Weekly
Daily

Nov. 25-Dec. 22, 2015
Jan. 3-24, 2016
Nov. 25-Dec. 22, 2015
Jan. 24-30, 2016
Nov. 26-Dec. 24, 2015
Oct.-Dec., 2015
Nov. 12-Dec. 17, 2015
Dec. 8-12, 2015
Nov. 12-Dec. 10, 2015
Nov. 18-Dec. 16, 2015
Nov. 12-Dec. 10, 2015
Nov. 21-Dec. 22, 2015

Regional
Regional
Regional
Regional
Center & Saguache, CO
Crestone & Saguache, CO
Saguache, CO
Alamosa, CO
Espanola, NM
Taos, NM
Espanola, NM
Regional
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Table 2: Total story output; count of original reporting; count of stories about target areas

Montana
Anaconda Leader
Bitterroot Star
Valley Journal
Philipsburg Mail
Seeley Lake Pathfinder
Daily Interlake
Montana Public Radio
KPAX
Flathead Beacon
Ravalli Republic
Missoulian

Colorado/New Mexico
Las Vegas Optic
Albuquerque Journal, "Northern Journal"
KUNM
Denver Post, Sunday section
KSFR
Santa Fe New Mexican
Center Post Dispatch
Crestone Eagle
Saguache Crescent
Alamosa Valley Courier
Valley Daily Post
Taos News
Rio Grande Sun
Pueblo Chieftain, San Luis Valley Bureau

Total
Stories

Original
stories*
22
27
38
49
38
51
19
41
48
27
26

Total
Stories

Stories about target area**
22
22
38
43
38
51
16
40
19
26
26

Original
stories*
24
16
51
40
63
50
30
44
32
36
25
70
81
12

20
25
36
46
38
51
12
15
18
26
3

Stories about target area**

20
16
26
40
63
47
28
27
n/a
17
25
66
81
12

*Remaining stories were either not original -- i.e., reprinted Associated Press reporting, or from some other
news source -- or it was unclear whether the story was original.
**The remaining stories were either not about the target area or, in a few cases, it was unclear whether the
story was about the target area.
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24
9
20
22
17
26
30
44
32
36
25
69
78
9

Appendix D: Target communities demographic information
Alamosa, CO: Alamosa is the county seat of Alamosa County, Colorado. The city had a population
of 8,780 in 2010, a 10 percent increase since the 2000 census. As of the 2000 census, the median
household income was $25,453, the median family income was $33,017, and the per capita income
was $15,405. About 18 percent of families and 25 percent of the population were below the poverty
line. The racial makeup of the city was: 68.53% White, 1.41% Black or African American, 2.20%
Native American, 0.95% Asian, 0.26% Pacific Islander, 22.36% from other races, and 4.28% from
two or more races. Hispanic or Latino of any race were 46.80% of the population.
Anaconda, MT: Anaconda is the county seat of Anaconda-Deer Lodge County, Montana, which
has a consolidated city-county government. The consolidated city-county had a population of 9,298
people in 2010, a 1 percent decrease since the 2000 census. As of the 2010 census, the median
household income was $34,716 and the per capita income was $20,462. As of the 2010 census, the
racial makeup of the county was: 93% white, .4 % African American, 3.1% American Indian and
Alaska Native, .3% Asian, 2.5% two or more races, and 2.9% Hispanic or Latino.
Espanola, NM: Espanola is a city within Rio Arriba County, New Mexico. The city had a
population of 10,495 people in 2010, a 10 percent increase since the 2000 census. As of the 2000
census, the median household income was $27,144, the median family income was $32,255, and the
per capita income for the city was $14,303. About 17 percent of families and 22 percent of the
population were below the poverty line. As of 2010, the racial makeup of the city was: 8.8% White
alone (and not Hispanic or Latino), 0.5% Black or African American, 3.4% Native American, 1.1%
Asian, 2.1% two or more races, and 87.1% Hispanics or Latinos.
Philipsburg, MT: Philipsburg is the county seat of Granite County, Montana. The town had a
population of 820 people in 2010, a decrease of 10 percent since the 2000 census. According to the
American Community Survey, in 2014 the median household income was $41,071 and the per capita
income was $25,717. About 13 percent of families and 14 percent of the population were below the
poverty line. As of the 2010 census, the racial makeup of the town was: 96.8% White, 0.1% African
American, 0.9% Native American, 0.2% Asian, 0.4% from other races, and 1.6% from two or more
races. Hispanic or Latino of any race were 1.8% of the population.
Ronan, MT: Ronan is a city in Lake County, Montana, on the Flathead Indian Reservation. It had a
population of 1,871 people in 2010, a 3 percent increase from the 2000 census. As of the 2000
census, the median household income was $22,422, the median family income was $29,750, and the
per capita income was $11,678. About 20 percent of families and 25 percent of the population were
below the poverty line. The racial makeup of the city was: 62.42% White, 0.11% African American,
33.06% Native American, 0.11% Asian, 0.06% Pacific Islander, 0.44% from other races, and 3.81%
from two or more races. Hispanic or Latino of any race were 3.37% of the population.
Saguache, CO: Saguache is the county seat of Saguache County, Colorado. The town had a
population of 493 in 2010, a 16 percent decline since the 2000 census. As of the 2010 census, the
median household income was $21,544, the median family income was $30,221, and the per capita
income was $14,139. About 14 percent of families and 19 percent of the population were below the
poverty line. The racial makeup of the town was 79.93% White, 2.60% Native American, 0.17%
Asian, 13.15% from other races, and 4.15% from two or more races. Hispanic or Latino of any race
were 34.43% of the population.
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Seeley Lake, MT: Seeley Lake is a census-designated place in Missoula County, Montana. It had a
population of 1,659 people in 2010, a 16 percent increase since the 2000 census. As of the 2010
census, the median household income was $35,101, the median family income was $38,188, and the
per capita income was $18,825. About 7 percent of families and 11 percent of the population were
below the poverty line. The racial makeup of Seeley Lake was: 96.94% White, 0.07% African
American, 1.46% Native American, 0.21% Asian, 0.49% from other races, and 0.84% from two or
more races. Hispanic or Latino of any race were 1.46% of the population.
Stevensville, MT: Stevensville is a town in Ravalli County, Montana. It had a population of 1,809
people in 2010, a 17 percent increase from the 2000 census. As of the 2000 census, the median
household income was $27,951, the median family income was $34,583 and the per capita income
was $14,700. About 10 percent of families and 13 percent of the population were below the poverty
line. The racial makeup of the town was: 96.52% White, 0.26% African American, 1.03% Native
American, 0.26% Asian, 0.32% from other races, and 1.61% from two or more races. Hispanic or
Latino of any race were 2% of the population.
Taos, NM: Taos is the county seat of Taos County, New Mexico. The town had a population of
5,716 people in 2010, a 22 percent increase since the 2000 census. As of the 2000 census, the median
household income was $25,016, the median income for a family was $33,564, and the per capita
income was $15,983. About 18 percent of families and 23 percent of the population were below the
poverty line. As of 2010, the ethnic and racial composition of the population was: 40.1% nonHispanic white, 0.7% African American, 1% Asian, 5.3% Native American, 0.3% non-Hispanics
reporting some other race, 5.4% two or more races, and 51.9% Hispanic or Latino of any race.
Whitefish, MT: Whitefish is a city in Flathead County, Montana. It had a population of 6,357
people in 2010, a 26 percent increase since the 2000 census. As of the 2000 census, the median
household income was $33,038, the median family income was $41,009, and the per capita income
was $24,098. About 14 percent of families and 18 percent of the population were below the poverty
line. The racial makeup of the city was: 95.97% White, 0.14% African American, 1.11% Native
American, 0.58% Asian, 0.06% Pacific Islander, 0.72% from other races, and 1.43% from two or
more races. Hispanic or Latino of any race were 1.93% of the population.
Sources: Wikipedia, U.S. Census Bureau
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The Solutions Journalism Network is an independent, non-profit organization working to legitimize
and spread the practice of solutions journalism: rigorous and compelling reporting about responses
to social problems. Learn more at http://solutionsjournalism.org.

The LOR Foundation is a nonprofit dedicated to enhancing livability and quality of life in the
Intermountain West. We partner with rural communities in Colorado, Idaho, Montana, New Mexico,
and Wyoming to protect the character of their towns and the landscapes that surround them. Visit
http://lorfoundation.org
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