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NEWS FLASH!

A journey into the use of Macromedia’s Flash 4 as an editorial tool

FLASH FORWARD


Humans are social animals; at least according to Aristotle.  


We love to act and to interact with information and ideas, not just with other people.

 
Progressive news organizations are moving beyond HTML headlines and resorting to interactive multimedia projects for an audience primed for broadband. 


Vector-based graphic animation holds one answer to the storytelling conundrum brought about by the Web. 


The program helps producers creatively integrate information with design.  The software is attractive to news organizations that want to deliver information quickly and efficiently.  Flash also gives online newspapers the chance to offer users an experience they can’t get reading the paper.  

Because it is vector-based, Flash content downloads faster, is scalable, and provides better resolution than other graphics formats. Flash supports sound, animation, and interactivity. 


According to Macromedia, Flash is compatible with more browsers than  browser-sensitive Dynamic HTML (DHTML) and Java.  And unlike HTML pages, Flash is consistent across multiple platforms.

News sites are experimenting with Flash as a storytelling tool, enticing users who want more without leaving slow-modem users behind.


National and international news sites are using Flash to bring infographics to life. CNN.com, MSNBC.com, the Ft. Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel.com, Chicagotribune.com, LATimes.com, Philly.com, Britannica.com and Nationalgeographic.com,.



Clay Frost, senior information graphics designer for MSNBC.com, has been using Flash since its pre-Macromedia days as “Future Splash.   Britannica.com and Nationalgeographic.com, have also been toying with the technology since its inception. 


But most local news Web sites are only starting to realize the possibilities of Flash.  Philly.com posted its first major Flash project, an investigative report on a fire at a toxic dump in May 2000.  


The Rocky Mountain News debuted a Flash retrospective on the Columbine school shootings in September 1999 and a slideshow of  Chargers vs. Broncos game highlights in January 2000.   

Though it has yet to find a place in the coverage of spot news, templates can be developed in Flash just as in HTML, with the added benefit of securing content.


Impenetrable and without a viewable source code, Flash can help news organizations better protect copyrighted content from theft, said Michael Gunstanson, night producer at LATimes.com. 

 When integrated with Macromedia’s Generator, a Flash compatible database, Flash is more efficient than HTML in streaming information, said Robert Torres, lead designer for Tribune Interactive.  This is the perfect recipe for instant, interactive news, he said.  
 
FLASH EVANGELISM



An interactive effort in HTML pages is costly in terms of the users time, said Robert Torres, lead designer for Tribune Interactive. HTML requires users to download new pages every they follow a link.   Using Flash ultimately “increases the ability of the user to get more out of your site,” Torres said.


Research shows that if a user can’t find the information he wants on he first page, he’ll leave the site and go elsewhere
.  According to Torres, the major benefits of Flash are that all content is downloaded at one time, and so producers can introduce multiple layers of content without introducing frames or having users click through.  The user can therefore switch in and out of main content without linking out and will spend longer on the original site and expect a more robust and meaningful experience.


With the release of Macromedia Generator 2, a backend database that updates Flash animations automatically as information changes, Tribune Interactive is considering the possibilities of streaming sports scores during games, tracking storms, and reporting other dynamic information using Flash.



But most importantly, Torres wishes to dispel the myth that Flash is all about flashiness. “Flash is all about interactivity.  The animation is just a means to an end,” he said.  

What works, what doesn’t and why


One of the challenges of working with Flash in editorial is deciding where to draw the line between useful presentation of information and, well, flashiness. 


Many online editors only pursue Flash projects that are directly related to print graphics and stories that have already been produced, but others  are working to optimize Flash as an editorial tool.

 
Andrew DeVigal, a fellow at the Poynter Institute, is a Flash fanatic with usability at the top of his list.  DeVigal looks for clarity and navigation in Flash presentations. He cites MSNBC.com’s “Dinosaur” and Sun-Sentinel.com’s “The Fly” projects as great examples of Flash editorial. 


 With elementary navigation, chunked information, and effective animation that brings short descriptions together with a highlighted or magnified graphic element, these presentations help the user focus on the information they are interested in by synchronizing graphic elements with text.  


DeVigal stresses the importance of sketching a project out and creating a storyboard before delving into the Flash side of development. Clear navigation, he said, should be primary to any interactive site.  Too Flash infographics are pretty rather than functional, leaving the user confused and headed to another site, DeVigal said


On the other hand, if used effectively, Flash is  gives information designers the opportunity to create intuitive navigation, putting the power at the fingertips of the user.  


Science and murder projects have been some of the most popular themes to get multimedia treatment. Primarily because production time and effort is such that projects need to be planned, evergreen and reusable.  


Flash is ideal for creating interactive timelines, promoting investigate or commemorative series on the newspaper site, as supporting information for continuing news that is of interest to a large portion of the local or national population.  There is a potentially huge market for celebrity obituaries in Flash and for educational movies that function as infographics, a market currently cornered by Knight Ridder-Tribune company KRTgraphics.

The bulk of Flash use on news Web sites is the equivalent of interactive infographics.  But some organizations are going beyond the graphic element and using the media to communicate local investigative reports, explore the lives of local heroes, and tell stories in a way that print can’t compete with. 
Investigative


When veteran news photographer Vicki Valerio was asked to turn an eight-part investigative series on a decades-old toxic waste fire into something for the Philly.com Web site, the Flash movie happened in her head. 


Valerio saw the possibilities for using color, collecting sound clips from fire victims and their families and engaging users on a whole new level of visual journalism. 


“[Flash allowed me] to get really deeply into the story and extends what I can do as a journalist in terms of storytelling,” Valerio said.  



And though she was only given a few weeks to work on it, in addition to her duties as photographer, Valerio took the assignment very seriously.   


Working with reporter Susan Stranahan, Valerio collected sound bytes and dug through archived photos. Valerio first imported the sound files into Flash and designed the visuals around the clips.


But she faced challenges, having to go back and re-interview sources to collect sound clips, making sure they were consistent with the interviews the print series.  She hopes to plan future projects in advance to better collaborate with reporters. 


Valerio likes Flash for the vector-graphic quality, small size, and infinite possibilities as a design tool.  But mostly, Valerio is interested in the program because it allows her to go beyond her traditional role as a visual journalist and to do some reporting without having to be an excellent writer.  “When shooting a story, it makes sense for me to capture the audio and do the Flash,” she said. 

The local hero


According to Dan Wittekind, graphics director for editorial print graphics at the Ft. Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel, When the Sun-Sentinel.com debuted its Shockwave/Flash package commemorating the career of football great Dan Marino, the site’s page views rocketed from 3 million per month to 4 million per month.  Still, four of the top ten pages on Sun-Sentinel.com are on the Dan Marino site.


“The (user) response was incredible.  The package was so well received, we really couldn’t be any happier,” Wittekind said.


Keven Lerner, sports producer at the site, said he knew Marino’s retirement would stir up the community and decided to give users exactly what he thought they wanted.  Because the retirement came with fair warning, the online team at Sun-Sentinel had plenty of time to build a deep and engaging tribute to the man Lerner calls “the hero of South Florida.”


“Last summer it was obvious to me that he was going to retire.  Dan Marino is the biggest name to hit South Florida and it was crucial to do something major.  We knew we had to make it special.” So the Sun-Sentinel decided to develop the Dan Marino special in two platforms:  One regular HTML version, so as not to turn people off and another in Shockwave/Flash. Flash really allows you to get the extra push over the cliff.”


“We sat down from a content standpoint.  I knew what [Flash] could do and together [Don Wittekind] and I had a vision,” Lerner said.  


Lerner and Wittekind chose Flash because it allowed them to create an optimal content experience for users on the most popular section of the Web site, Sports.  The reason it was so popular wasn’t the Flash, he contends, “it was the content and the photos.”


The production allowed for a meeting of the media minds.  The research was deep and participation broad.  From Dan Marino personal photographer to the community relations specialist for the Dolphins, all sorts contributed to the final product 


The Marino package also facilitated a change in the relationship of the newspaper to the Web site.  


“When the newspaper did print their special section, they used our timeline and quotes, turning them into print.  Never before had the newsroom and online staff worked so closely.  It was [natural for us to] work together in order to not duplicate efforts,” Lerner said.   


The Dan Marino package is featured on, “The Edge,” Sun-Sentinel.com’s experimental interactive page.  The package incorporates Macromedia’s Director, because “Flash is a good animation tool and good for interactivity, but Director is easier to program exactly the way you want it,” said Wittekind.  He said that he considers Flash “Director light.”  


The Sun-Sentinel is able to afford the manpower it takes to create interactive features, because the newspaper and Web properties are combined.  The answer is simple, Wittekind said, “Newspapers are profitable. Because we are attached to the newspaper, we can get away with it. ” 

Science


MSNBC.com uses Flash extensively to create recyclable and interactive infographics for recurring news events such as hurricanes. Clay Frost, senior information graphics designer at MSNBC.com, likes Flash because it helps him illustrate very complicated ideas and engage users.  


One of his early projects was a detailed exploration of superstrings, the smallest particle of matter.   “It’s a tough subject to get anything valuable out of in a print article. But with Flash you can cram everything onto one screen,” Frost said.


He found an analogy that compared the workings of superstrings to the playing of individual notes on a guitar.  Because of Flash, he brought his multimedia idea to life, creating a robust user experience to help users understand a complicated subject.


MSNBC gets a “real good response all around,” Frost said of user response to the site’s Flash projects. 


Editors and producers like it because it extends their storytelling capabilities.  Readers like it too because of the short download time, attractive interface, and interactivity, he said.


Series

Britannica.com struggles with how to communicate its treasure chests of information in an exciting, timely and interactive fashion while keeping to a strict budget.  


“What we are always thinking about is how can we save money?  With Flash, we get more bang for the buck,” said Britannica’s Camdessus.


 “Our creative resources department used to do great multimedia things, but they were one-time ventures.”  Instead Flash lets Britannica invest their resources in long-term projects, as it allows for the creation of templates, “and for the price of one [multimedia project], we can make 12,” he said.  


“These projects are a big investment, so we have to ask ourselves:  ‘How can we make this last.’ We make it last by creating an ongoing, living feature and adding to it on a regular basis.” 


The reason Britannica chose to do a feature on war and conflict? It is an evergreen subject with many chapters that facilitates interest across the board.  And as Camdessus points out,  “We’re not close to getting rid of war in the world.”  As long as war remains in the present, past and future, Worlds Apart will never go out of style.


“It is at the heart of Britannica to provide contextual info for news events with intelligence and perspective. It is not the most entertaining site, but very important,” said Camdessus. Flash lets them do this efficiently and effectively.


And, Camdessus said, “ We get incredible feedback from users thanking us for making the most of the Web.”
DOES FLASH REALLY ADD VALUE?


“People don’t come to read the paper, they come for added value. CNN and CNBC do get it and that’s why they’re kicking butt,” said Michael Gunstanson, night producer at LATimes.com.  


Derek Fromson at LATimes.com agreed, citing user behavior as his measure.  When LATimes.com debuted a Flash package commemorating the 25th anniversary of the end of the Vietnam war, the response was and continues to be “very positive and encouraging; indeed, there was a noticeable spike upwards in overall traffic for the package on days when we added new Flash components to the Vietnam package,” he said.


But Renee Lane, lead designer at Chicagotribune.com, said that Flash just isn’t important to her site’s users. 


 “People usually hate it.  We bury [Flash projects] because they piss people off .We get a handful of really great comments,” but most people are just annoyed with Flash, she said.

 The traffic doesn’t justify the expense of assigning a designer, reporter and producer to one of these projects for four months, Lane said. 


Chicagotribune.com’s pages are already too heavy and “frankly, right now, we’re going from more to less,” she said. Not to mention that designers are expensive and, “according to market research, this is an expense that doesn’t translate into page views.  Good [visual] design is not as important as clear presentation of content.”  


Though projects vary, it can take anywhere from one person to a team of several to produce a complete interactive experience.  LATimes.com used more than five people over several weeks to produce their Vietnam series, including a translator and reporter fluent in Vietnamese.  Other projects take 2 to 4 days. Chicagotribune.com has dedicated up to 4 months working on Flash productions like their Jelly Roll Morton special. 


Another hurdle for news Flashers is the attitude many news executives are taking toward the value of multimedia editorial.  


“This is not the newspaper on the web, this is a unique opportunity to do something different and interactive with newspaper content,” he said.  And sometimes it’s tough to convince those who hold the key to organizational resources, that Web users expect and desire a degree of multimedia from their news Web site experience.   

“Getting past the idea that ‘XYZ.com has to mirror XYZ the newspaper,’ is one of the hardest things to overcome in instituting Flash on a site,” said Gunstanson of LATimes.com    

FLASH SKEPTICISM     


“We are not at a point where we can afford to use Flash as a standard.  By doing so, we would exclude too much of the audience. The underlying theme here is bandwidth,” said Torres.


But as bandwidth increases over time, it is likely that user interfaces will be more often built in Flash instead of in HTML, Torres said.  

 One of the biggest problems with using Flash is on the user end. “If you don’t have the player, you can’t view it,” said Keven Lerner of Sun-Sentinel.com.  


According to Lane, this is especially a problem for news sites that play to the “lowest common denominator.”


Despite this across-the-board critique of Flash, according to a March 2000 NPD Research study, 89.9% of Web users can experience Flash content without having to download and install a player.


IDC Research estimates the total number of  users with Flash pre-installed at 222 million.  And for those without pre-installed players, there is a free one-time download available on the Macromedia Web site.


Britannica.com’s Camdessus said his site crafts introductions that download quickly to entertain users while a Flash movie downloads.  And this is ultimately much more efficient for the user, he said.


“The thing is, users only have to download the program once and they have everything.  If you have a 28.8 modem, go get a glass of water.  No, it won’t be instantaneous like search results, but if the user is interested enough in the content, they’ll wait.  Still, our goal is to make [file sizes] as small as possible,” said Camdessus.


Bandwidth won’t be an issue for much longer with network, cable and DSL connections on the rise, said MSNBC’s Frost .   He doesn’t get too much angry mail about the Web site’s Flash productions ranging from a sidebar about elephants and ivory in Africa to an exploration of nuclear superstrings.  


Though contrary to research on how people use news Web sites, a common belief among designers is that if users are interested enough in the content, they will make the effort to download the plug-in and will wait for the program to load. 


Counting page views


Some Web sites have  Flash file are not countable.  Thiebaut Camdessus of Britannica.com said that a Flash movie can be scripted to count every click a user makes.  According to Camdessus, numeration is less a problem with the Flash product and more a problem with the planning of a given editorial project.  


Flash can also be combined with DHTML if page views are a major worry at hand. Britannica’s millennium project, “Books of Hope,” uses Flash inside of DHTML frames to reap the benefit of both tools and account for page views.

Accessibility


There are 54 million Americans with disabilities and for these people as well as for Web site designers, there is a not-so-savory side to whiz-bang technologies.  


One concern about extensive use of Flash in editorial is that  blind users, who depend on HTML readers to scan Internet content, cannot experience information in a Flash interface.


Mike Wagner calls himself the snake-handling evangelist of accessibility.  Chief technology officer at Icanonline.com, Wagner heads the site’s Web accessibility team which is working to build a wholly accessible site for Icanonline.com and to spread the word about accessibility across the Web.


“Flash is a great tool.  The problem is that Flash can’t be interpreted any other way than visually,” said Wagner.


As a rule of thumb, content should be packaged first in a way that best tells the story.  However, another option should be offered for those who can’t see, hear, or are occupied with other tasks while using the Internet, he said.


In any structured way of presenting information, “accessibility has to be the first consideration,” Wagner said.  Most people come up with site and information designs without ever thinking to make the resources usable. 


 “The people who built Flash clearly never considered it,” he said.


Though few online producers are aware of the implications of failing to design sites with blind users and users with disabilities in mind, Britannica’s Camdessus admits that, “We always get people saying it’s not made for the blind but we’re working on that.”
FLASH FUTURE


To dominate Web multimedia, Flash requires third-party development.  AtomZ, among other software developers are working on fixing the things that are wrong with Flash, such as accessibility and lack of control in programming.  


Macromedia is in constant communication with Flash developers to try and improve the product, said Dan Conway, a company spokesman.


 And Britannica’s Camdessus takes advantage of it.  “We are in constant communication with Macromedia with our wish list for new releases of Flash.  The biggest things we want are more streamlining and database integration,” he said. 


Though there may be some limitations to what can be done in Flash right now the walls of the mind and the speed of dial-up connections are the only real technical hurdles faced by editorial Flashers.  


The LATimes.com is looking at ways to use Flash in upcoming projects such as the Democratic and Republican conventions and the anniversary of the Korean War in June, said Derek Fromson.  As with the Vietnam package, “use of Flash will largely depend on the newspaper’s commitment to these projects, and the type and presentation of graphics on the print side.”  


Other considerations are “the availability of resources in the LATimes.com art department (separate from the news department) for transforming flat illustration files into usable Web format,” he said.  
 
And as for the future of reporting in the online world, today’s professional Flashers agree that it’s important to learn how to think in Flash.
 
 “You don’t have to know Flash at all [to work in an online newsroom].  There are millions that don’t, but as a well-rounded web person it will be one of the main tools for the future [of editorial], said Gunstanson of the LATimes.com. 


MSNBC’s Frost couldn’t agree more:   “I think [Flash is] where the future of this field is going ... Any good reporter has got to think of things this way.” 

FLASH ME


Editorial animation is the key to creating deliciously robust learning experiences on the Web, at least that’s what some of the more progressive news and information Web sites are hoping.


 Fun,  interactive and able to hold the attention of even those suffering from Attention Deficit Disorder,  news Web site producers believe that Macromedia’s Flash, the standard for vector animation on the Internet, will soon be the standard for documentary and on-going news stories online.


 Granted, there will always be people who want to scan headlines and get on with their lives, but a good number of people want more in-depth experiences from their Internet news experience. 


 Flash allows newspapers to take their deep content and exploit every last bit of it, creating unique productions with which even television news can’t compete.  Enabling NPR-quality  visual productions on the Web, Flash will continue to develop as a storytelling medium and journalists will be expected to consider multimedia presentations of their stories when interviewing, photographing, and writing.


Flash and other multimedia tools are helping newspapers to maximize the valuable images and interesting information that would usually be relegated to one page on a particular day, and make them wax, if not eternal, for a long, long time.  
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