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Key Facts

Millennials Read to Learn. Even with so many media elements on a
mobile screen, eye tracking showed that Millennials read the text,
particularly the main story. In post-session interviews, they said they read
in order to learn about topics that interest them.

Apps Add an Edge. Millennials found interactive applications that
were well integrated within the narrative flow of longform narratives to be
“cool” and “engaging.” However, Millennials were turned off by technical
glitches and interactive elements that removed them from the context of
the story.

Subject Matter Matters. Participants in focus groups and individual
interviews said they were most likely to read and share longform projects if
they found the topic to be important and relevant to their interests and
geographies.

More Time on Text and Video, but More Praise for Images.
Eye-tracking study participants spent a great deal of time on video and
text, but feelings on both were often mixed. In post-session interviews,
most participants reported liking the photographs in all but one
presentation, where the photographs seemed like clip art and didn’t help
tell the story. Photographs got the most positive comments of all the
elements; infographics were identified as the best element in three of the
four projects studied.

The Future is (Even More) Visual. Millennials who designed their
own longform mobile stories on cellphones cut the text by three-fourths
and increased the use of infographics, video, and interactive images. In
individual interviews, participants said they preferred stories in which long
passages of text were broken up by visual elements.
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Scrolling for Story: By the Numbers

4 separate studies—eye tracking, semi-structured interviews, focus
groups and paper prototyping

2 distinct regions of the U.S.
53 participants

86.8% ages 18-29

58.5% female

39.6% Latino or Hispanic
58.5% are currently in school.

67.9% use a tablet at least weekly to get news
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Introduction: From “Snow Fall” to Today

Since the late 1990s, as breaking news and other types of journalism
adapted, Proteus-like, to every kind of screen (Barnhurst, 2012; Benton, 2014),
long feature stories remained best suited for print. Written in the narrative
tradition, often using literary techniques, this kind of journalism clashed with the
nonlinear nature of the web where information was best consumed in visuals and
quick bits. Then, in 2012, The New York Times published “Snow Fall: The
Avalanche at Tunnel Creek,” a 17,000—word narrative so infused with video,
infographics, and impressive design elements that its title became a verb to
describe the many similar works that followed (Dowling & Vogan, 2015).

“Snow Fall” was designed for the new “lean-back” platform, the tablet
computer. It featured multimedia elements that were artfully included in the text in
a way that added to the readers’ experience of the story. Soon afterward,
Medium’s Bobbie Johnson created an open Google spreadsheet called
“Snowfallen Stories,” where producers logged hundreds of similar works into

what essentially became a clickable index of the form (Johnson, 2013).

The “Snowfallen” now go by various other names, including “multimedia
narrative” and “digital longform.” The genre’s identifying characteristic: writing of
at least 2,000 words integrated with purposeful multimedia, including
photographs, video, infographics, and web applications (for review, see
Jacobson, Marino & Gutsche, 2016). A broad spectrum of media outlets produce
this work, including legacy news organizations, startups, and nonprofit outlets, as
simplified technology and often-free, drag-and-drop web templates have made
this work easier to produce and consume (Fisher, 2015; Halpern & Humphreys,
2014; Hiippala, 2016).

However, the rapid propagation of the form has resulted in much debate
about the value—and meaningfulness—of the work (Chyi & Chadha, 2012), and

scholars have argued that this work constitutes a new genre of literary journalism


https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1NnTg-KfmEpWeLtCm7zMK-THWyzHIDdaeWaoYtQMAyPQ/edit#gid=0
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(ie Jacobson, Marino & Gutsche, 2016). Yet, the use of literary devices, such as
characterization, scene and dialogue, isn’t present in all of these pieces. Some

would be better classified as in-depth, even investigative, journalism.

How Effective Is Digital Longform Journalism?

Early benefits of producing “Snow Fall”-like works included prestige
(Dowling & Vogan, 2015) and engagement. Jill Abramson, then the Times’ editor,
told her staff the project garnered a remarkable number of page views (3.5
million) and kept readers for about 12 minutes on average (Romenesko, 2012).
The presentation received a Peabody Award in 2012 as well as the Pulitzer Prize
for Feature Writing in 2013. Other digital journalism outlets, including BuzzFeed,
Politico and SB Nation, created their own original longform work.

Soon after the publication of “Snow Fall,” however, bloggers and
commenters debated whether the presentation was worth the time and resources
spent producing it. Media critics predicted that the audience would not care to
see much more longform work with “Snow Fall’-like multimedia. Farhad Manjoo,
writing in Slate, called “Snow Fall” “an example of excess, a moment when
designers indulged their creativity because they now have the technical means to
do so, and not because it improved the story or the readers’ understanding of
it” (Manjoo, 2013).

Even the term, “longform” (or “long-form”) came under attack. “Journalists
presumably care about words as much as anyone, so it is mysterious that they
would choose to promote their stories by ballyhooing one of their less inherently
appealing attributes,” wrote James Bennet in The Atlantic. “Do we call certain
desserts “solid-fat-form food” or do we call them cakes and pies?” (Bennet, 2013)

Three years later, however, there is new hope for the form. Research
suggests that story length, a defining characteristic of digital longform, is not an
immediate deterrent. According to a study of online viewing behavior by Pew
Research Center, readers are engaging with longform content on mobile devices,
spending more time on average with longform news articles than with short-form

articles, 123 seconds for articles 1,000 words or longer compared to 57 seconds
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for shorter stories. As the Pew study states, “When it comes to the relative time
consumers spend with this content, long-form journalism does have a place in

today’s mobile-centric society” (Mitchell, Stocking & Matsa, 2016).

What Do Audiences Want?
Although a great deal of longform journalism is being published, little is

known about how those audiences interact with longform stories and why (for
recent study, see Mitchell, Stocking & Matsa, 2016). Even though the technology
to render these works in digital space is simpler and cheaper than it was in 2012,
original in-depth, investigative, or literary journalism infused with purposeful
multimedia remains relatively time-consuming and expensive to produce.

As the news industry attempts to capture audiences on the spread of
mobile adoption (Anderson, 2015), it is vital not only to understand how users
experience mobile media, but how users experience media that are made to be
accessed on multiple platforms, such as laptops, cellphones, and tablets. In this
project, we refer to “mobile” as being cellphones and tablets, items that have
increased in affordability, innovation, and prominence among Millennials and
other news audiences (Westlund, 2013).

In order to better understand the long-term sustainability of digital
longform journalism—that is, whether the audience can make it economically
feasible for news organizations to continue to produce longform work—an
analysis of audience receptivity is required. Using both qualitative and
quantitative measures in September 2015 through January of 2016, we
interviewed 53 Millennials to gauge this audience’s reception to longform
multimedia journalism delivered on mobile platforms.

This study focuses specifically on the interests and needs of Millennials—
those born after 1980 and before 2000 (Fry, 2015). Millennials make up the
largest labor force in the U.S. and a significant amount of the desired mobile
news and other media audience. Millennials are less likely to pay for news than
for entertainment, such as music, movies and video games. However, a recent

study showed that Millennials do regularly use and often pay for news or news



Scrolling For Story | Donald W. Reynolds Journalism Institute 6

products. (American Press Institute, 2015). We attempted to understand the

degree to which this demographic group responds to longform digital journalism.

Methodologies

This project is comprised of four separate studies, each of which was
designed to address specific aspects of longform multimedia and mobile
journalism. We applied four distinct methods, explained below: eye tracking,

semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and paper prototyping.

Participants

Participants for these studies were based in Kent, Ohio, where researcher
Jacqueline Marino is a faculty member at Kent State University, and in Miami,
where Susan Jacobson and Robert E. Gutsche, Jr., are on faculty at Florida
International University. Eye tracking was conducted at Kent State, and the other
three methods were done at FIU. To participate in each study, individuals needed
to be Millennials, as defined above. To participate, individuals also must have
been regular tablet computer users. A total of 53 individuals participated in this
research (Chart 1) between October 2015 and January 2016. See Appendix A for

a chart with all participant demographic data.
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DEMOGRAPHICS OF PARTICIPANTS

AGE

HISPANIC
OR LATINO

(N = 53)

SEX

EDUCATION

UNDERGRAD

TABLET
USAGE
(N=45)

RACE

CURRENTLY
A STUDENT

PHONE
PREFERENCE
(N=20)

Chart 1. Participant data from all four studies.

Researchers worked together to construct consistent questionnaires and

processes for conducting and interpreting participant data and received

appropriate approval from both universities’ Institutional Review Boards.

Selection of Longform Projects

To maintain consistency for what participants would view across the

studies conducted for this report, researchers selected the following longform

projects that were published in 2013 or 2014 by news organizations in the United

States and Europe (Table 1):

with cash
saddle poorest
students with
debt”

propublica.org/article/colleges-flush-with-cash-
saddle-poorest-students-with-debt

Project Title Publisher & Description & URL In-Text Used in
Year Reference Study
“Colleges flush | ProPublica College Interviews
2015 Examines issues of college student debt. Debt
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Planet (But We
Can Fix It)”

addiction-is-destroying-the-planet-but-we-can-fix-
it

“Firestorm” The Guardian Describes one family’s experience with a bushfire | Firestorm Eye tracking,
2013 in Tasmania. Focus
Groups
theguardian.com/world/interactive/2013/may/26/
firestorm-bushfire-dunalley-holmes-family
“Losing ground” | ProPublica Explains effects of climate change on Louisiana Losing Interviews
2014 land masses. Ground
https://projects.propublica.org/louisiana/
“Miami Beach Fusion Explores sea level rise and development in Miami | Sea Level Interviews,
at 100” 2015 Beach, Florida. Rise Focus
Groups,
http://fusion.net/story/109661/miami-beach- Prototyping
at-100-the-sea-is-rising-and-so-are-the-condos-
somethings-gotta-give-right/
“The Parable of | Vi Hart and Uses design to express issues of diversity. Polygons Interviews
the Polygons” Nicky Case
2014 http://ncase.me/polygons/
“Planet Money | National Public | Examines the global process of making t-shirts T-Shirt Eye tracking
Makes a T- Radio sold in America.
Shirt” 2013
http://apps.npr.org/tshirt/
“Rebuilding Produced by a Allows users to work through challenges of Haiti Eye tracking,
Haiti” team of French rebuilding Haiti. Interviews,
journalists Focus
funded by the http://apps.rue89.com/haiti/en/ Groups
European
Journalism
Centre and
published on
Rue89 (France),
2014
“Your Meat TheVerge Explores the world of cultured beef. Meat Eye tracking,
Addiction is 2013 Addiction Focus
Destroying the theverge.com/2013/8/13/4605528/your-meat- Groups

Table 1. Longform multimedia projects accessed for this study.

These projects were selected for both journalistic quality and a diversity of

both subject and elements as established by industry experts (ie Johnson, 2013)

from both legacy and new media outlets, including elements such as text,

photographs, infographics, video, and web applications. Subjects ranged from an

out-of-control bushfire in Tasmania (The Guardian) and rebuilding Haiti following
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an earthquake (European Journalism Centre team, published on Rue89) to
cultured beef (The Verge) and the economics of T-shirt-buying in America
(National Public Radio). All projects qualified as longform journalism based upon
word count and the purposeful integration of multimedia elements (Jacobson,
Marino & Gutsche, 2016).

Study 1: Eye tracking

Eye tracking is a method of determining exactly where a user looks and
where his or her gaze “fixates” on a screen, in this case on screens featuring
digital longform journalism projects (Nielsen & Pernice, 2009). The Poynter
Institute has been eye tracking news audiences since the 1990s, and we used
Poynter’s past studies, especially EyeTrackO7’s study of online news, to guide
our methodology (Adam, Quinn & Edmonds, 2007). In the Scrolling for Story
study, we wished to understand what particular elements, including design,
video, and text, drew—and retained—users’ attention in four specific projects

(Figure 1).

_
YOUR MEAT ADDICTION
I8 DESTROYING

THE PLANET
(BUT WE CAN FIXIT)
Firestorm

npr

PLANET MONEY

MAKES A T-SHIRT

The

Figure 1. Projects used in the eye tracking study (clockwise from top left): The
Guardian’s “Firestorm,” The Verge’s “Your Meat Addiction is Destroying the
Planet,” Planet Money/NPR’s “Planet Money Makes a T-Shirt,” and European
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Journalism Centre/Rue89’s “Rebuilding Haiti,” Screenshots from the homepages
of the projects.

In September 2015, Marino began recruiting 15 participants (Chart 2) in
Kent, Ohio. At IdeaBase, a design firm of Kent State University’s College of

Communication and Information, a user experience designer fitted each

participant to the Tobii Glasses 2, a lightweight mobile eye tracker.

DEMOGRAPHICS OF EYETRACKING PARTICIPANTS
(N=15)

CURRENTLY
A STUDENT

AGE SEX EDUCATION

HISPANIC TABLET
OR LATINO USAGE

1+ TIMES
WEEKLY
|

Chart 2. Participant Data for Eye tracking Component.

While wearing the glasses, participants were asked to interact with one of
the four digital longform projects on an iPad. Participants were asked to select
any project from a list of four. On a separate monitor, researchers viewed real-
time, high-definition video of where the participants looked on the screen, which

was indicated by a red ring (Figure 2).
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Participants were allowed to stop viewing the project when they wished.
After 10 minutes, researchers asked participants to end their viewing and
inquired about what the participants liked and didn’t like about the project they
had viewed. After the interview, participants were asked to select a second

presentation of their choice and the process was repeated once more.

b the high hills
one needs 10 g":'bmro“qh alleys

indt ite
tal on foot, v;'r':, season; that's quite

To get 10 lalogsie,
of Morne |I"HOp!

i sreep steps puring the
[yl 4

Figure 2. While eye tracking participants interact with projects on iPads, their

point of gaze is indicated by a red ring moving across the screen. The researchers

watch this on another screen in real time. Screenshot by Jacqueline Marino.

Once all participant sessions were completed, researchers exported the
raw data into Tobii Glasses Analysis Software. Researchers recorded the number
of participant “fixations,” locations on the longform projects where participants’
eyes paused to take in information (Holsanova, Rahm & Holmqvist, 2006) (Figure
3). These pauses are important to study because they indicate the place on the
screen where some kind of visual or cognitive processing, such as thinking, is
occurring. Researchers also recorded the duration of fixation, as long as the
fixation was at least 300 ms, a measurement that indicates a fixation is likely to
have taken place (Salvucci & Goldberg, 2000; Stanton, 2013).
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Using a codebook that identified fields of content within each longform
project, including story text, video, photographs, headlines, and interactive
graphics (See Appendix B), researchers matched fixations to the appropriate
category, exported them to Excel spreadsheets and determined cumulative

fixation totals and durations for each element, each project, and overall.

Pad = 089, - )
ILIES OJECT
o
1€
llo lisast es lid to
y not use this ti ipe the
build Haiti ba W billions
S were i a position to
launch ojects, initiate
\&u‘: i, € land1l eforms; they could open
he itry to nerate employment and
e poverty i 'w president Michel

irtelly, elected early 201 ream of “a new Haiti”.

INTRODUCTION: HOW TO FUND HAITI'S REBUILDING PROCESS?

Figure 3. A heat map indicates where participants in the eye tracking study fixated
on the “Rebuilding Haiti” project. Screenshot by Christopher Hallahan.

In addition to having participants’ fixations recorded and categorized in
Tobii software, the participants were encouraged to discuss their interactions with
the longform project after they experienced it. Their comments were
audiorecorded and transcribed. Researchers then conducted qualitative textual
analysis (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011) of participants’ answers to interview questions
about their interests in the projects and their experiences interacting with the

elements on the iPad.
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Study 2: Semi-Structured Interviews

In Miami, Susan Jacobson interviewed 18 tablet computer users (Chart 3)
to evaluate longform multimedia news projects that include Web applications as
part of the story presentation.’ Each participant reviewed two to three stories,
selected from a menu of five possible stories. Researchers viewed and recorded
participant interaction on the iPad by connecting the tablet to a second monitor.?
(Figure 4)

Figure 4. Configuration for viewing and recording participant activity on an iPad.
Photoillustration by Susan Jacobson.

! None of the news applications in this study are “native” apps that can be downloaded as
standalone works from the iTunes or Google Play stores; however, they have similar features to
such apps.

2 |t is not easy to record the iPad screen. The iPad exports video via the Lightning port, and Mac
laptops take in video through a Thunderbolt port. There is no Lightning-to-Thunderbolt cable
adaptor, as this online discussion onapple.com makes clear: https://discussions.apple.com/
thread/5134979. Apple recommends using the wireless AirPlay system, but we found AirPlay and
other wireless systems (like Reflector 2 http://www.airsquirrels.com/reflector/) create an unreliable
connection between the iPad and the viewing/recording device that had to be re-started every few
minutes. This was not an acceptable level of performance for our research, so we devised a
system, depicted in the photo, where we recorded a VGA monitor.



https://discussions.apple.com/thread/5134979
http://www.airsquirrels.com/reflector/
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Researchers let the participants choose a story, and then gave them a few
minutes to read and interact with it on an iPad while the researchers viewed their
actions on a larger screen connected to the tablet. We invited the participants to
“think aloud” while they interacted with the works, stating what they liked or did
not like, or any other thoughts or ideas that came to them while interacting with
the piece. After a few minutes, the researchers interrupted the participants to ask
them questions about their experience with the work in a semi-structured

interview.

EDUCATION

DEMOGRAPHICS OF SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS
CURRENTLY
A STUDENT
HISPANIC RACE TABLET

(N =18)
SEX
| M | NO
N A\
OR LATINO USAGE

1+ TIMES
WEEKLY

Chart 3. Participant data for semi-structured interviews component.

The think-aloud protocol asks participants to verbalize the actions they are
taking and the choices they are making while interacting with a media or
technology presentation or product (Barnum, 2011). This protocol is sometimes
used in conjunction with semi-structured interviews, particularly when
researchers are investigating audience response to media and technology
presentations and products (Ahmad, 2014; Eveland & Dunwoody, 2000;
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Jameson, 2013). These “conversations with a purpose” (Richie & Lewis, 2003)
are then coded and grouped into categories so that researchers may identify

themes and patterns of experiences and behavior and then expound upon them
(Buddenbaum & Novak, 2001; Wimmer & Dominick. 2000).

Map i (i 2 i

y ————
@ (2] ® kP
FAND YOUR SEA-LEVEL FOODS |
LOCATION RISE aNOTIOES  §

Slide to change feet of sea-level rise

Hialeah

5T

Miami

e\ FIU| FIul *
Sea Level Rise Toolbox \@/ B3 pe -

Google

Figure 5. This web-based app shows the possible effects of rising seas and
appeared in Fusion’s “Miami Beach at 100” article assessed by participants in this
study’s semi-structured interviews and paper prototyping. Screenshot from
eyesontherise.org.

Study 3: Focus Groups

Robert E. Gutsche, Jr., at Florida International University in Miami
conducted two focus groups in October 2015 (Chart 4) to compare how users
interact with longform projects on cellphones compared to laptops. Focus groups
(Figure 6) have been established as a means to create collaborative, creative,
and productive environments for understanding audience interactions with media

(Baier, Cooper, Wysocki & Gravenstein, 2015).
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—
Figure 6. Students at Florida International University piloted focus groups for this
study. Photograph by Robert E. Gutsche, Jr.

Individually, focus group participants viewed “Firestorm” on laptops for a
period of 20 minutes. Researchers then led a group discussion about
participants’ experiences with the content, including what participants did and did
not prefer about the project and what elements of the presentation and user

experience provided them enjoyment.
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DEMOGRAPHICS OF FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS
(N=10)

CURRENTLY

AGE A STUDENT

EDUCATION

HISPANIC TABLET PHONE
OR LATINO USAGE PREFERENCE

1+TIMES
MONTHLY

Chart 4. Participant data for focus groups component.

Next, participants viewed the same project on their cellphones.
Participants were encouraged to either begin interacting with the project from its
beginning or to view it based upon where they ended their interaction on the
laptop (Taipale & Fortunati, 2014). This process was repeated with “Meat
Addiction,” “Haiti,” and “Sea Level Rise.”

After a period of 20 minutes, participants discussed with the group what
struck them about their interactivity on the cellphone and how their enjoyment
and experience varied between the two screens. All discussions were
audiorecorded and transcribed for analysis, and a trained graduate student also

took notes of key themes during the discussions.

Study 4: Paper Prototyping

Paper prototyping provides users with pens, paper, and other tools, such

as glue and markers, to imagine their most desirable interface (Aikat, 2014;
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Snyder, 2003). By working in teams, the collaborative process encourages
creativity and focuses on usability of online products (Andrews, Burleson, Dunks,
Elmore, Lambert, Oppegaard, Pohland, Saad, Scharer, Wery, Wesley & Zobel,
2012). This method added a deeper perspective on interactivity by putting
participants in the position to express what storytelling elements they prefer and

to describe how and why they would interact with those elements. (Figure 7)

Figure 7. Participants in a pilot study used an iPhone paper prototype to express
their desired longform mobile design. Photograph by Robert E. Gutsche, Jr.

In November 2015, Gutsche recruited participants for four focus groups
(Chart 5). They were tasked with recreating Fusion’s “Miami Beach at 100”
article, which included the Sea Level Rise Toolbox as a central feature of the
storytelling about rising seas (Figure 5). In addition to viewing the online project
as a group, participants were supplied with the original story text, a list of
possible interactive features that they could use to recast the story in a mobile

design, and a paper prototype of an iPhone 6 Plus.
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DEMOGRAPHICS OF PAPER PROTOTYPING PARTICIPANTS

(N =10)
CURRENTLY
AGE SEX EDUCATION A STUDENT
o
SOME |
COLLEGE
HISPANIC RACE TABLET PHONE
OR LATINO USAGE PREFERENCE

R
ANDROID
/,

Chart 5. Participant data for paper-prototyping study.

While participants ranged in their experience designing interfaces,
researchers grouped them based upon their interests and experiences using web
and mobile products. Participants were asked to use scratch paper, sticky notes
and other tools to design Fusion’s “Miami at 100” for mobile users.

Researchers videorecorded the construction of paper prototypes by
focusing on the participants’ hands and prototypes only. Researchers asked
questions about the design and the process during the exercise, which lasted
about 45 minutes. Sessions ended with groups presenting their prototypes to
each other and explaining their decisions. Discussions from the videos were
transcribed for analysis, as were notes made about the construction of the

prototypes captured on video.
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What the Data Show

Researchers spoke nearly weekly from June 2015 through data collection,
which ended in January 2016. Data were shared between members of the
research team for discussion and interpretation. Major findings were recorded in
a shared, cloud-based document to explicate intersections of meanings, which

are presented below, along with tips for producers of this work.

Finding 1. Millennials Read to Learn.

DURATION OF FIXATION DURATION OF FIXATION
Packages with Video Packages without Video (Haiti)

STORY TEXT 40.33%

VIDEO 39.33% “
INFOGRAPHIC 7.33% |
PHOTO 7.33% “
DISPLAY TEXT 3%
NAVIGATION 3%

OTHER 1.33%

STORY TEXT 38%
| GAME 34%
PHOTO 11%

| CAPTION 7%
DISPLAY TEXT 6%
NAVIGATION 4%

O0EENON

Chart 6. Duration of fixation on media elements.

Previous studies have found that Millennials are readers. Our study
confirms that finding, and delves further into what they expect from reading.
Cumulatively, in three out of the four projects tested in the eye tracking study,
story text—text in the main story or sidebar stories—attracted the largest number
of fixations from all participants. In one project (“T-Shirt”), video edged out text
slightly. In two projects (“Firestorm” and “Haiti”), participants fixated longer on
story text than on any other element. In the other two projects (“Meat Addiction”
and “T-Shirt”), participants fixated longest on video, but they fixed on text for the

second longest amount of time (Chart 6). Only one of the four projects (“Haiti”)
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did not have video; it had an interactive game, which was also text but coded
separately as “game.” In that presentation, story text garnered the most fixation
time at 38 percent but the game was second at 34 percent.

In the entire eye tracking study, the percentage of total fixation time for all
the participants that was spent on story text ranged from 52 percent (“Firestorm”)
to 25 percent (“T-Shirt”). Readers of The Guardian’s “Firestorm” spent the longest
amount of time fixating on text.

Write and visualize to enhance understanding. In post-eye
tracking interviews, participants said that if they read the text, they did so to
understand the story. “| guess I’'m more interested in the facts than the other
showy stuff,” one said. Overall, eye tracking participants said story text served a
purpose of providing information and clarity on the subjects being covered in the
story projects. As one participant in the eye tracking study said, through the text,
“[ilt was kind of easy to get exactly what the author was trying to convey to you.”

Still, bigger-sized text, such as headlines and pullquotes (represented as
“display text” in Chart 6), were deemed easier to read and more appealing than
large blocks of smaller text. Participants reported liking text that was clear, brief,
and effectively integrated with images and graphics. By “effectively integrated,”
we mean that photographs, infographics, interactive games and other multimedia
elements were not merely tacked onto the text. Those elements fit into the text
both contextually and visually. The words and images complemented one
another, and they appeared to be telling one story, with images adding additional
informational (as with infographics) or emotional (as with photos and video) or
experiential (as with games) dimensions to the text. As Berkeley journalism

”

professor Jeremy Rue wrote of “Snow Fall,” “all of these components together
create a more immersive experience for the viewer, like that found in traditional
media like documentaries or long-form narratives” (Rue, 2013).

Several participants involved in paper prototyping suggested using bullet
points and visuals to combat the physical limitations of reading on cellphones.

One explained how they used visuals to express what the text said in the original
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piece, making the information easier to consume on the cellphone. ‘| think we
transformed the text into more visuals,” one participant said, and continued:

So we tried to basically say what the text was saying, but in visual form.
Because in our minds it was more like okay, this is a phone. People don’t
really want to scroll through a bunch of text . . .if you put that entire story in
a phone-type of scope, you’re going to be scrolling for a while. After a
while, it just gets annoying. So we tried to display the text in visual form.
Whether that was in our interactive timeline with the pop-ups, or the
pictures, we tried to take different sections of our new created story.
Instead of writing words, we tried to use visuals.

For those who had time and wanted to know more about particular
elements of the project, designers added “external options,” such as links to
outside sites or to other pages within the project. One group used large and
colorful subheads because the information provided in the subheads alone could
save users from an unwanted experience of beginning to read a section that
might not interest them.

Maintain narrative flow. Participants in semi-structured individual
interviews said they preferred stories where visual elements broke up longer
passages of text. However, they did not want the visual elements to interfere with
the flow of the narrative, and several skipped over opportunities to click on
interactive elements or videos so they could continue reading. “I kind of wanted
to read more of the article rather than clicking,” one participant said, “usually
that’'s my style. | read the full entire article and click on links later just so | won't
get lost.” Other participants expressed similar views: “My instinct was to go for
the read and mess with everything else later,” another stated. “| don’t feel like
going to another page,” a third explained when asked why they did not click on a
link to an infographic.

Make mobile reading more enjoyable. In focus groups,
participants found that reading longform projects on mobile devices differed from
reading them on laptops. Specifically, reading tends to be more difficult and less
enjoyable on the cellphone versus on the laptop. The cellphone is convenient in

that it allows one to access the story from nearly anywhere, such as in bed or
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while traveling. However, reading on the phone means the text needs to be
bigger, which requires more bothersome scrolling.

One participant said that it was preferable interacting with “Meat Addiction”
on the laptop rather than the cellphone, simply because the larger screen is
“better for your eyes.” In a pinch, the participant said, one could use the
cellphone in the right situation, such as traveling, but that the experience would
be shorter and less enjoyable.

In the paper-prototyping study, one group focused on relaying as much
information as possible with as little text as possible. Here is where some of the
study’s findings become complex. Paper-prototyping participants, by and large,
said that while they were interested in reading the longform projects, they simply
did not want to create a text-heavy mobile project. In some cases, participants
wished not to diminish the value of the written word, but had a hard time justifying
placing “too much text” on “tiny screens.” Instead, participants desired—and
designed—oprojects that would have snappy subheads, interactive games, and

video.

Finding 2. Apps Add An Edge

With the tagline “There’s an app for that,” Apple ushered in the Age of the
App with its iPhone 3G commercial in 2009. More recently, news organizations
have started to develop more complex applications, integrating them within news
stories. For example, the “How Y’all, Youse and You Guys Talk” language quiz
was the most-viewed content on the The New York Times website in 2014.
Interactive applications take time, specialized knowledge and money to produce.
So when does it makes sense for news organizations to invest limited resources
into creating applications? Our research suggests applications can add an edge
to news stories, as long as the apps meet the users' expectations and serve their
needs.

Maintain context. Semi-structured interview participants were more

likely to interact with applications embedded directly within the layout of a news


http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2013/12/20/sunday-review/dialect-quiz-map.html
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page, rather than clicking on a button or a link that might take them to another
page. Indeed, more than one participant completely missed a link to an
application embedded within the story because it looked like an ad.

Some of our semi-structured interview participants expressed anxiety
about being taken out of the context of the story they were reading. “I'm worried if
| click that it will take me to a completely different topic,” one said. Others stated
a preference for reading the text first, then exploring extras like news applications
after reading: “My instinct was to go for the read and mess with everything else
later.” This is a useful data point for news organizations creating Web-integrated
applications, but perhaps not as relevant for native applications on cellphones,
where the size of the screen may limit the ability to embed or layer related
content.

Present a solution or a call to action. Our semi-structured
interview participants said they enjoyed stories that presented difficult issues or
social problems, but they expected the story to provide possible solutions or at
least a call to action to address the issues and problems raised in the story,
bringing to mind organizations like Solutions Journalism Network that help
reporters cover difficult stories with an eye toward solving problems. “To a
Millennial you think about, alright it's a problem. What can we do about it? Is
there anything | can do,” one of our participants said. They were disappointed
when these elements were absent, most notably in “Haiti,” which, as one person
said, presented “a game | cannot win.”

Be credible. Some good news for mainstream media organizations:
Our semi-structured interview participants viewed the credibility of established
news sources favorably and questioned the credentials of lesser-known entities.
They also noted where news organizations failed to cite sources and felt that
detracted from the credibility of the work. Our participants wanted both first-
person accounts of how the stories impacted individuals, as well as easily
readable statistics to back up the stories.

Make mobile interactive. Participants in all studies thought

interactivity was a positive feature of mobile longform journalism. Although
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“interactivity” is a somewhat vague term, “interactive” features mentioned by our
participants included entering text, clicking, tapping, swiping, and scrolling.
Cellphones may extend the notion of interactivity beyond the capability of
projects designed for laptops: When building the mobile version of a longform
article, one group in the paper prototyping study utilized the rotation and motion
capabilities of phone to guide viewers interested in accessing video.

Electronic games also contribute to the repertoire of interactivity in online
news. In the eye tracking study, six of seven participants who interacted with the
“Choose Your Own Adventure”-game in “Haiti” said that they enjoyed it: “The
game had purpose,” one person said, “like it wasn'’t just a game for game’s sake.
There was information there | was getting by playing the game.”

By and large, participants in all studies said that technical glitches make
interactive features less engaging. After reading “Haiti” on their cellphone, for
example, one participant said that, because the interactive feature was not
working properly the project was less enjoyable than it appeared on the laptop. In
the end, this lessened the amount of time the participant stayed on the project on
the cellphone: “| like the laptop better,” that participant said, “because on the
phone when it does the interactive-like choose how to rebuild Haiti, it would cut
off what your choices were” to interact with creating solutions for the nation

following a devastating earthquake.

Finding 3. Subject Matter Matters.

Participants in focus groups, eye-tracking, and semi-structured interviews
said they were most likely to read and share longform projects if they found the
topic to be relevant to their lives, interests, and geographies. For example, in the
semi-structured interviews, two participants found “Losing Ground,” the story
about coastal Louisiana, to be particularly engaging, but said that they would not
share this project because it's not about a location with which they are familiar.
On the other hand, several participants were current or recent college students,

and said that they would share the “College Debt” story because it was relevant
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to them and their friends. “People tend to be more interested in articles that are
directly impacting them right now,” one participant said. “| would definitely share
[“College Debt’],” said another, “because | know a lot of people that are going
through this or something similar to debt during school.”

Make stories personally relevant. While participants in the eye
tracking study spent the longest amount of time fixating on the text of “Firestorm,”
the most literary of the four projects studied, the quality of the longform projects’
writing cannot make up for a lack of interest in the subject matter. When speaking
about “Firestorm,” one focus group participant said that the story about a
Tasmanian bushfire would likely not be of much interest to audiences in South
Florida.

The relevance of a longform project’s topic added to the users’ enjoyment
of the project—and their interest in sharing it. Participants in the eye tracking
study, for instance, said of the 30 projects that they viewed, they would likely
share 14 through social media, by email, or by word of mouth. Relevance to the
participant’s life or an interest in the topic (sometimes both) was the reason for
sharing 11 of the 14 projects. If a project was not deemed relevant or interesting
to the participant and/or the participant’s social media contacts, it was seen as
unworthy of being shared.

Furthermore, relevance of the project’s topic was portrayed as something
personal; the story needed to be relevant to the reader herself, not society as a
whole. When describing one’s experience with “Haiti,” for instance, a focus group
participant explained how being personally interested in the topic added to the
enjoyment of the project. And while relevance is a somewhat broad and
subjective concept, participants in paper prototyping and in focus groups hinted
at what elements can influence relevance, including geography of the story itself.
Consuming media on the cellphone versus the laptop did not, for the most part,
effect relevance for participants involved in focus groups.

Make parts of the project easily shareable. Eye tracking
participants sometimes singled out specific components of a longform story, such

as an infographic, and expressed an interest in sharing just that. Two of the
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participants in that study said they would share even a project with a subject that
didn’t interest them because of the innovative, interactive design.

In one focus group, one participant said that the subject matter of “Haiti”
would be worthy of being shared with others, in part because some of the
interactivity provides the user with a sense of “power” to “make decisions” related
to rebuilding the nation’s infrastructure. “Even though you won’t make a
difference directly” by playing the game, “you’re at least giving these people, who
created the game or the project, some information” by sharing the choices one

would make via the game. “It's power that we have.”
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Finding 4. More Time on Text and Video, but More
Praise for Photographs and Infographics.

In the eye-tracking study, video was either first or second in the number
and duration of fixations in each longform project with video. In post-session
interviews, however, participants had the most praise for photographs over all
other elements. In three of the four projects studied, participants identified
infographics as their favorite element.

Make videos short, informative, and relevant. Although
participants in the eye-tracking study spent so much time fixating on video, they
didn’t all enjoy the videos they watched. Out of the 11 participants who interacted
with “Meat Addiction,” three said they did not like the nearly seven-minute video,
because it was “too long.” Said the same participant, “| watched the video, but |
got bored.” The videos participants liked best were short (less than three minutes
long) and relayed information that helped the participant understand the topic.
Participants said they enjoyed the videos in both “T-Shirt” and “Firestorm” for
these reasons. Out of 23 sessions with video, participants said they liked video
best in eight of them.

Include photographs that add to the users’ experience of

the story. Photographs provide a break for the eye when scrolling, participants
in eye tracking and paper prototyping studies said. Unlike large sections of text
that are part of the main story (“story text”), which participants in the eye tracking
study said were sometimes overwhelming, not one eye tracking participant
expressed frustration at seeing a photograph appear mid-scroll. Overall, eye
tracking participants liked when photographs provided emotional or informational
material, such as the images of the Holmes children clinging to the dock in
“Firestorm” and documentary-style photography in “Haiti.” Those photographs
complemented the story text by providing pictures that deepened the experience
of reading the story. One participant said even the atmospheric photographs that

did not contain people (or emotion) in “Firestorm” worked because of the way
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they appeared as the user scrolled down the page. “[The photos] were explaining
what this home looked like,” the participant said,” and they had the home in the
background, and you kind of got a better image of what you were reading when
you were looking at that as well.”

Don’t overwhelm with infographics. Infographics can relay
information clearly and fast—or they can overwhelm with too many images,
design elements, and data. In “T-Shirt,” eye tracking participants said that they
enjoyed the variety and simplicity of the infographics, including a chart that
relayed minimum wage information around the world and a photographic
infographic of how cotton becomes yarn. “Even if you didn’t read the entire article
and all you scrolled to was this chart,” one participant said, “you would
understand what the point of it was. You would easily see in two seconds what

this author was saying.”

Finding 5. The Future Is (Even More) Visual.

Millennials who designed their own longform projects on cellphones as
part of paper prototyping reduced the amount of text that appeared in their
redesign by three-fourths and increased the use of infographics, video, and
interactive images. Going forward, they said, the genre of longform journalism on
mobile devices should be (even more) visual.

Make visuals meaningful. Visual elements, such as photos,
infographics, timelines, video, and games have the potential to immerse users
into geographies other than their own. Data become tangible. Stories become
personal. One focus group participant, while describing “Firestorm” as viewed on
the cellphone explained how visuals can make a story “real” in ways that text
may not. As a result, the project also becomes more relevant. “It’s like the story is
in front of you, not a recreation of it,” the participant said. “It makes it more real,
like you’re there, versus someone just recounting the events.” The participant

continued, “If you are looking at it as it’s happening, you're looking at the shots
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and the fire, you can put yourself in their position more than just reading a story
and not having that idea of what they experienced.”

Visuals also attract readers to longform projects, participants in all four
studies suggested, allowing users to become aware of the project, choose to
interact with it, and decide on their own how much time they will spend with it. As
one eye-tracking participant said, “Visual is always better at catching people's
attention. ... | can look for two minutes, get the idea and move on.”

Diminish distractions. Participants in focus groups, who interacted
with longform projects first on laptops and then on cellphones, spoke about
distractions that interfered with their ability to read the articles while on
cellphones. Distractions while participants viewed projects on cellphones
included movement within the study location, the volume of the audio within the
projects, and the integration of ambient sound with some projects.

Functional purposes of the cellphone, such as texting, notifications, and
calls— even when participants were asked to silence phones or turn off
notifications—were sources of distraction. Distractions while participants
interacted with projects on laptops were based on the design of the story, such
as page backgrounds that held moving images or videos that played when users
were not expecting it. Even so, participants frequently moved back and forth
between cellphones and viewing the content on laptops, even when asked to

refrain from using their cellphones during the session.

Conclusion

Like the traits of Millennials themselves, some of our findings seem
contradictory: Millennials are “me-first” but altruistic, confident but worried about
their futures, and collaborative but not loyal (Vogel, 2015). Our study showed that
members of the Millennial generation do read longform journalism on tablets,
cellphones, and laptops, but they often prefer their information in visual

packages.
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Millennials want to read in order to understand stories that appeal to them
personally, but they feel watching a video or viewing a photograph or infographic
would all be quicker ways to learn what the journalists want to tell them. They like
apps but they won'’t take a chance on them if the content doesn’t grab their
attention immediately. They want to learn about the subjects that interest them,
but they are easily distracted, especially while interacting with such work on their
cellphones. Yet, interest is not always required to draw in this audience. One
participant in the prototyping group who was not particularly interested in that
topic said it offered users “something to do” on the phone, suggesting that,
sometimes, an invitation to interact with something is all that is needed to
motivate someone to read a story.

All four studies suggest that research into other audience characteristics
besides age are needed. Beliefs, attitudes, and cultural expectations all affect
how and why Millennials interact with this work. If digital longform journalism has
a future with this generation, it will have to adapt to their expectations and needs.
The “long” matters much less than the “form.” This work should be relevant,
visual, interesting, personal, usable, credible, and fully interactive on the
cellphone. News organizations that can produce this kind of digital work will
benefit. Members of this generation will share, praise, and interact with the

stories that appeal to them. It doesn’t matter how many words it has.
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Elements of Effective Digital Longform

Journalism

Text is clear and informative.

Millennials read what interests them; Eleven of the 15 participants in the eye-
tracking study were interested in reading about cultured beef. Although the text
was long, participants appreciated the direct, informative nature of the writing in
The Verge’s “Your Meat Addiction is Destroying the Planet (But We Can Fix It).”

Here’s an example:

“A growing consensus among scientists, doctors, environmentalists, and animal
rights activists suggest that our current system of food — specifically meat —
production is not sustainable. By 2050, the global demand for meat will double as
our population continues to rapidly grow. The effects of all this farming on our
environment are currently devastating, and getting worse. Simply put, we are
destroying the planet, and meat production and consumption is arguably the

most to blame.”

Large text is also attractive to scrolling readers because it catches their eye, as
this nontraditional treatment of a pullquote-type caption does in “Rebuilding
Haiti.”


http://www.theverge.com/2013/8/13/4605528/your-meat-addiction-is-destroying-the-planet-but-we-can-fix-it
http://apps.rue89.com/haiti/en/
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Stories about difficult social problems include information about
potential solutions or actions that readers can take to further

their understanding or help create a solution.

Infographics and an interactive sea level rise viewer helped our participants
better understand sea level rise in South Florida, and what the City of Miami

Beach was doing about it in Fusion’s Miami Beach at 100: The Sea Is Rising and

So Are the Condos. For more examples, check the Solutions Journalism Network
Web site.


http://fusion.net/story/109661/miami-beach-at-100-the-sea-is-rising-and-so-are-the-condos-somethings-gotta-give-right/
http://solutionsjournalism.org/
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National Public Radio’s “Planet Money Makes a T-Shirt,” allowing for the user to

take in more information visually.

“When | see people just picking up a T-shirt and putting it back on the
shelf in a store,” says Anupam Agrawal, who heads the spinning
operation at the factory, “I say, ‘Hey, man. We worked very hard to
make the yarn which has made that T-shirt. Give it some respect.’ ”

PHASES OF YARN-SPINNING

NPR's Robert Smith collected yarn samples at each stage of the spinning process during his visit to
the Indorama spinning plant in Purwakarta, Indonesia.

1. Raw American cotton 2. After combing, it’s like baby hair.


http://apps.npr.org/tshirt/#/title
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Videos and interactive elements are embedded within the story
page, or are easily accessible when readers feel like engaging
with links, maps, videos, or other content that will take them

away from the main story text.

In “Rebuilding Haiti,” the game appears as the user scrolls. It is easy to see and
interact with; however, the user will not be able to read the story without
interacting with the game. There is no ability to skip past it. While readers do
appreciate high visibility and ease of using such interactive features, they do not

want to feel trapped by them.

@ REBUILDING HAITI IS A MATTER OF CHOICE - OF TEN DIFFICULT ONES. |F YOU
WERE IN CHARGE, WHAT WOULD YOU DO? AT THE END OF EACH OF THIS STORY'S
CHAPTERS, YOU WILL FACE A DILEMMA - ALL YOUR DECISIONS WILL HAVE
CONSEQUENCES. AND THE PIECE'S FINAL PART WILL TAKE YOU IN 2020, WHERE
YOU'LL BE ABLE TO SEE THE FUTURE YOU HAVE BUILT FOR HAITI.

Elements complement one another, with the multimedia ones
adding an informational, emotional or experiential dimension to
the text.

Words can prepare users for a multimedia experience that can inform or enthrall them.
In this instance from The Guardian’s “Firestorm,” for instance, the author’s words explain
the context needed to understand the unforgettable image of the Holmes children

holding onto a jetty during a Tasmanian bushfire.


http://apps.rue89.com/haiti/en/
http://www.theguardian.com/world/interactive/2013/may/26/firestorm-bushfire-dunalley-holmes-family
http://www.theguardian.com/world/interactive/2013/may/26/firestorm-bushfire-dunalley-holmes-family
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“So Tim lifted his wife’s phone, stepped back a couple of meters, and took these
pictures. Straightaway he sent a couple—Tammy and the kids huddled in the
water, clinging to the jetty; Polly the springer spaniel weaving about above them;
a mesmerizing, terrifying wall of flame behind—to Bonnie, with a brief message:
we're alive.”

As the user scrolls in “Firestorm,” even atmospheric photographs are

enlightening because they add to the text that appears on the left side of the

page.

Tim and Tammy Holmes lived next door to the Walkers' old
1920s cottage in a handsome, two-storey:brick-and-timber
home Tim had built 25 years ago, soon after he and Tammy

came here, when Bonnie was still small.

It was a spectacular site: a picture-postcard promontory
7 on the outskirts of town, a
s throw from the spot where, in December 1642, two
rowing boats from Abel Tasman's pioneering expedition to

find the great Unknown South-land had putashoréto @

collect plants and water. ﬁ

Thefamllyhadbrieﬂydiscussedthedistantﬁre,deb@ '. ;

whether it was still sensible for Bonnie to attend the funé'i'al‘i' s,

But there were no warnings for Dunalley on the radio, or the
fire service website. And there was still no real wind to

speak of. Everyone felt Bonnie should go.

National Public Radio’s “Planet Money Makes a T-Shirt” begins each chapter with a

video. The narrative begins underneath, followed by photographs, infographics and
sidebars that offer the user a multidimensional experience. The one-word chapters
(Cotton, Machines, Boxes, etc.) do not seem interesting on their own, but are made
much more fascinating in the context of the story. These are essential topics for those
wanting to learn what it takes to make a t-shirt and sell it in America.


http://www.theguardian.com/world/interactive/2013/may/26/firestorm-bushfire-dunalley-holmes-family
http://apps.npr.org/tshirt/#/title
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Appendix A - Detailed participant data tables

Eye Tracking (15 participants)

Hispani
. Current c Tablet
Age Sex Education Student or Race Usage
Latino
18-2 10 F 7 High School 3 Yes 10  Yes 0 Asian 2 Daily 3
3
24-2 4 M 8 <2years of 5 No 5 No 1 Black 1 Several times per 2
9 college 5 week
30-3 1 Undergrad 7 White 12 Weekly 4
5

Monthly or less 6

Semi-structured interviews (18

participants)

Hispani
. Current c Tablet
Age Sex Education Student or Race Usage
Latino
182 8 F 1 HighSchool 8 Yes 7 Yes 1 Black 2  Daily 1
3 0 2
242 6 M 8 <2yearsof 1 No 11 No 6 White 14 Several times per 1
9 college week
30-3 4 Undergrad 8 Other 2 Weekly 16
5
Master’s 1

Focus Groups (10 participants)

Hispani Phone
. Current
A s Educatio Studen c R Tablet Preference
ge ex = o ace Usage
t \
Latino
18-2 S5 F 7  High 1Yes 7 Yes 4 Black 0 Daily 1 Apple 8

3 School
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242 4M 3 Undergr 4 No 3 No 6 White 7 Weekly 2 Android 2
9 ad
30-:3 O Master’ 5 Other 2 Several 1
5 s times per
month
N/A 1 N/A 1  Monthly or 6
less

Paper Prototyping (10 participants)

Hispani Phone
. Current
Educatio c Tablet Preference
Age Sex Studen Race
¢ Usage
Latino
182 OS5F 7 High 2Yes 7 Yes 5 Asian 2 Daily 2 Apple 8
3 School
242 4M 3 >2 1TNo 3 No 5 Black 2 Several 4 Android 2
9 Years of times per
College week
30-3 1 Undergr 5 White 3 Several 1
5 ad times per
month
Master’ 1 Other 1  Monthly or 2
s less
Termina 1 N/A 2 NI/IA 1
| Degree
Total (53 participants)
Age Education  Studen Race
t Usage nce
Latino (N=20)
18-23 28 F 31 High 14 Ye 31 Ye 21 Asia 4  Daily 7 Appl 1
(52.8% (58. ' School (264 s (585 g (396 (7.5 (132 ¢ 6
) 5% %) %) %) %) %)
)
24-29 18 M 22  Less 7 No 22 N 32 Blac 5 Severa 7 Andr 4
(34%) (41 than 2 ez (415 o (603 k ©4 Itimes (132 oid
5/‘; years of ) %) ) %) per )
College week
30-35 6 Undergra 24 Whit 36 Weekly 22
(11.3% d (45.2 e (67.9 (415

%)
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N/A 1 Master’s 7 Oth 5 Severa 2
(1.8%) (13.2 er (94 |times (3.8%)
) %) per

month
Terminal 1 N/A 3 Monthl 14
Degree (1.8 (56 yor (26.4
%) %) less %)
N/A 1

(1.8%)

Appendix B

The codebook for the eye tracking study consisted of the following elements:

e Caption — Descriptions of photographs, illustrations or videos that appear
near or on top of the visual element being described.

e Credits — A list of authors, designers and other contributors to the story,
usually listed at the end of the project or in the about-this-project tab.

e Game — A web application that is built into the story project.

e Display Text — Any text larger than the story text, including headlines, pull-
quotes and subheads.

e lllustration — A drawing.

e Infographic — Information represented in graphic form that may be static,
animated, or interactive.

e Link — A word or group of words that connects to another page inside or
outside of the story being viewed.

e Navigation — Any button, wording or menu that helps the user move to
another part of the project. This does not include actual links.

e Photo — A static image that can appear anywhere in the project

e Story Text — Text that is part of the main story or a sidebar story. Bylines,
headlines, subheads, captions and other text are not included.

e Video — A recorded, quickly moving sequence of images.
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