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The current crisis for the institutions of American journalism convinces us of 
two things. First, there is no way to preserve or restore the shape of journalism
as it has been practiced for the past 50 years, and, second, it is imperative that
we collectively find new ways to do the kind of journalism needed to keep the 
United States from sliding into casual self-dealing and venality.1 

Prologue - When Scandal Became 
Serial TV

They called it “Monica Beach”. 

Encircled by news trucks, the ‘beach’ was more of a media encampment on the pla-
za in front of the E. Barrett Prettyman U.S. Courthouse, where Independent Coun-
sel Ken Starr had convened the Whitewater Grand Jury, as part of his long-run-
ning investigation into President Clinton. The TV trucks were hard-wired into the 
courthouse building, reflecting the semi-permanent status of the stakeout. Miles 
of cables streamed out from side doors of the building, running this way and that 
across the public plaza, sustaining individual satellite trucks parked around the 
block.

In August 1998, the running saga of Starr’s Whitewater inquiry was entering its 
last act. The focus had long since shifted from the eponymous land deal to the 
President’s affair with Monica Lewinsky. And while it was vacation time for much 
of Washington, including for Congress and the President, it was peak season for 
the running news-cum-soap opera that could have been called The President and the 
Intern. 

On August 19, 1998, I was home from college with a new video camera and setting 
out as a documentary filmmaker. Idealistic and dismayed that the issues I cared 
about were getting little coverage in the news, I went to the courthouse to film 
interviews with journalists on their role in this scandal story. “Why this, not that” 
was my basic line of questioning. It was the day after a big news event, involving 
President Clinton’s submission of his DNA to Starr’s team, with rumors flying and 
speculating after the fact. At commercial breaks the CNN anchors joked about how 
their broadcasts were sounding more like the Spice Channel. “Can we say this on-
air?” Bob Franken guffawed.   

The plaza was filled with a mix of idly wandering tourists and impatient reporters 
lingering under shade-providing tents, just waiting for news from the Grand Jury 
proceedings. Given their closed-door nature, the press encampment was mostly 
reduced to reporting on the parade of witnesses, from Monica Lewinsky herself to
Linda Tripp’s kids, and the latest leaks and revelations in the twisting tale. 
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Starting from the courthouse door, a gaggle of reporters could often be seen chas-
ing witnesses (and their lawyers) down Pennsylvania Avenue, until the prey, as it 
were, could successfully flag a cab and escape. 

Around midday, news broke across the plaza in a wave. The action hushed and 
President Clinton’s voice was heard intoning from TVs scattered throughout. He 
was delivering an address from a Martha’s Vineyard high school gym, and the sol-
emn nature of the remarks contrasted with the circus-like environment that had 
just preceded it. Clinton detailed Operation Infinite Reach, the US bombing of an Al 
Qaeda training camp in Afghanistan and an alleged chemical weapons plant in Su-
dan. Just weeks earlier, US embassies were bombed in Kenya and Tanzania, killing 
200, in attacks that were, in retrospect, an opening salvo in an Al Qaeda terrorism 
campaign that would lead inexorably to 9/11. This was the US answer. 

The two news narratives that day were so starkly different that I looked for chang-
es on the Beach afterwards. But it was just a passing squall; the regularly scheduled 
programming resumed. 

CUT TO:
NBC Today Show (August 20, 1998):

This morning the president will receive the latest US Intelligence analysis assessing 
the effectiveness of the American strikes. NBC News has learned that at this hour the 
United States is engaged in a concerted worldwide effort to try to freeze Osama bin 
Laden’s financial assets, to try to stop him from funneling more money into suspected 
terrorist activities. All of this comes as questions raised about the timing of Thursday’s 
strikes. In ordering the attack, aides say Mr. Clinton knew he might be accused of trying 
to distract attention from the Monica Lewinsky investigation, and he was.

Senator DAN COATS (Republican, Indiana): I just hope and pray that the decision that 
was made was made on the basis of sound judgment and made for the right reasons, 
and not made because it was necessary to save the president’s job.

BLOOM: If this all sounds familiar, it is. In a recent movie, “Wag the Dog,” a Hollywood 
producer, Mr. Moss, is brought in when the president is caught having an affair.

(Beginning of file footage from “Wag the Dog”)

Unidentified Actor #1: What do you think will hold them off, Mr. Moss?

Unidentified Actor #2: Nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing. I mean, you--you--
you have to have a war. 

Unidentified Actor #1: You’re kidding.

(End of file footage)

BLOOM: But White House aides and US military leaders reject the notion of a “Wag the 
Dog” strategy.2 
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Looking back on those days, a newsy Presidential scandal had become something 
approximating a serial drama, with clues playing out over time in a story with an 
indeterminate ending, narratively not unlike a true crime podcast or the TV series 
that are a driving force of popular culture today. Before the internet’s atomization 
of audiences, in America circa 1998, across mainstream media from the New York 
Times to nascent Fox News, the nation was entranced in that narrative netherworld 
that bingeworthy series tend to induce, hanging on the drip-drip of leaks and evi-
dence that could be embedded in an unwashed blue dress. Not even explosions at 
American embassies or the first US bombs falling on Afghanistan could awaken us 
from that sensational revelry. 

As a college student at the time, documentary filmmaking seemed like the answer 
to me: the alarm that somehow could play a part in awakening audiences to issues 
and policy that were swept over by all-consuming news stories like the Lewinsky 
scandal. Filmmaking would be a way of introducing counternarratives to the pre-
vailing political stories covered in the media. Looking back over a twenty-year 
career as an independent filmmaker functioning largely outside the traditional 
news media, I’ve produced short form “social impact” campaign content on issues 
ranging from climate change to Iraq and Afghanistan veterans reintegration, and 
directed feature documentaries on issues of mass incarceration, but have come to 
see the power of serialized storytelling apart from other narrative formats. Only 
serials stick with audiences week after week, even year after year, not just inform-
ing viewers but also shaping worldviews. Given their open-endedness, serials also 
have a special application in the political space where they tacitly (and sometimes 
overtly) encourage a participatory form of viewership that leads audiences to play 
a part in real world actions, seeking to shape narratives towards elusive, more de-
sirable ends. In this way, I believe serial news and nonfiction narratives have an 
outsized role influencing our politics and can point the direction towards a more 
engaged citizenry, for better or worse, depending on the stories being told. 

Only once have I employed this type of open-ended storytelling, and it ended up 
freeing a man from prison. In 2014, after 13 years of work on a documentary about 
a Florida prisoner with long-documented mental illness seeking parole, The Mind 
of Mark DeFriest, I found a way to open up the ending of the film in a way that al-
lowed for audience participation in ongoing parole hearings for the title character. 
At festival and law school screenings in the lead up to a pivotal parole hearing, I 
guided the audience in ways they could add their voices to the hearing process, 
including a paper balloting approach that yielded hundreds of votes that we tallied 
and delivered to Florida officials. Media interest followed this public pressure and, 
taken together, helped move the Florida Parole Commission to vote for the once 
unthinkable: parole. In one fell swoop, the Commission took 70 years off Mark 
DeFriest’s sentence, thereby changing the story itself and compelling me to modify 
the film with a kind of “happy ending” in time for its broadcast premiere in 2015 
(the story has twisted and turned since then). 

Through this experience I saw the engaging power of a story that refuses to end, 
and in so doing, connected to a narrative approach that works for audiences across 
the political spectrum. In this telling, it is not necessarily about the content of the 
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narrative - left, right or center it can be reflected across the partisan landscape 
- instead its power derives from the storytelling format: serialization. “A serial
is not a form of information delivery. It’s a form of experience delivery. Whether
it’s nonfiction or fiction, it’s the creation of a world,” says Roy Peter Clark of the
Poynter Institute, pointing out the ability of serial stories to engage audiences in a
total vision that goes beyond an informational episode or article.3 Hiding in plain
sight, I believe this narrative approach can be seen from conservative Fox News to
progressive Solutions Journalism: open-ended, often serialized nonfiction story-
telling that engages audiences and helps them enter a world they can affect in ways
traditional journalism struggles to do.

In today’s media saturated culture, storytelling itself has become the story. Like 
Plato’s shadows on the wall, we are enthralled by narrative loops, hanging by the 
thread of storylines with no end. It’s a Choose Your Own Adventure moment, and 
the stories we choose - and that choose us - have real implications on how our de-
mocracy works. What can this teach those who seek to convey objective fact, hard 
news, truth? And how can audiences be empowered to see through serial traps, 
while gaining avenues of engagement that support civic life and the better func-
tioning of our democracy? This paper will endeavor to elucidate this phenomenon 
of news and nonfiction serialization, revealing pitfalls that can lead to propaganda 
and enforced narrative walls, while offering positive frameworks for journalists 
and nonfiction storytellers concerned with the traditional role of journalism to 
inform audiences in the civic space. 

1.0 Serial World 
Seriality posits a gap in knowing, a delay in disclosure, an interval in storytelling. Its history is in 
the literary, but that does not make it opposed to evidence-based investigations for truth. Far 
from it.4

- Ryan Engley, “The Impossible Ethics of Serial”

From a media landscape of the few just a generation ago, when the three nightly 
newscasts commanded tens of millions of viewers, and Walter Cronkite served as 
kind of journalistic conscience of the nation, we have emerged into a wide-open 
media space, with narrowcast channel nichification across myriad platforms. Hun-
dreds of local newspapers have shuttered and TV news, with splintered audiences 
where once there were great concentrations, has largely abandoned intrepid field 
reporting for cheaper partisan studio punditry.5 Mighty media giants have fallen, 
and new social networks have emerged to occupy American minds with ever more 
tailored-to-your tastes content, often reinforced by machine-learning algorithms 
that hone in on preferences to deliver repetitively confirming, and highly engaging 
messaging. 

Ironically, in a time of news and information overload, audiences that could surf 
the open waves of the new media landscape are instead choosing content that 
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they can come back to, with sustained rather than episodic narratives. From con-
tinuous, decades-old storylines on cable news to endless Hollywood sequels, and 
from true-crime podcasts to Game of Thrones, this is a golden age of serialization. 
While the mainstream media is evermore consumed by the quick hit of the reactive 
news cycle, with its breaking news alerts and 24-hour relentlessness, what’s ascen-
dant across platforms from YouTube to Netflix, and media ranging from conser-
vative radio to NPR podcasts, is the slow burn of narrative serials. Observed as a 
societal phenomenon, it is as though audiences - facing an overwhelming barrage 
of content from blaring news headlines to the latest product launches - are turning 
away from the noise to consistent narratives with characters and storylines they 
can recognize and follow.

At the same time, in this wide-open media environment, with nearly infinite con-
tent spread across channels, the checks on truth and content-type once provid-
ed by limited options and traditional arbiters, like trusted newspapers, have lost 
ground to competition, partisanship and even presidential broadsides that polit-
icize notions of objective journalism or truth itself. As commonly shared narra-
tives give way to content tailor-made for our tastes, audiences become ever more 
hooked on storylines that play on ad infinitum, constantly reconfirming whatever 
informational or ideological points are inserted into the narrative. In what can 
be called “digital fragmentation”6, highly tailored news with increasingly partisan 
political narratives have proliferated, often to the detriment of a shared sense of 
truth and a common mythology. Exacerbating this phenomenon is what Yochai 
Benkler, Robert Faris and Hal Roberts label “network propaganda” in their book 
of the same name: the tendency of partisan, and even mainstream media, to share 
and reinforce bad information, which is reflected by “induced misperceptions, 
disorientation, and distraction - which contribute to population-scale changes in 
attitudes and beliefs.”7  

Ironically in a time of collapsed media gatekeepers, audiences in ever tighter 
niches appear to be rebuilding the channel walls of the pre-internet, pre-cable, 
pre-syndicated talk radio era, when limited news options, less frequently delivered 
were the daily intake. In that earlier era, Walter Cronkite would sign off the night-
ly news show by saying, “And that’s the way it is.” Only today, “the way it is” is 
highly contingent on the channels we choose, and narratives targeted to reinforce 
those choices. Once we reveal curiosities, content creators feed them, producing 
a feedback loop of content whose nature fits our specific viewing interests, points 
of view and cultural cues. In many ways, the choice is made for us again and again, 
pre-populated with storylines that lead one to the next, returning tropes and char-
acters that confirm and re-confirm a message. It is reflected in a breakdown of 
commonality and trust, a version of what cultural critic, Christian Salmon, calls 
the ‘storification’ of culture. He writes,

Never before has there been such a trend to view political life as a deceptive narrative 
designed to replace deliberative assemblies of citizens with a captive audience, while 
mimicking a sociability in which TV series, authors and actors are the only things that 
they are all familiar with. Its function is to create a virtual and fictional community. The 
trend is so astonishingly fluid, so much a part of the times, and so much a part of the 
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air we breathe and the general climate of the age, that it goes unnoticed. And that of 
course is key to its irresistible success.8 

The power of a “virtual and fictional” community, with the ascendance of charis-
matic news storytellers and advent of engagement abetted by data-driven social 
media, takes on real world implications in both online discourse and the offline 
civic space. And whereas in the past TV ratings and newspaper circulation reflect-
ed broad audiences, today’s smaller audience niches are better judged by their en-
gagement than pure size. In her report, “Information Disorder,” Dr. Clare Wardle 
explains, “The most ‘successful’ of problematic content is that which plays on peo-
ple’s emotions, encouraging feelings of superiority, anger or fear. That’s because 
these factors drive re-sharing among people who want to connect with their online 
communities and ‘tribes.’”9   

This is where I would argue serialization thrives, feeding audiences over time that 
seek the confirmation of narrative consistency and emotional familiarity, but also 
the empowerment embodied in stories - often without endings - that they can 
be part of sharing and even shaping.10 “Serialization... unleashes the considerable 
power of a desiring, anxious and invested audience in stories that continually de-
fer closure,” writes Erica Haugtvedt in her article on the ethics of serialized true 
crime.11 Whether it’s the well documented “Fox News Effect”12 on voting behav-
ior, or the phenomenon of audience-led investigations that sprung from the Se-
rial podcast,13 the power of these serial narratives lies in their ability to engage 
and empower audiences to participate in ways that objective reporting, with its 
close-ended informational approach, often fails to do.

The implications and possibilities of this evolved narrative landscape are equally 
fearsome and exciting. As we consider the unknowably vast territory of algorithmi-
cally-targeted and serialized content, one can see how audiences can be far more 
empowered to be part of the story thanks to social media and the format of the 
news narratives themselves, but equally susceptible to pernicious narrative tricks 
that work to manipulate rather than to inform more deeply. With the destruction 
of the media gatekeepers of a previous media age, and the ensuing proliferation 
of content and channels for engagement, one may perceive a leveling of the media 
playing field. But in this telling, it is far from equal. Rather, the race is tilted to-
wards the best storyteller.

1.1 News at a Crossroads 

What really changed was the business model. The 24-hour news cycle, and the fact that news 
now has to stand on its own two legs rather than rely on classifieds or advertising to keep it 
going, exposed a lot of deficiencies in the product. If the product doesn’t change places will 
go out of business, and a lot have.14

- David Bornstein, Co-Founder and CEO Solutions Journalism Network

In this new media landscape, competition for attention has never been fierc-

Walter Cronkite would 
sign off the nightly 

news show by saying, 
“And that’s the way it 

is.” Only today, “the 
way it is” is highly 
contingent on the 

channels we choose, 
and narratives target-
ed to reinforce those 

choices.



The Shorenstein Center on Media, Politics and Public Policy  /  8

Ha
ng

in
g 

By
 a

 T
hr

ea
d 

/ 
M

ar
ch

 20
20

er or ploys for engagement cleverer. In a previous media era also marked by the 
popularizing effect of a new technology, television, albeit with much less channel 
choice compared to today, political scientist Bernard Cohen wrote in The Press 
and Foreign Policy that the news media “may not be successful much of the time in 
telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling readers what 
to think about”.15 With the constancy and abundance of narrowly cast narratives 
today, the ability of storytellers to target audiences and guide them towards what 
to think about has only expanded further. An algorithm can drive a curious You-
Tuber, even a well-known sports celebrity, into a flat Earth narrative tunnel where 
‘documentary’ after ‘documentary’ is recommended, confirming the conspiratorial 
worldview of the first.16 A noirish yarn can hook a grandmother, who once might 
have watched soap operas, on a news channel narrative that is replete with the 
same type of arch characters that return week after week to get up to familiar 
hijinks. Breaking news alerts delivered throughout the day exclaim endless head-
lines, snagging us on the latest outrage from an outrageous president. 

Whatever the narrative, we are all being served up stories; opportunities to ‘en-
gage,’ all day long. According to a recent Nielsen report, adults spend over 11 hours 
a day in front of screens, consuming a steady stream of story content across TV, 
social media and the web.17 Increasingly that content is political, driven evermore 
by scandal politics and its breakout hit, ‘The Trump Show,’ with the nonstop head-
lines it generates. In fact, the Trump era has been good for news ratings, offering 
a very real ‘Trump bump’ that has lifted the fortunes of once sagging media com-
panies, as one might expect if the race to the bottom was the secret to ratings.  In 
October 2018, Axios reported that “politics” was the first place category “for thou-
sands of member websites within the database of leading traffic analytics company 
Parse.ly [and that] cable news networks have seen record ratings, even higher in se-
lect cases than their broadcast counterparts during major events.”18 Not since the 
travails of the Clintons in the 1990s has there been a character show like Trump’s 
to follow, and never has news been so popular - driven by political coverage that 
feeds on outrage.

For political news, the phenomenon of sensationalism and negative scandal cover-
age runs the risk of undermining not just the public’s trust in individual candidates 
or parties, but overall faith in the democratic process itself. In a recent Guardian 
piece, “How the News Took Over Reality”, Oliver Burkeman articulates the risk of 
a race to the bottom that eschews policy and real world consideration.19 He writes, 
“In an attentional arms race, every news provider – and ultimately, every news sto-
ry – competes against all others to worm its way into consumers’ minds... What all 
this means is that as news comes to dominate public consciousness, extreme, lurid 
and even false stories come to dominate the news.” As was seen in the 2016 Elec-
tion, provocative, fake news was shared more than real news.20 Sometimes it’s done 
for profit, as with Macedonian villagers and desktop mercenary types, but other 
times it’s for more nefarious reasons, as was the case with Russian election inter-
ference across the culture.21 More broadly, following a trend over decades, Harvard 
Kennedy School professor, Tom Patterson, has studied the increasing negativity 
of political coverage. In his analysis of the 2016 Election, negative coverage about 
scandals trumped policy in news coverage throughout.22 He writes, “A healthy dose 
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of negativity is unquestionably a good thing. Yet an incessant stream of criticism 
has a corrosive effect. It needlessly erodes trust in political leaders and institutions 
and undermines confidence in government and policy.” In the end voters can be 
thrown by negativity or hoodwinked by storytellers, but in either instance they are 
less informed and less trustful because of it.

Twenty years since the Lewinsky scandal, looking back from an era of 24-hour 
news, increased partisanship, and fractured audiences across myriad channels, 
news coverage of American politics has only descended further towards reliance 
on scandal and horse-race coverage to hold audiences captive. The horse-race as-
pect, a phenomenon that has reduced the quality of political reporting in exchange 
for competitive sports-like coverage that eschews policy discussions, is only brief-
ly on hiatus between elections, during which counterprogramming of the scandal 
nature seems to be the preferred narrative. Oliver Burkeman goes on to make the 
case for tuning out news that is now pushed constantly across platforms and into 
phones, as opposed to being consumed periodically as it once was.  He writes, 
“These new incentives favour horse-race politics and hot-button culture-war is-
sues, plus rapid-fire argumentative ‘takes’, designed to confirm readers’ existing 
prejudices, or trigger scandalised disagreement.”23 Going back twenty years, a Pew 
Research Center report after the 2000 Election, “Campaign Lite”, articulated the 
risks associated with horse race coverage that fails to educate voters on much more 
than tactics:

We have a better understanding than ever before of what is occurring inside cam-
paigns at any moment. We have a stronger understanding of the horse race and more 
information about the strategies inside the campaigns. We know the “what” of cam-
paigns as never before, but we have little idea why.24 

As this paper concerns itself with serial storytelling, the question is whether these 
narrative approaches of scandal and horse-race fit that picture, as both can be 
stretched out over time and reflect many of the qualities of serialization, with re-
turning character tropes and story frames, also known as “meta-narratives.” These 
are familiar to anyone who follows politics, for example, as in the character-shap-
ing media focus on Hillary’s emails that spawned a meta reaction in the #ButHer-
Emails backlash. After the 2000 Election, “Campaign Lite” argued that these me-
ta-narratives were reducing the quality of coverage, serving as crutches to propel a 
narrative rather than inform audiences. 

Journalists have begun to rely on story-telling themes as a way of organizing the cam-
paign in an engaging manner. They use storylines such as: “Bush is a different kind of 
conservative.” “Bush is a natural politician.” “Bush is dumb.” “The Bush campaign is in 
shambles.” “Gore is a stiff.” “Gore is a liar.” “Gore is a political carnivore.” We call these 
storylines the meta-narrative. As campaigns progress, coverage swings from one me-
ta-narrative to another, and sometimes the storylines begin to contradict each other. 
The meta-narrative poses grave risks for journalists.25 

But I will argue that beyond scandal and horse-race coverage, and the meta-narra-
tives tied up within those frames, exist serial stories. Unlike meta-narrative char-
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acter framings, these serial stories are broad enough to stay consistent over time, 
through varied characters and across topics that can change within a constant nar-
rative. These are open-ended narratives in ways that allow them to sustain a par-
ticular worldview and tease out further actions within it. In this way, the news of 
the day becomes new material for old stories that can be called upon to retain and 
engage audiences in ways I will come to explore further below. 

1.2 Questioning Today’s Journalism

Storytelling, then, is born from our need to order everything outside ourselves. A story is like a 
magnet dragged through randomness, pulling the chaos of things into some kind of shape and 
– if we’re very lucky – some kind of sense. Every tale is an attempt to lasso a terrifying reality,
tame it and bring it to heel.

- John Yorke, Into the Woods26

In a competitive media climate with a multitude of content offerings, counter-
factual narratives and partisan news often seem ascendant, leading some in the 
mainstream media to reconsider traditional notions of objective journalism.27 As 
this is contemplated, I would argue that within the larger frame of scandal and 
partisanship that has reduced the quality of political journalism, lies a distinction 
to be made not so much in partisan balance, or questions of objectivity, but in news 
storytelling formats themselves. In this analysis, whether news is headline-driven 
in a traditionally reactive way or processed through a kind of serialized format 
to give it an organizing narrative, lies a key distinction that affects audience en-
gagement and information retention, as well as the broader ability to shape worl-
dviews. “The ability to structure a political vision by telling stories rather than 
using rational arguments has become the key to winning and exercising power in 
media-dominated societies that are awash in rumors, fake news and disinforma-
tion,” writes Christian Salmon.28 And in fact, there is a body of research that shows 
information presented in a narrative format is better retained than when presented 
in a drier, more informational way.29 Interviewed for this paper, Pulitzer Prize-win-
ning narrative journalist Tom French explained, “Narratives rend a felt experience, 
whereas news tells facts and the newest information. Narrative suggests what it’s 
like to live and die inside those facts.”

In that sense, we are living (and dying) in an increasingly narrativized world, fed 
by algorithmic suggestions, push notifications and a blaring media culture that in-
serts long-running narrative frames into daily reporting. This kind of storytelling 
engages audiences in the story being told, even as more traditional news formats 
struggle to retain a diminished share of attention, let alone engagement beyond 
clicks on the most sensational stories that come and go in a news cycle or two. 
In this sense, the traditional, timely informational role of journalism leads to the 
reporting of stories in a kind of isolation, lit by a fickle flame that sputters out too 
quickly to sustain audience attention or galvanize engagement. In an interview 
for this paper, David Bornstein, founder of Solutions Journalism, discussed the 
importance of journalism giving a sense of efficacy along with information, if it 
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is to fulfill its essential civic information function, while also retaining audiences. 
“If reporting drives fear without a sense of efficacy people will either deny, as with 
climate change, or tune out. Any issues that come up, people need to understand 
where is the efficacy around it? ‘What I can I do about it’? Journalism for various 
reasons stopped halfway.”30

In the face of this phenomenon, the traditional role of the news media to report 
episodically represents a kind of structural deficiency compared to serial informa-
tion that is contextualized and offers audiences more to hold onto. According to 
writer and news audience development expert, Alexandra Leo, “Deprived of con-
text, most news stories begin and end without situating the audience in a broader 
narrative that could be both informative and more deeply engaging.”31 Seemingly 
recognizing this fact, in Fall 2018, after months of reporting on Russian election 
interference, the New York Times created a deep dive re-contextualizing insert, 
“The Plot to Subvert an Election,” with a complete narrative to date of the Russian 
investigation connected to interference in the 2016 Election.32 After all, day-to-day, 
who could follow the many threads of that story? But even looking back over re-
cent headlines, and given the panicked assessment when it came out, where is the 
news media still talking about the IPCC report regarding global warming of 1.5°C 
above pre-industrial levels? Or the Khashoggi murder? 

In this scenario, the mainstream media builds massive audience attention and 
then dashes to the next big headline, failing to deliver the sustained pathway for 
engagement audiences crave. Headline stories are media all-consuming until they 
are flatly not. This has the effect of throwing audiences and squandering their 
energy to act on information they receive. It denies the public a chance to make 
long-term investments in news stories that matter to them, and the potential for 
informative reinforcement that repetition provides. More subtly, it also removes a 
key element of serial storytelling: the empowered sense of participation, seeking 
truth and participating in an as-yet-to-be determined outcome. In an interview for 
Leora Falk’s Harvard Kennedy School paper, “Journalism Raising Its Game -- Best 
Practices for Data Driven Solutions Journalism,” Ethan Zuckerman, Director of 
MIT’s Center for Civic Media said, “...the internet… is changing the way people 
expect to consume news… and they will come to expect more information about 
what to do after reading an article. But journalists don’t attempt to provide a road 
map for deeper engagement.”33 Yet such attempts to alter how journalism is per-
formed are limited by the very tenets of objective journalism. As Bill Keller, former 
executive editor of the New York Times, told me in an interview for this paper, “At 
the Times, we called them articles not ‘stories’,” with all the implications of agenda 
and subjectivity tied up in narrative storytelling versus reporting.34 

Rather than reimagining objectivity, this paper proposes a reconsideration of sto-
ry formats by looking at the journalistic possibilities tied up in the podcast Serial, 
as well as the audience activating success of Fox News. Recognizing the limits 
for journalism reflected in both those examples, I also explore the open-ended 
and highly engaging approach to traditional reporting represented by Solutions 
Journalism. Looking at these examples, it is the empowered sense of engagement 
reflected in their audiences that speaks so much to the moment, and in so many 

“Deprived of context, 
most news stories 

begin and end without 
situating the audience 
in a broader narrative 

that could be both 
informative and more 

deeply engaging.”
- Alexandra Leo
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ways reflects the ideal civic role of journalism to inform citizens in a way that 
enables more effective participation in the civic space.  In this way, rather than 
dismiss the narrative approaches popular with audiences today, we can reframe a 
conversation around audience retention and engagement away from clickbait tac-
tics to storytelling strategies, asking whether it is about having a better headline 
story, or a story, better told.

2.0 The Fox News Effect - Reframing 
through Serialization 

On Tax Day 2009, Fox News fans morphed into activists, and the activists became marketing 
vehicles for Fox News. This was the fullest expression of a decades-long trend toward an in-
creasingly partisan news industry, the perfect marriage between a media corporation’s branding 
strategy and a political movement’s media strategy. 

- Reece Peck, Fox Populism: Branding Conservatism as Working Class35

With journalism today, beyond the clickbait of headlines, and the bombast of an 
increasingly frenetic media landscape, lies storytelling, with its fundamental role 
in ordering a world that can seem out of control. Viewed through that more fun-
damental lens of storytelling, the highly reactive approach of mainstream media 
often fails to impose narrative order that would offer audiences a way to process 
and understand events, while offering avenues of participation. Could journalism 
that borrows from serial storytelling be an answer?  Writing about Serial, a topic 
I will return to explore, Ryan Engley states, “Journalists, of course, are concerned 
with ‘the truth’ but few - if any - other journalists consider truth within a serial 
narrative structure.”36 Perhaps this avoidance of serialization is with good reason, 
as there are clear pitfalls, as well as possibilities, tied up in this narrative approach. 
I would argue they are visible on Fox News. 

In the evolution of Fox News from a so-called ‘conservative alternative’ to privat-
ized propaganda wing of the Republican Party, there remains yet value in analyz-
ing the narrative format that it has chosen to reach audiences over the decades. 
Across the right-wing media ecosystem, and in particular on Fox, the news plays 
like a soap opera with established “liberal elite” characters - Soros! Hillary! Pelosi! 
- and plotlines of nefarious spookiness - the Deep State, Producers vs. Parasites,
Government Overreach - that persist as a kind of over-narrative to reframe new
headlines in a familiar mold. Despite the chaos of the day’s news, narrative order
persists, even while the mainstream media maintains a more frenetic pace. Reece
Peck makes a contrast between Fox’s narratives and those of CNN, writing, “Fox’s
editorial logic is more strongly organized around the network’s founding narra-
tives and long-term programming themes. In contrast, CNN, like the traditional
network news programs, is more readily directed by the short-term editorial agen-
da of the ‘breaking news’ approach.”37

With journalism today, 
beyond the clickbait 

of headlines, and 
the bombast of an 

increasingly frenetic 
media landscape, 

lies storytelling, with 
its fundamental role 

in ordering a world 
that can seem out of 

control.
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Across Fox and the right-wing media, this approach offers a measure of control 
and comfort over what can be disruptive truths or disturbing stories in the day’s 
headlines, be it inconvenient truths about climate or President Trump’s self-deal-
ing with foreign powers. The head spinning pace of mainstream news is softened 
to a narrative pace that, while often bombastic, is nevertheless part of a comfort-
ably known story. Often the timely elements of a headline story fuse with these 
long-standing serial narratives, enticing audiences with new story points, but con-
sistent character types and constant storylines that are in many ways more enter-
taining, involving and empowering than news. Think of how each new Russia or 
Ukraine revelation is instead a Deep State attempt to sack Trump, a narrative that 
relates closely to a sustained right-wing attack on the power of the federal govern-
ment. In this reading, the global phenomenon of human-caused climate change is 
instead a part of a long-running effort to disrupt the American economy and steal 
traditional American jobs, which when considered from a strict capital perspec-
tive relates to the work of conservative media on behalf of big business that dates 
back to its earliest sponsorship of a right-wing counternarrative in the 1950s (ex-
plored so thoroughly in Nicole Hemmer’s Messengers of the Right).38 

Perhaps at no other time was Fox’s genius in creating and managing serialized, 
open-ended narratives on fuller display than when they successfully used their 
storytelling to foment anti-regulatory and anti-government sentiment on the back 
of the Great Recession. Making the counternarrative spinning that much more 
challenging, it was a recession that was in many ways caused by deregulation be-
ing re-spun at a moment when the economy required government intervention to 
survive. Fox not only helped define how Americans understood the financial crisis 
of 2008, but managed to channel the outrage that flowed from that understanding 
into massive “audience activations” that fed the Tea Party protests. So even as 
Obama and Congress tried to pass a giant stimulus package to head off the Great 
Recession, the effort was handily reframed into a serial narrative about “makers 
and takers.” Examining in detail how this particular narrative was developed in 
the aftermath of the 2008 crisis is particularly helpful for understanding the full 
scope of Fox’s strategies for weaving a long series of news items about seemingly 
abstract topics of economic and public policy into a coherent over-narrative that 
not only enables viewers to develop a coherent understanding of the issue at hand 
(however fraught that understanding may be), but also elicits strong emotions, and 
successfully encourages viewers to act on their emotions. 
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2.1 Rewriting the Great Recession with Parts for 
Everyone to Play

At the dawn of the Obama presidency, Fox News faced a challenge it never had. 
The president and both houses of Congress were Democratic, and there was wide-
spread belief that together they would carry forward a policy of economic stimulus 
to address the Great Recession. Such a government intervention was antitheti-
cal to the conservative, free market economic approach favored by Fox, and the 
playing field was set for a Democratic rescue of the economy without Republican 
support. In such a scenario, it would be a return to the policies that had cemented 
notions of Democratic leadership of the economy from FDR through the Reagan 
era, and made “It’s the economy, stupid” into a party mantra. At stake was not just 
the health of the American economy, but also the very progress that the Conserva-
tive movement had achieved in rolling back progressive taxation, social programs 
and regulation since the Reagan era. In his book, Fox Populism, media scholar Re-
ece Peck suggests that Fox was far from ready to cede the economic argument to 
the Democratic leadership, and instead set out to undermine it with a new take on 
the Great Depression that called into question the dominant narrative of the Dem-
ocratic New Deal coming to the rescue after conservative laissez faire economics 
had failed. In an interview for this paper Peck stated, “There was something about 
their coverage of the Great Recession that made me realize there was something 
deeper going on with their message. Something more complicated than a kind of 
sheer knee-jerk partisanship.”

I would argue that the “something deeper” is an ongoing storytelling approach 
that rewrites the day’s headlines into running serial narratives, complete with fa-
miliar characters and storylines that fit the Fox agenda and activate their audience. 
In Peck’s analysis of the Great Recession, the characters in the drama were the 
age old “producers and parasites”, or in Fox parlance, “the makers and the takers.” 
The characters are consistent, but the actors change with the (political) season, 
featuring recurring parts like Reagan’s Cadillac-driving welfare mother, who plays 
a central role in soaking the government. The familiarity bred by such an approach 
has the effect of not just giving recognizable frames, but also confirming previous-
ly heard or felt values for viewers. Viewers can be engaged again and again for a 
fight against an age-old enemy of their interests – someone who would take, while 
it is they who make.

Looking at the three most popular shows on Fox News in 2009 (those hosted by 
Sean Hannity, Glenn Beck, and Bill O’Reilly), Peck establishes a common narrative 
throughout the months of debate around the economic stimulus package that was 
effective in recalling tropes and characters familiar to economic debates (and that, 
in fact, would be trotted back out for the fight over Obamacare). “Fox programs 
repeatedly suggested that the financial collapse was the result of ‘undisciplined 
borrowers’ and Democratic policies aimed at increasing home ownership among 
low-income citizens and racial minorities. In this way, the network’s framing of 
the crisis very much played on pre-existing racial stereotypes about welfare-



The Shorenstein Center on Media, Politics and Public Policy  /  15

Ha
ng

in
g 

By
 a

 T
hr

ea
d 

/ 
M

ar
ch

 20
20

dependency and state-based parasitism.”39 These stereotypes are embodied by a 
rotating cast of characters that are featured on Fox whenever the news and policy 
priorities of the day require it. The faces may change, but not the story.

In the following paragraphs, this paper will demonstrate how overarching narra-
tives are created by employing the same interpretive frameworks across a variety 
of Fox News programs over time. It will explain how faceless, incoherent groups 
are turned into vivid, relatable characters — how broad, abstract categories such 
as the “business community” are repeatedly equated with concrete, easily identi-
fiable archetypes, such as the hard-working small business owner, and how those 
archetypes are sometimes enacted by flesh and blood representatives on air. This 
work culminates in a multi-pronged approach through which Fox consistently 
constitutes the unconventional protagonist of its stories: the viewer her- or him-
self. In the final read, these serial narrative devices employed by Fox spur audienc-
es to live up to their roles as protagonists, and they help write the ending of the 
story themselves.

Like a drumbeat that builds to a crescendo, Fox understands how to use the serial 
narrative frameworks at the heart of its channel to vivify political fights in ways 
that lead towards real world action and impact. In this way Fox differs from other 
forms of journalism in that its core narratives are not concrete news stories, but 
largely abstract arch-narratives that are serialized across a long chain of discon-
nected political and economic news items presented on the channel. These stories 
play out with an ever-changing cast of individuals, all embodying a reductive and 
repetitive set of archetypal characters. This was the approach taken for the 2008 
financial crisis, when the engine of Fox’s narrative was the well-established di-
chotomy of the producers and the parasites, or “the makers and the takers.” This 
counter position was originally developed by late 19th century labor movements, 
but back then, workers were understood as the makers and capitalists as the takers. 
Flipping the script, the modern Conservative movement has adroitly repurposed 
the framework and argued that the real makers are the “job-creators,” the busi-
ness owners who boost economic growth and bestow jobs, while the real takers 
are recipients of welfare and other “unearned” government services. This frame 
has been in constant use since at least the Reagan presidency, but its appearance 
across the lineup of Fox’s programming has increased manifold in the years fol-
lowing the 2008 crash. Whether it was on Fox & Friends, The O’Reilly Factor, Sean 
Hannity or Glenn Beck, guests repeated a common story about freeloading poor 
people living off of government largesse.i 

i The O’Reilly Factor, Fox News. October 12, 2010.
STOSSEL: I fight with the unions and talk about our two choices. Battle between the makers 
and the takers. And you get to a certain point where if Peter can get the government to take 
from Paul and there are more Peters. Peter is going to vote for that. And that sucks the life out 
of America. We’re at a tipping point.
O’REILLY: OK. So -- so the people who don’t want to really work for it; they want to take from 
somebody else. You think they are growing in this society now?
STOSSEL: I do. And they feel entitled. And they’re mad that some people are rich, and they’re 
not getting their share. And their route is through government.
O’REILLY: Where is my Ferrari? 

Like a drumbeat that 
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In Fox’s financial crisis narrative, the primary cause of the crash was not deregu-
lation and greed in the financial sector, but rather the greed of people who wanted 
to own homes they could not afford. Building the bogeyman character is essential 
to this blame letting, so in this telling it was the government that “forced,” or the 
activists that “intimidated,” financial institutions into giving out the risky loans.ii  
New characters, like Obama was at that time, play a part in a serial story where 
the government strong arms the free market, in a ceaseless battle against market 
forces.iii Within the story are key bits of newsy information, namely the repeated 
invocation of the “Community Reinvestment Act” and supposedly nefarious ac-
tors, in this case, ACORN. In this long fight, every Democrat who has ever worked 
for increasing home ownership could be listed among the culprits who destabi-
lized the economy, but particularly at fault was Bill Clinton, the last Democratic 
president, and Barack Obama, who in this reading, when working as a community 
organizer, pushed for extending loans to lower-income people.iv In tandem with 
this idiosyncratic tracing of the prehistory of the financial crisis, show hosts and 
guests never failed to emphasize that it would be blameless free market actors who 
would now have to pay the bill for this government-‘forced’ irresponsibility — if 
the Obama administration’s stimulus bill went through.

ii The O’Reilly Factor, Fox News. October 9, 2008. 
STANLEY KURTZ, ETHICS & PUBLIC POLICY INSTITUTE: ACORN is a group of very radi-
cal community organizers. They have been very strongly supported by Barack Obama, although 
he sometimes likes to deny that connection… And what ACORN does is they try to intimidate 
banks into giving these high-risk loans to low-credit customers. This is what they did for years, 
especially in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s.
NAUERT: What do you mean? What kind of stuff did these ACORN activists do to try to get 
banks to lend money to people who are in the subprime markets?
KURTZ: They would flood protestors into the lobbies of banks, scare away customers, they 
would send protestors to the homes of bankers, they would break into private offices of bankers 
to scare them, and they would file complaints under something called the Community Reinvest-
ment Act, which is a law that ACORN used to try to force these banks to make these high-risk 
loans.

iii  Hannity & Colmes. Fox News. November 24, 2008
MORRIS: The era of the free-market consensus began in 1989 and ended in 2008. And we’re 
now into a new era where the consensus will be at least government regulation and perhaps 
government management, and that’s the era Obama is in... 
HANNITY: But Dick, let’s examine this...
MORRIS: No economic discipline, no fiscal discipline. And he (Obama) will pass his entire 
liberal agenda under a new tag, calling it “the stimulus package.”
HANNITY: All right. But if we’re going to go into this era of government regulation, let’s -- let’s 
just stand back and see how we got here. The federal government and the Democrats, they 
forced these banks through the Community Reinvestment Act to make these risky loans. The 
risky loans started the subprime mortgage crisis, which impacted all these financial institu-
tions,which needed government bailout. In other words, government caused that problem.  

iv   Hannity, Fox News Network. July 14, 2011
HANNITY(after an insert showing a 1994 recording of President Bill Clinton announcing gov-
ernment plans to increase home ownership): Am I right in saying that the government forced fi-
nancial institutions to lessen lending requirements so that people could get mortgages, knowing 
that these people would never be able to repay these loans. Is that true?
GRETCHEN MORGENSON: Yes. It was all about expanding home ownership. This meant to 
people who previously have not been able to afford a home. Minorities, lower-income people, 
immigrants…  
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Across Fox News, nearly the channel’s entire ecosystem participated in re-estab-
lishing this age-old serial narrative, involving hosts, experts and even education-
al documentary film inserts (relying on archival footage) that contextualize and 
deepened the case. In parallel to defining the perpetrators and the primary victims 
of the crisis, Fox started to flesh out the roles in the story, painting them in viv-
id details that served to evoke strong primary emotions. Activists who fought for 
home ownership were painted as intimidating and even as scaring bankers’ chil-
dren. The “takers” were first of all repeatedly defined as low-income minorities 
and immigrants, but they also received increasingly specific characteristics, such 
as “people who may have been addicted for 30 years of their lives” or who “have 4 
children by the time they are 21.”v It is worth noting that no matter how specific 
descriptions tended to get, they always tapped into well-established archetypes, 
even stereotypes, that viewers would already understand.

In any story, once the bad guy role is filled, the most important character left is the 
protagonist: in Fox’s telling, that is the freedom loving capitalist who suffers the 
consequences of the government’s bad actions. In order to effectively fight for its 
pro-business policy goals, the channel had to develop a persona for corporations 
that not only allowed easy identification and positive emotional associations, but 
also positioned them as an underdog, suffering on the same side of the everyman 
divide. By October 2008, Fox shows were hammering the notion that any govern-
ment spending to abate the crisis would be money taken out of the pockets of the 
makers who provide jobs (which, by extension, would make jobs increasingly pre-
carious for workers).vi Corporate CEOs, however, were not to play the part of the 
makers — in that period, it was small business owners who instead received prime-
time air day after day. Some shows, particularly that of Glenn Beck, repeatedly cre-
ated reports on the plight of small businesses,vii while show hosts themselves often 
assumed the role of industrious, thrifty self-employed people and bemoaned their 
challenges as if they faced them personally. Real-life small business owners were 
frequently invoked on the shows, embodying the archetype of the hard-working 
American striving for independence, and representing the key to creating working 
class identification with business owners. Reece Peck writes,

Placing the focus on Fox’s media bias narrative in order to understand Fox’s partisan 
mode of address makes sense if one believes partisanship is fundamentally about 
representing ideological differences. However, if social background and cultural 

v   The O’Reilly Factor. Fox News. March 10, 2009. 
vi  Hannity. Interview with Louie Gohmert. Fox News. February 19, 2009.

HANNITY: How do we justify 90% of people that pay their mortgage now having to bail out 
people that bought homes they couldn’t afford? 
REP.  LOUIE GOHMERT: You can’t. And the problem is you’re taking money from those who 
can provide jobs. Who can allow people to stay in their homes by providing those jobs. Taking 
that away so they can’t provide those jobs anymore.

vii  Glenn Beck. Glenn Beck Special: You are Not Alone Project. Fox News. March 13, 2009.
GLENN BECK: 70% of all jobs are created by the small businessmen and nobody seems to even 
notice him. What happened to the country that loved the underdog and stood up for the little 
guy?...  
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affinities shape and direct partisan identifications as much, if not more, than pure 
philosophical beliefs and policy preferences, how the network represents its audience 
as a sociocultural group requires at least the same amount of scrutiny. Political science  
scholarship has shown that social identity has a greater influence on political affilia-
tion than ideology.40  

Perhaps the most notable example of this phenomenon is Samuel J. Wurzelbacher, 
or “Joe the Plumber.”viii In Fox’s universe, the corporate class needed to be firmly 
equated with hard-working small business owners for the policy goals to fit into 
the serial narrative of good business vs. evil government. This dynamic is the crux 
of Fox’s sophisticated approach to character development: it channels diverse, in-
coherent groups into reductive, firm, immediately identifiable archetypes, attach-
es strong emotions to them, and personifies the positive character of the story by 
having show hosts perform it, as well as by finding real-life personalities who can 
fit the archetype. 

This serial story would not be complete without the role played by the audience 
that seeks clues and information, becoming increasingly empowered to connect 
dots that could bring about closure. In this case, the ultimate key to Fox’s success 
in forging audience loyalty and delivering activation is the final step in which it 
portrays the channel’s viewers as the real protagonists of the story that can make a 
difference - that the plight of small business owners is their plight, and they are the 
ones who can do something about it. Sometimes, that connection is even evoked 
explicitly.ix There are, however, also subtler forces at play. Audience identification 
with the protagonist on Fox is built on three fronts, primarily: (1) through relatable 
guest and show performances, as detailed above, (2) continued rhetorical emphasis 
on viewers’ economic interests, which are equated with the economic interests of 
the business class, and (3) developing moral arguments, which more often than not, 
turn the story into a universal battle. 

Once the reframed financial crisis narrative was set and repeated over the course 
of months, the Fox audience was primed to assume its role as protagonists in a 
long-running struggle. In particular, Glenn Beck began leading the charge in call-
ing for direct action from the bully pulpit that was Fox News.x A near direct result 

viii   Your World with Neil Cavuto. Interview with Joe the Plumber. Fox News. October 15, 2008
CAVUTO: An Ohio plumber asks Senator Barack Obama why he wants to hike his taxes if he 
believes in the American dream. Did Senator Obama answer him and win him over?
JOE: No, his answer actually scared me even more.
CAVUTO: How so?
JOE: He said he wants to distribute wealth…. (…) I worked for that. It’s my discretion whom I 
want to give my money to. It’s not the government’s to decide that I make a little too much so I 
need to share it with other people. That’s not the American dream.
CAVUTO: (...) Joe, you’re my kind of plumber. 

ix   Glenn Beck. Glenn Beck Special: You are Not Alone Project. Fox News. March 13, 2009.
GLENN BECK: … What happened to the country that loved the underdog and stood up for the 
little guy? What happened to the voice of the forgotten man? The forgotten man is you. 

x  Ibid., 
GLENN BECK: The real power to change America’s course still resides with you. You are the se-
cret. You are the answer. (Suppresses his tears.) I’m sorry. I just love my country, and I fear for it. 
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was the Tea Party movement, the narrative offspring of Fox’s financial crisis serial.  
In their paper, “The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism”, 
Vanessa Williamson, Theda Skocpol and John Coggin argue Fox had an outsized 
organizing role in the Tea Party movement, writing “Fox News provides much of 
what the loosely interconnected Tea Party organizations otherwise lack in terms 
of a unified membership and communications infrastructure.”41 In this way, the 
Tea Party phenomenon represents the triggering power of serial news, which far 
from numbing an audience through the drumbeat of headline news, rather com-
pels them to beat the drums of a movement in the real world. In this case, Fox hosts 
were all too ready to venture past the informational role of journalism, and instead 
play an advocacy role that channeled audience energy into events where the screen 
narratives could leap into the real world. Williamson, et al write,

Fox News has explicitly mobilized its viewers by connecting the Tea Party to their own 
brand identity. In early 2009, Fox News dubbed the upcoming Tea Party events as “FNC 
[Fox News Channel] Tea Parties.” Fox hosts Glenn Beck, Sean Hannity, Greta Van Suste-
ren, and Neil Cavuto have broadcasted their shows from Tea Party events. The largest 
Tea Party event to date, the September 12, 2009 rally in Washington, was cosponsored 
by Glenn Beck’s “912 Project.”42 

While it is discomfiting to think of this type of journalism as anything other than 
activism, or worse yet, propaganda, it is worth examining what elements of this 
narrative model could work in another setting, perhaps less politicized and more 
in the service of news as a public benefit. 

(Cries.) Like the voices of our leaders and special interests, and the media… they are surround-
ing us. It sounds intimidating. But you know what? (…) The truth is: they don’t surround us. We 
surround them, this is our country.
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3.0 The Narrative Tools of Serial 
A dispassionate investigation into the physical material of a possible wrongful conviction is 
certainly a valuable practice, but it can by no means be considered the only way to investigate 
truth. There must be alternatives available. Serial is this alternative.

- Ryan Engley, “The Impossible Ethics of Serial”43

A narrative order replete with characters and storylines that recall familiar story 
tropes - good vs. evil, unsolved mystery, shadowy conspiracy - is not the unique 
purview of the Right. Serial, a podcast from the makers of NPR’s venerable This 
American Life, proved to be the most popular podcast ever, spawning a movement 
that long outlasted the original 2014 series of twelve episodes. The popularity of 
Serial was driven by its highly engaged audience members, some of whom picked 
up on the clues of the story and further investigated the once dormant legal case of 
prisoner, Adnan Syed. Delivered in staggered installments that used the narrative 
tropes of serialization - gaps in knowledge, clues to be connected, lack of closure - 
Serial served to activate audiences in ways that spawned both online dialogue - on 
Reddit, in particular - and offline actions - that led to new evidence in the case, 
even an alibi witness for Syed.44 Such a level of engagement is remarkable in an 
era of overwhelming media distraction, and when the accepted wisdom seems to 
be that attention spans are shortening. In an interview for this paper, narrative 
journalist Tom French said, “The idea we have about readers or audience attention 
are wrong. There is more than one way to cover events, and if it’s well done it’s not 
wasteful.”45 So what can be learned from Serial that applies to building and retain-
ing audiences for objective journalism, as well as supporting better engagement 
with long-running societal challenge narratives (i.e. climate change) that are by 
nature more episodic? 

Looking at Serial in the context of Fox News, many of the same elements of charac-
ter development and sustained plotlines exist, yet Serial derives its character nar-
ratives directly from the story, whereas Fox works with archetypal characters that 
are embodied to represent an element of the story. There is a similar vivification 
of characters in the drama, often missing from traditional news. Through host 
Sarah Koenig’s interviews and reassembly of detail, characters become relatable, 
and their actions are sustained in the narrative over time for audiences to fol-
low throughout the series. This richness encompasses Koenig herself, who shares 
her process, even details of her relationships with subjects including Syed, that 
play out across the twelve episodes. In opening up the closed case and teasing out 
doubts about what landed Syed in prison for life, Koenig also implicitly invites 
engagement in a way that is not unlike Fox’s more explicit Tea Party call to arms. 
Erica Haugtvedt writes in “The Ethics of Serialized True Crime,”

Serial never explicitly tells people to go out and investigate the case themselves, yet 
Koenig implies, by drawing upon the generic tropes of fictional crime procedurals and 
the openness of seriality, that the audience can intervene in this ongoing problem. 
And when fans do try to figure out the case, it seems disingenuous to not admit this 
reaction is a consequence of the storytelling choices the podcast has made.46 
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Serial was a standout event in journalism, spawning dozens of subsequent true 
crime podcasts, and a reconsideration of serial storytelling, but it did not take away 
the fraught sense that this kind of narrative work owed more to Victorian fiction 
than journalism itself. The question arises, then, what can be taken from Serial that 
applies to journalism today, and how to avoid the ethical questions tied up in Koe-
nig’s choosing to be a storyteller as much as a reporter. In “The Impossible Ethics 
of Serial,” Ryan Engley grapples with the notion that such an endeavor should be 
measured on its own merits as a separate narrative form, rather than focusing on 
how Serial violates the established norms of journalism. Engley writes, 

The form of Serial - the genre of seriality - ruptures Sarah Koenig’s reporting, sepa-
rating it from traditional journalism or documentary filmmaking. When we talk about 
seriality, we are concerned with endings (how a story wraps up) and when we are 
concerned with endings, we are concerned with narrative and desire. These concerns 
separate Serial from the wider world of journalism of which it is a part, and they 
require a different understanding of ethical reporting to evaluate.47  

Can applying a different ethical standard to serial journalism be useful in making 
it more widely applicable? Evaluating Serial, the essential fact that it follows a 
search for an elusive truth gives it a moral dimension that recalls Fox’s existential 
fight frames around the financial crisis. In filmmaking, we would say this “raises 
the stakes” of the story. Such emotional amplification invites audience engage-
ment, inviting listeners to venture from consuming content into civic action. In 
this sense, while the storytelling in Serial overlaps with journalism’s role in in-
forming audiences in the civic space, it pushes audiences past that informational 
role into empowered positions that more easily lead to offline civic actions, be they 
political, legal or otherwise.

In this way, Serial suggests a way forward for a reportorial style that can yield deep-
er engagement that both informs and empowers audiences. Koenig refers to her-
self as a “reporter” and argues she employed journalistic standards in sourcing 
her story with reassembled trial documents and witnesses.48 In this way, the con-
ceit that sets Serial apart relates more to format than substance. Following a serial 
approach, rather than writing a black and white news article on the case with a 
closed ending, Koenig chose to create a podcast that would let listeners in on her 
journalistic process exploring a fraught murder case. With a serial frame, Koenig 
situates her research process front and center as a protagonist’s quest for truth. 
This contrasts both with the typical third-person objective reporting model, as 
well as the more theatrical pose of Fox News binary narratives. Joyce Barnathan 
writes in her piece, “Why Serial is Important for Journalism,”

What makes Serial so special and so meaningful for journalism is reporter Sarah 
Koenig’s transparency. She takes her listeners along with her as she ponders the 
innocence or guilt of Adnan Syed. What Koenig does that we don’t normally do is share 
our thoughts and views as we research a story. Normally we do all that work before 
publishing. We give our audience the most intelligent assessment we can.49  

That ‘intelligent assessment’ aspect of journalism is what can also serve to dis-
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tance reporters from their audience, creating a handed-down feeling that Serial 
eschews for a co-discovery process the audience is invited to follow, and even join. 
Yet what makes seriality such a stretch for journalism are the very real concerns 
about usurping journalistic standards of objectivity that serve to elevate journal-
ists above the stories they cover, allowing fairness and a cold assessment of facts 
to occupy what can easily become a more emotional, even judgmental space if one 
shapes the drama, even becomes a character in it. Ryan Engley further cites a cen-
tral issue with what can be borrowed for journalism from Serial, writing “...what 
Barnathan sees as ‘transparency’ others see as a breach of fundamental journalistic 
ethics. For all its formal innovation, the bulk of the ethical criticism levied against 
Serial takes issue with the format.”50  

Yet it would be a mistake to view Serial in isolation, or to assume the entire ap-
proach Koenig takes needs to be borrowed in order to be useful for journalism. 
Instead, one can look at the discrete notion of context, of which transparency is 
a major component, and how providing that window on process supports the sto-
rytelling process in a way that can have the effect of inviting audiences to further 
engage. A hallmark of the serial narrative, fully realized in Serial, is not just a sus-
penseful push to an ending, but a sense of mystery being reassembled; a puzzle 
solving process the audience can participate in. At worst, of course, that narrative 
approach can be lent to conspiracies and lead to harassment of real-life characters 
featured in the drama (as was the case with Serial) or worse yet, ‘self-investigation’ 
incidents like Pizzagate. But at its best, as I would argue with Serial (and my film, 
The Mind of Mark DeFriest), audiences can become active participants in the sto-
rytelling process, even helping, through their independent actions, to write the 
ending of an unresolved narrative. That open-endedness stands in stark contrast 
to the traditional who, what, where, when, why of reporting that begins and ends in a 
single sitting and is increasingly dependent on sensationalism to compel viewers 
to watch.

Today’s consumers seek authenticity, transparency and meaningful connections 
to the storytellers they follow, be they an influencer, a podcaster or a brand, but 
many of those values important to audiences are left out by reporters, who persist 
with a more traditional sense of handed-down truth. My argument, in an era when 
audiences themselves have a publishing voice through social media and seek op-
portunities to engage, is that it behooves journalists that see themselves as watch-
dogs of democracy to offer audiences a role in the story. There is something deeply 
democratic about a journalistic narrative where news consumers are invited to 
participate, be it Serial or Fox News. Yet, as explored thus far, each of those ex-
amples has ethical limits that limit their utility as a framework for tomorrow’s 
journalism, which leads to a consideration of another journalistic approach that 
features similar open-ended narratives, Solutions Journalism.
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4.0 Elements of Serial Storytelling in 
Solutions Journalism 

In a journalistic environment where the mantra “if it bleeds, it leads” continues to resonate—
and is amplified ever more by the clickbait web—there is a professional bias in favor of report-
ing on violence, crime, police brutality, and other negative tropes. But how do audiences process 
and react to stories about their communities presented within negative frames? How would 
stories that address these systemic problems—while also exploring their solutions—impact 
readers?

- “Engaging Communities Through Solutions Journalism”51

In this telling, a journalistic approach that engenders audience agency and en-
gagement is what connects Solutions Journalism to Serial and Fox News. Be it the 
opioid crisis or the question of scarce resources for a school system, Solutions 
Journalism opens up the ending of articles that would normally close out their 
informational approach with the who, what, where, when, why of a story, with the 
‘how’ of potential solutions.52 In this sense, a door is opened at the end of the story, 
rather than closed with the conclusion, and that is what relates the narrative for-
mat of Solutions Journalism to serialization, with its delayed endings. Founded by 
New York Times reporter, David Bornstein, this approach works as a kind of answer 
to the dispiriting question of what to do with the finality of close-ended reporting 
that both denies avenues for further engagement, and often keeps headline news 
decontextualized from a larger narrative. In an interview for this paper, Bornstein 
suggested, “If reporting drives fear without a sense of efficacy people will either 
deny it, as with climate change, or tune out. But with Solutions Journalism, we 
bring in any solutions that may be relevant, grounded in evidence. People need to 
understand, where is the efficacy around it, ‘what I can I do about it’?”53  The con-
cept is simple: start by opening up the ending of traditional articles and include 
potential ways to address the topics raised in coverage. In this way, an article about 
opioids devastating a community would offer up rigorously researched solutions 
tried in other communities facing similar challenges. 

In a news space that is awash in negativity, particularly as it relates to the horse 
race and scandal aspects of politics, Solutions Journalism represents a formula for 
engaging news audiences in seeking out positive outcomes, not unlike audiences 
for Serial or those that watch Fox. Bornstein articulated how the information-rich 
Solutions approach contrasts with a “CNN Heroes” model, which tends to focus 
on a single person in a low-information celebratory piece.  He says, “The storytell-
ing format is something we call a ‘how done it.’ It’s a quest narrative, and actually 
if you compare it to other forms of literature, its closest comparison would be the 
detective story or a procedural TV drama, like Law & Order or CSI, or even books 
like Harry Potter.”54 In playing with storytelling formats, Solutions reflects a will-
ingness to push the boundaries of traditional journalism, asking how audience 
engagement can be fostered without resorting to sensationalism.

Rather than competing against the popularity of negative news and scandal, 
Solutions Journalism posits that there is an audience for ‘how’ stories that move 
beyond the problems that grab headlines, into the solutions that can help shape 
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communities for the better. Returning to Bornstein’s point about the importance 
of efficacy, this kind of journalism empowers audiences with potential tools to 
solve problems that presented in the traditional headline format, without options 
to act, might turn them off from news or a given issue altogether. Bornstein writes, 
“Much of the time, reporters spotlight problems – i.e., provide negative feedback – 
with the goal of spurring reforms. To be sure, this watchdog (or disinfectant) role is 
essential. But increasingly, we’re coming to see that it is also incomplete.”55 Instead 
the ‘how done it’ frames of Solutions stories are engaging in a way that recalls 
the incredible popularity of how-to instructional videos on YouTube.56 In fact, 
in their report,“Engaging Communities Through Solutions Journalism,” Andrea 
Wenzel, Daniela Gerson, and Evelyn Moreno, establish that “Preliminary research 
suggests… “Preliminary research suggests readers of solutions-oriented stories are 
more likely to share articles and seek related information.”57 

With Solutions Journalism, like a serial, the ending is held at bay as long as we re-
main in the fight, trying to take the wrongs in the story and make them right. Born-
stein writes, “A Solutions Journalism story should show you a method by which 
some organization, policymaker, or a group of individuals, attacked a problem, got 
different results and there’s a teachable lesson. That’s a really useful story with a 
long shelf life as well.”58 When Oliver Burkeman and other writers talk about news 
fatigue, and so many of us are familiar with those that have chosen to ignore the 
news for mental health reasons, Solutions Journalism holds out the possibility of 
remaining engaged by refusing to succumb to a sense of powerlessness. Rather 
than running from tough day-to-day issues, Solutions points out a way to cover 
challenging topics without resorting to sensationalism.

5.0 Storytelling the Truth  
I think it’s important to remember that you actually have to create the facts. You can’t just say 
‘that fiction is wrong’, ‘that fiction is wrong’, ‘that other fiction is wrong’. You actually have to 
have institutions that create facts and can pump some of those facts into the public sphere, so 
at least they have a chance. We have this mistaken view in the whole Anglo-Saxon philosophical 
tradition - we think that the facts are out there and in a fair fight they’ll win. But they’re not out 
there. They have to be produced and pushed into the fight, if they’re going to have a chance.59

- Timothy Snyder

Given the rise of disinformation and propaganda, and the focus on sensationalism 
and scandal, there is a push to double down on tried and true journalistic methods, 
and to point out obvious fictions in competing news narratives. Yes, but it won’t 
be enough. The media landscape has changed, and until a more effective narrative 
approach is worked out, objective news storytelling will struggle to reach audienc-
es, while becoming ever more dependent on sensational coverage for ratings and 
engagement. There was a time when the truths revealed by investigative report-
ing could bring down a president, but today the competition for audiences is far 
greater and subjective notions of truth push back against even the best reporting, 
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diminishing its cross-cultural impact. 

What if the solution to a weakened position for objective journalism lay in re-
defining traditional modes of its practice to focus on storytelling tools used by 
both Fox News and liberal podcasts? Breaking headlines may be short lived by 
nature, but news narratives can be reframed to run longer, deeper, and with more 
context, in a way that better retains and informs audiences. In this conceptualiza-
tion, the Trump-Russia-Ukraine investigation is a multi-chapter, twisting scandal 
about the rise of global crony capitalism and a growing alliance of oligarchs. The 
Khashoggi murder is a mystery that invites us to learn more about the US-Saudi 
pact, and a terrible war in Yemen. Climate change - so episodic - becomes a run-
ning serial story following a Frankenstein on the loose - where will it strike next? 
In the end, perhaps, true to its civic role, even considered a kind of fourth branch 
of government, journalism can both deeply inform and provide clearer avenues for 
audience involvement and civic engagement.

The tendency is to think of news as a reactive medium, performed as a search 
for the truth within newsworthy events. Indeed, news is designed to inform, and 
thrives when it has the leeway to cover both day-to-day events and long-running 
investigative stories that uncover challenging, and often hidden, truths. And while 
serial storytelling has broad implications that can take news from its traditional 
watchdog role into the realm of fiction, it can also, with judicious usage, point a 
way forward for traditional objective journalism to use narrative approaches that 
woo audiences towards solid reporting.  After all, the dissimilar approaches of Fox 
News, Serial, and Solutions Journalism are connected in the opportunities that each 
format offers audiences to be deputized for action in the narratives they present.

Leaving behind the strict informational role of objective journalism for some-
thing more narrative, deeply contextualized and involving surely can bring about 
falsehoods and narrative manipulation, but it can also produce a more active and 
informed citizenry. In a fight for attention where the stakes are high, I would pro-
pose that journalism borrow the best elements of serialization, from transparency 
to open-endedness, in order to better engage audiences. The authentic voice of a 
reporter engaged in a transparent process, reporting news and objectively pro-
posing possible solutions in a more deeply contextualized, open-ended narrative, 
could be an answer to engagement needs in a competitive media landscape. At the 
same time, audiences could become better informed and more active in the civic 
space, even as journalists retain the objective fundamentals of the craft.

Increasingly there are calls to tune out the barrage of news content, as the compe-
tition for audience attention has led to a race to the bottom. But this paper illus-
trates that the fundamental empowerment of open-ended narratives invites more 
than clicks, likes and outraged shares, and instead can - for good or ill - shape a 
worldview, along with offline action. Whether it’s the ‘self-investigation’ spawned 
by Serial or spun crazily by Pizzagate, the fact is that audiences are leaping at op-
portunities to make their voices heard after consuming engaging, often open-end-
ed news content. Serial storytelling, which works so well for movies, podcasts and 
other entertainment products, may be a challenging fit for objective journalism, 
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but the argument for serialization strongly relates to audience retention, and the 
ability to inform viewpoints in ways that episodic narratives, news or otherwise, 
simply cannot. In an era of sensationalism and cheap tricks for engagement, per-
haps the elements of serialization explored here can inform news and nonfiction 
narratives that better engage and retain audiences looking for meaningful civic 
solutions and fuller truths.
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