What is News?

 (The following is adapted from the U.S. Department of State publication, Handbook of Independent Journalism.)

The answer to the question “What is news?” may seem obvious.  Look it up in the dictionary, and you’ll find news described as “a report of recent events or previously unknown information.”  But most of the things that happen in the world every day don’t find their way into the newspaper or onto the air in a newscast.

So what makes a story (your story) newsworthy enough to be published or broadcast?  The real answer is, it depends . . .  
Generally speaking, news is information that is of broad interest to the intended audience.  Journalists decide what news to cover based on many of the following “news values”:

Timeliness
Did something happen recently or did we just learn about it?  The meaning of “recently” varies depending on the medium.  For a weekly news magazine, anything that happened since the previous edition the week before may be considered timely.  For a 24-hour cable news channel, the timeliest news may be “breaking news.” 
Impact

Are many people affected or just a few?  Contamination in the water system that serves your town’s 20,000 people has impact because it affects the audience directly.  The fact that a contractor cut a utility line at your site is not big news, unless it happens to cause a blackout across the county that lasts for several hours.

Proximity

Did something happen close to home, or did it involve people from here?  

Controversy

Are people in disagreement about this?  It’s human nature to be interested in stories that involve conflict, tension, or public debate.  People like to take sides, and see whose position will prevail.  Conflict doesn’t always entail pitting one person’s views against another.  Stories about doctors battling disease or citizens opposing an unjust law also involve conflict.

Currency

Are people here talking about this?  A government meeting about bus safety might not draw much attention, unless it happens to be scheduled soon after a terrible bus accident.
Oddity

Is what happened unusual?  As the saying goes, “If a dog bites a man, that is not news. But if a man bites a dog, it's news!” – The extraordinary and the unexpected appeal to our natural human curiosity.
The Bottom Line

For any information to have news value it must be Accurate, Current/Timely, and Relevant and of Interest to the intended audience.
All news stories are made up of facts, observations, quotations, and details. But, cramming in all the facts that will fit rarely results in a well-told story that will engage the audience. Good journalism involves selection, not compression. One must use “news” judgment to decide what is most important to include and deciding what to leave out. One way to make those decisions is to choose a central point or focus.

The focus of a news story is basically the answer to the question, “What is this story really about?” 
To determine the focus, Poynter Institute writing instructor Chip Scanlan suggests asking five questions:

• What’s the news?

• What’s the story?

• What’s the image?

• How can I tell it in six words?

• So what?

For example:

Imagine that you’re a refuge manager tracking a fast-moving wildfire. You’ve been out talking to people and observing the damage all day. Now, you need to focus your story before you begin writing your news release. Here’s how you might use Scanlan’s questions to find your focus:
• What’s the news? This morning, the stand of truffula trees, home to the endangered Brown Bar-ba-loots, escaped damage from a wildfire that destroyed two abandoned shacks in the mountains east of the refuge. 

• What’s the story? Endangered species biologist grateful the firefighters saved irreplaceable species and their home. 

• What’s the image? Endangered species biologist shakes hands with a firefighter next to the truffula trees.

• How can I tell it in six words? Fire destroys shacks not Bar-ba-loot homes.
• So what? Environmental impact of a dangerous fire was limited.

