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Preface





A single bracelet does not jingle.


—CONGOLESE PROVERB


Local journalists can save the world.


That’s not hyperbole. I know this because giving bylines to local journalists is my life’s work. In 2006, I founded an international nonprofit news organization, Global Press, to train and employ local women journalists to cover the places mainstream news ignores—communities across Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean. Over the last seventeen years, Global Press has worked with more than 250 local journalists. Together, they have produced thousands of profound stories that have quite literally changed the world. They have prompted law changes and spurred local movements. They have given local people access to lifesaving information, and they have helped millions to see the world differently. Their stories are dignified and precise. And they offer comprehensive coverage of complex and historically misunderstood places.


Our mission at Global Press is to change the static global narratives that mainstream media perpetuates and to increase access to accurate information in the communities where our reporters work. And that’s my mission in this book as well. In the chapters ahead, you’ll meet Global Press reporters from Sri Lanka to Zimbabwe. You’ll see how their local access yields exceptional stories that help people everywhere to better understand the world and their places in it.


But this book isn’t about Global Press. It’s about how local journalists can provide a way forward for the entire journalism industry. And it’s about why this moment is the right time for change.


The failure of journalistic institutions to provide the whole story, the stories that people most need, is a part of the reason news consumers have turned against news providers. The loss of trust in journalism is complex, but at heart, many consumers simply do not believe they’re getting the whole story. And that is certainly true in international news.


This book tackles how we tell international stories and how we decide who gets to tell them. It advocates for taking small steps to change everything about how we cover the world, including the words we use in our stories. You may notice that certain common terms—America, Global South, third world, ethnic, the West, and so on—are either absent in these pages or used only to be made examples of. And above all, it insists that we take greater care to protect our most valuable assets: our reporters.


Many of the long-held ideas and assumptions about audience appetites for international news are challenged too. There is new and compelling data that suggests that people are overwhelmed by disaster narratives, and they want to better understand communities outside of their own. It’s not that they don’t care about the world; it’s that they don’t care for the way the world’s stories are being told.


While I’m aware some of the ideas ahead may seem at first improbable and others unworkable, I ask only for the opportunity to prove what I have known now for seventeen years: local journalists can save the world—if we just give them the chance to.
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Introduction





War. Poverty. Disaster. Disease.


It’s how we’ve all been conditioned to see most of the world. International news readers are often introduced to people in global communities on their worst days. Why? Because journalists are only sent to report on African villages in moments of famine or into Middle Eastern homes in the midst of war.


Audiences are made to think that’s the whole story. But it’s not. It never is.


The consequences of these singular and reductionist stories are many—reinforcing global stereotypes, overemphasizing poverty, and perpetuating inequitable and inaccurate global narratives top the list.


The systems of international news gathering and reporting are broken. They are rooted in a colonial legacy that hasn’t evolved—systems built upon sending elite outsiders into global communities to “get” their stories and the companion assumption that “those people” in “those places” cannot report the news themselves.


I know this system well. Being a traveling correspondent, or a parachute journalist, was my dream job. When I was a little girl, I used to imagine traveling the world, telling its stories. I committed myself from an early age to that aim—and I never wavered.


In 2004 I got what I thought was my big break. I was finishing my master’s degree in journalism at New York University. In my final semester, with the help of my professor Carol Sternhell, I managed to turn a classroom assignment into the opportunity to go to Nepal to report on women’s rights during the civil war. My first parachute.


It was the summer of 2004, and the civil war that began in 1996 still had a few years left in it. Arriving in Kathmandu, I bolted off the plane with a clear set of stories I wanted to tell and a list of editors to whom I planned to send my story pitches. I wasn’t working for any one place, nor was I being paid for my time. Still, I was undaunted, convinced that these were my stories to tell. I had plans to visit women who had been imprisoned for having abortions and to meet the founder of Nepal’s first and then-only LGBTQ+ center. I had plans to travel the countryside and tell stories of the health and human consequences of this war.


After being in country for only a few days, I found reality began to interfere with those plans—and the fantasy job I had spent decades building in my mind. For all my drive and good intentions, I’d never really thought through the logistics or the ethics of the work.


I didn’t speak Nepali, except for a few phrases I’d learned from a tutor back in Queens before my trip. Parachute journalists work with translators and fixers, local reporters who assist the outsiders in securing sources and navigating logistics, all the time, and I intended to do the same. But because of the war and the sensitive nature of the stories, I had to use government-employed translators on some occasions. That meant that the government controlled everything I learned from the people I interviewed. In other cases my local translators were not allowed to accompany me, leaving me mostly unable to communicate with my sources. When I’d get back to the guest lodge at night, I would look at my notes, feeling certain of just one thing: I couldn’t ethically put quotes around anything.


Not only was I unable to speak to sources directly, but many potential sources also were unwilling to share their experiences with an outsider. I quickly began to realize the true depth of my lack of access. Beyond my sources, I also lacked access in more fundamental ways: to social, historical, and political context. The conflict happening around me was complicated and unfamiliar to anyone outside Nepal. Everyone had a different version of what had happened before and what would happen next. I felt I was in no position to determine where reality lay.


There were a few other parachute journalists around from India and Europe who told me that this was just how the game was played. “You do your best, and that’s better than nothing,” I remember one Danish journalist telling me. Night after night, I found myself wondering if that was true.


It seemed my options were to tell the story poorly or leave it entirely untold. Both felt wrong.


Feeling on ever less certain ground, I left Kathmandu and decided to refocus my efforts in other, more rural, parts of the country. And that’s where I really did hit upon a great story—I just couldn’t tell it.


I traveled around, visiting numerous small villages. In one I lucked into meeting a woman named Pratima. She spoke a little English, which she said she picked up from her nieces who attended school in India. I had many questions for her. Atop my list was why the village was filled with only women, children, and a few elderly people. She told me this wasn’t unusual. The men were all either fighting the war or working abroad in India or the Middle East.


A few days after I arrived, we were discussing the long distance between the village and the nearest health post. I had noticed the many women walking there each day. That’s when Pratima told me about “love’s disease,” the name given to the illness some of the local women had developed in recent years. It seemed it was worse among women whose husbands worked abroad and only visited once a year or so. I asked Pratima if HIV testing was locally available. She’d never heard of the disease.


In 2004, UNAIDS reported just 715 cases of HIV in all of Nepal.1 Testing and awareness remained extremely low. Talking to Pratima, I had a hunch HIV was the culprit here.


There it was: the story I felt sure I was meant to tell.


But the local women in the village felt otherwise. Even in the absence of data, I might have been able to build the story exclusively around the experiences of women with “love’s disease,” but just like in Kathmandu, I found that many of them were uncomfortable talking to me about their circumstances. Despite Pratima’s best efforts, many would simply stare at me. Our communication lacked clarity and trust.


One afternoon, in a moment of utter frustration, I handed Pratima my notebook, and I asked her to take over. I asked her to write down the details and the context I couldn’t get and to speak to the women who wouldn’t speak to me.


Later, when I returned to Kathmandu on my way to India, I had her notes translated. As I read them over and over again, a realization swept over me—Pratima was a natural reporter. She asked brilliant questions and took amazing notes with key details about how long it took to reach the health post and the gossip discussed along the way. Her words gave context and nuance where I had only scratched the surface.


I often tell this story at speaking events, and it’s at this point that I usually jump to the big moment of enlightenment and the founding of my news organization. However, there’s a short but important interlude that deserves mention here.


In an email I sent to my mom in August of 2004, I wrote, “This whole process doesn’t make any sense. I’m the wrong person to be telling these stories.”


I was heartbroken and deflated. And I was confused. I had conflicting feelings about what to do with Pratima’s notes. I hadn’t paid her to be my fixer, and I hadn’t ensured that the women she quoted understood what I was planning to do with their words—publish them.


Ultimately, I never wrote the story. I packed up the notebook in my backpack, and I went home feeling certain that none of these stories were mine to tell.


After Nepal, I graduated from NYU with my masters, and I moved to San Francisco, where I took a job as a feature writer at SF Weekly. I was one of five feature reporters.


It was a cool job. SF Weekly had a nonassignment policy that allowed me to report on what I cared about most. I wrote about AIDS, terrorism, and migrant issues. I had the print cover once every five weeks.


I won a few awards and had just begun to settle in when I realized I had to go. This realization was partly the fault of my editor, John Mecklin. He was too good at his job. He was a teacher and coach, and he made me better with each story. But every time I got his notes, the seeds of my idea grew.


The truth was, I couldn’t get Pratima and my Nepal experience out of my head. I was fixated on the equity issues baked into parachute journalism. I was troubled by the notion that people like me, with no context or authentic access, could just drop into a country and tell stories just because we presumed we had the power and the authority to do so.


So I quit. I immediately walked across the street to a bookstore, and I bought a NOLO guide on how to start a nonprofit organization. I was twenty-five, and I had decided to pursue an idea I’d developed for how to change international news. That idea became Global Press, a nonprofit news organization that builds independent news bureaus, staffed by local women reporters, in some of the world’s least-covered places.


How Something Becomes the News


I have ambivalent feelings about that story, chiefly because it centers my experience. No matter how many times I tell it, Pratima is always a side character, whereas to me, she’s the hero. She was an inspiration for what I believe is the way forward for all journalism: those with the most proximate access must become the storytellers of record. In other words, we must elevate local journalists to tell the stories of their communities to the world. Pratima had no training as a journalist, but the world is full of talented, trained local journalists who have the context and the access to transform our worldview. We just need to find new ways to give them larger platforms.


Still, I think there’s value in telling my story because it highlights the mindset at the heart of international news—a mindset we need to change. Looking back, I am amazed how entitled I felt to the stories of people whose language I didn’t speak, whose culture I barely understood, and whose social context often passed me by. This was the early 2000s, and we didn’t use phrases like “recognizing privilege” back then, but in retrospect, that’s precisely the tension I felt in my reporting.


International journalism is rooted in historically inequitable systems that prioritize the stories told by elite outsiders, whose reports are about people that they are never for. Nothing sums this up quite like a study done by a pair of Norwegian researchers, Johan Galtung and Mari Holmboe Ruge, in 1965. The report, The Structure of Foreign News, describes the criteria most often used in the development of international news stories:


•The more distant the nation, the more negative the event must be.


•The more culturally distant the theater, the more relevant must the event appear to be.


•The lower the rank of the person, the more unexpected the news has to be.


•The lower the rank of the nation, the higher the rank of the person must be.


•The lower the rank of the person, the more negative the actions of the person will have to be.2


That study is more than fifty years old. In the years since that study, just about everything in journalism has changed. We’ve changed the way we report news, the way we consume news, the way we publish news, and the way we pay for news. Everything is different—except this. The mindset of how international stories come to be is unchanged. And the outcomes—simplistic, unedifying, disaster-driven, victim-centered stories—are still the result.


The news industry still assumes that audiences only want to hear about another part of the world if something terrible is happening. It also assumes that if people want to hear those stories at all, they’ll want to hear them from a name or face that looks like their own: someone who is able to frame the story in a way that suits the dominant worldview in a manner dramatic enough to hold our attention.


But this moment in human history calls for a different way. It calls for context, precision, and comprehensive coverage that allows us to better understand the world and our place in it.


Our world is more interconnected than ever before. Young people play video games with friends in Nigeria and Bolivia. They follow influencers from Cambodia and Nicaragua. They watch shows about South Korea and Egypt. Professionals work with businesses on every continent. Their products can’t be sold if the parts aren’t manufactured in Vietnam and assembled in Mexico.


Our world is much smaller than the world of 1965 when Galtung and Ruge studied how distant places only received coverage on their worst days. Today, readers deserve the whole story. And to deliver it, journalism needs a new system—one that prioritizes a different storyteller.


Change the Storyteller


It’s no secret that the journalism industry has been slow to adapt to a changing landscape. Legacy institutions are still resistant to some of the most obvious solutions to rebuilding trust and engaging audiences. Root causes are still not being addressed.


So let’s start by overhauling how we cover international news. We can use international news as a test case to prove that many of the solutions are easier than you think. These same solutions can then be grafted onto every other kind of coverage.


The steps required to produce dignified and precise international journalism that will better serve audiences aren’t innovative; they are basic and can be summed up in a single word: proximity.


We can rebuild trust and increase access to accurate information by simply employing journalists with the greatest proximity to the story at hand. And from this simple notion, everything changes.


I’m well aware of the old logic that suggests we need objective outsiders to tell us stories from the rest of the world. But that argument, as you will see in the pages that follow, doesn’t hold up today. The plain fact is that local journalists have access to the stories the world needs. This premise is at the core of the Global Press model.


I built Global Press to pioneer a different kind of journalism. We train and employ local women journalists in some of the world’s least-covered places to provide comprehensive coverage of their communities for both local and global audiences. We publish news in seven languages and have local reporters stationed in more than three dozen global bureaus.


That was the big idea I couldn’t shake back in 2004. No matter how I looked at it, international reporting clearly needed a new model. To tell stories that news consumers want and need, we need people who actually speak the local language. To help us understand what is happening on a deeper level, we need people who live in those communities and are representative of the local people. To change the story, we need to change the storyteller.


We can offer readers an insider’s guide to the world. But to do that, we have to get beyond general assumptions of truth and get to locally verified accuracy.


Let me explain. Look up any legacy media story about sub-Saharan Africa, and nine times out of ten you’ll find superficial descriptions of poverty. Parachute journalists use terms like “developing world” to imply poverty. They describe local women by the number of children they have and local men by the condition of their clothes. These details might be true, but they don’t often represent a person, place, or event accurately.


Take, for instance, the story that launched the Global Press Style Guide, a free online resource that offers rules for language choices that ensure dignity and precision in international journalism. A few years after Global Press launched, a copy editor inserted what seemed like an innocent dependent clause into an article about a farmer in rural Kenya. The added words labeled the farmer as being “among the poorest of the poor, because he lived on less than a few dollars a day.”


The copy editor relied on World Bank data to draw this conclusion, not realizing that this farmer lived in a largely cashless society. So global standards of poverty based on access to cash didn’t apply. In fact, to a farmer who was rich in noncash assets, this framing was nonsensical.


The copy editor’s well-intentioned addition was true—in a way. By the World Bank’s definition, the man was among the world’s poorest because he didn’t have access to even a small amount of cash on a daily basis. But it wasn’t accurate.


The farmer in the story had land, livestock, and crops. In his community he was wealthy. He had a nice home, and his kids were all enrolled in private school. It was the Kenyan reporter of the piece who caught the change and corrected it. She knew the difference, and it was an important one.


Each region, country, and town is replete with dynamics as unique and complex as in that village. Understanding those dynamics requires something the parachute journalist can’t often attain—access. They lack access to sources across the entire community and context that explains the nuances of that community.


So the theory of change here is both simple and obvious—if we rely on the people who understand those dynamics best to tell the story, we not only provide the international news consumer with a more accurate worldview, but we also offer the local sources the dignity of being able to recognize themselves in stories. And those two things form the beginnings of rebuilding trust in journalism.


Readers want news they trust so they can understand the world. To understand the world, they need more than the standard, superficial stories of tragedy that international journalism usually provides. We have a lot to learn from the rest of the world, and readers know that.


The value of changing our news paradigm can’t be overstated. Understanding the world’s stories with new depth and access could create a global camaraderie that introduces new potential into our world.


A Path to Better Stories


The pandemic had many interesting consequences on journalism. We saw countless news organizations shutter and thousands of journalists struggle against the weight of the stress and anxiety of covering COVID-19 amid racial justice revolutions, climate change, the rise of authoritarianism, and more.


A shift happened in international reporting too. COVID-19 largely grounded parachute journalists. In their absence, local journalists across the world rose to prominence. Global Press, which has been publishing context-rich feature news since 2006, saw powerful influxes of audience, both directly on our platforms and via other publishers seeking out our news to serve their own audiences. Large-scale publishers like BBC, Quartz, and NPR republished stories produced by our local journalists across the world. And in our coverage countries, where many local news organizations on the ground struggled to stay afloat, free access to our stories filled their pages and offered access to important information during a difficult time.


In this early postpandemic moment, we have an extraordinary opportunity to continue this progress and chart a new way forward by choosing to move on from the parachute journalism model of the past. Let’s end the extractive and reductionist narratives told by those who fundamentally lack access. The pandemic taught us that local journalists can lead the way and that they should be the reporters of record, uncovering stories that otherwise would not have been told. Whether directly or by forging new collaborations between local and global newsrooms, it is their bylines we need to be reading.


In the pages that follow, I’ll lay out a path to better, more equitable, and accurate international journalism—a path that can restore trust, expand our worldview, and offer countless benefits to our beleaguered industry.
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Cristi Hegranes's Byline upends the idea of foreign reporting as histori-
cally practiced and thoughtfully offers better, accurate ways forward.
Her oft-amusing examples of “parachute journalism” are eye-opening,
expose the dangers and limitations of mainstream media, and inspire
all of us to do better. Where this book most shines is in proffering
solutions, such as how communities can tell their own stories or how
audience feedback can be revolutionary. There’s nothing parochial
about Hegranes's vision for local news; indeed, it’s an essential guide to

committing and consuming journalism in the new world order.

S. MITRA KALITA
CEO, URL Media

Byline is an essential book for anyone who cares about international
journalism. Drawing on seventeen years of experience building and
running one of the most transformative models for journalism to be
found anywhere in the world, Hegranes is uniquely positioned to
explain what’s wrong with the current system and, most importantly,

how it can genuinely be improved.

DAVID BORNSTEIN
Cofounder, Solutions Journalism Network

Byline is many things—prescient, erudite, and timely—but it is espe-
cially an affirmation of the value of journalism when it is done well.
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