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AAJA Summit Explores the Future of Media

By Frank Witsil

A leadership summit bringing together media executives, futurists, business leaders and philanthropists to look at audiences, their buying habits and information needs in the year 2020, will be held by the Asian American Journalists Association next month at The Aspen Institute in Aspen, Colo.

 “Vision 2020... Capturing the Audience of Tomorrow” will look at the technology that will be used to distribute information, business practices of the future, and the impact of both on society and social justice issues. Ideas from the summit will be distilled into a futuristic white paper that will be distributed to summit participants and media companies next spring.

The summit, which will be held Oct. 19-20, is part of a four-day gathering to commemorate the 10th anniversary of AAJA’s Executive Leadership Program, a leadership development program that has graduated 288 mid-career Asian-American journalists to date.

“The idea for the summit started with a group of the graduates asking, what could we do to take ELP and AAJA to the next level?” says Victor Panichkul, managing editor of the Statesman Journal in Salem, Ore.

Panichkul and Mae Cheng, an assistant city editor at Newsday in New York, are the summit co-chairs.

Many groups have been looking at what media organizations -- especially newspapers -- should be doing, but few are looking very far into the future, Panichkul says.

“So we invited futurists who are studying emerging technology to come together and prompt out-of-the-box thinking,” says Panichkul.

Summit speakers include Margaret Regan, president and CEO of The FutureWork Institute; Betsy Frank, executive vice president, research and planning, Viacom Cable Networks, Film and Publishing; Manish Jha, senior vice president of ESPN Mobile; Ben Sun, CEO of Community Connect; Dado Banatao, managing partner of Tallwood Venture Capital, Dr. Jose Zaglul, president of EARTH (Escuela De Agricultura De La Region Tropical Humeda) University in Costa Rica; Tessie Guillermo, President and CEO, Community Technology Foundation of California; and others.
The Ford Foundation, the Community Technology Foundation of California, the Robert R. McCormick Tribune Foundation and representatives from some the nation's largest philanthropic organizations will also meet to attend the program, and to see what synergies may lie between media, business and philanthropy.

“Society doesn’t always see Asian Americans as being visionary, dynamic leaders, and we’re working to change that perception,” says Dinah Eng, director of the program and a freelance columnist for Gannett News Service. “Those who go through ELP explore cultural values, learn about corporate cultures, and examine how their behaviors may help or hinder their advancement in the workplace.”

Following summit activities, a leadership retreat will be held for ELP graduates with a program that continues the theme of the future by looking at what journalists need to do to succeed in an ever-changing media industry.

      

“We all have our own success stories,” says David Ng, assistant managing editor/production of The Star-Ledger in Newark, N.J. and one of the first graduates of ELP.  "It’s important that we take a moment to look at where we’ve come from and where we want to go.”

Ng and Fred Katayama, anchor for Reuters daily global news broadcast, are the retreat co-chairs.

In addition to speakers and workshops at the retreat, ELP will be honoring four long-time supporters of the program: Gail Evans, author and former executive vice president, CNN; Alex MacLeod, retired managing editor of The Seattle Times; Marcy McGinnis, senior vice president of News at CBS, and Larry Olmstead, vice president for staff development and diversity, Knight Ridder.

AAJA National President Esther Wu, a columnist and reporter with The Dallas Morning News, said that she has had the opportunity to meet with many media company executives throughout the nation, and they often mention how impressed they are with ELP. Wu says, “It's making an impact -- and making a difference.”

The Newspaper Association of America, which annually offers journalists fellowships to attend ELP, agrees.

“NAA is pleased to help support the Asian American Journalists Association's Executive Leadership Program,” says  Margaret Vassilikos, senior vice president of the NAA Foundation and NAA Chief Financial Officer. “The goals of this program are much aligned with NAA's own diversity initiatives that work to broaden the opportunities for minority professionals by providing the necessary tools and resources to help them advance in their careers.”

Executives also praise the program because it promotes diversity within a company's management ranks and more accurate news coverage.

“We can only honestly, comprehensively and effectively cover the news if the men and women writing and editing our stories, working in our business departments, and hiring and promoting our staffs, truly reflect the communities we serve,” says Arthur O.  Sulzberger, Jr., publisher of The New York Times and chairman of The New York Times Company, and one of ELP’s first guest speakers.

“The Asian American Journalists Association understands this fundamental truth and has been a guiding light in helping to make newspapers, television and radio stations, and now Web sites more diverse, more culturally sensitive and more responsive to readers, viewers and listeners throughout the nation.”

      

Some executives say ELP is a program other groups should copy.

“I never have seen a development program as carefully planned as ELP is,” says Jerry Ceppos, retired vice president of news for Knight Ridder, who was among the first executives to participate in ELP’s mentor program.

“In fact, much of my great image of AAJA comes from the leadership program. The mentors are serious. The students are serious. The speakers are first-rate. I've told other groups that ELP should be a model for them.”

Milton Coleman, deputy managing editor of The Washington Post, says he was invited to be a speaker years ago and now has “so much respect for the program and what it is doing that I have a hard time saying no” to other requests, added that the program is working. When ELP graduates return to The Washington Post newsroom, he says, they have more confidence and skills that make them stronger leaders and journalists.

“If you are looking for good Asian-American journalists,” Coleman says, “the chances are they have gone through ELP -- or they are going to go through ELP.”
About AAJA
The Asian American Journalists Association is a non-profit professional and educational organization with more than 2,300 members today. Founded in 1981, AAJA has been at the forefront of change in the journalism industry. AAJA’s mission is to encourage Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPIs) to enter the ranks of journalism, to work for fair and accurate coverage of AAPIs, and to increase the number of AAPI journalists and news managers in the industry.

AAJA is an alliance partner in UNITY Journalists of Color, along with the Native American Journalists Association, National Association of Hispanic Journalists, and National Association of Black Journalists.
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