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     What is it? The (Shelby, N.C.) Star is a small-circula-
tion daily in an economically challenged area that is 
experimenting with many cutting-edge audience-building 
strategies.  Stories are not permitted to run longer than 
12 column inches or jump to an inside page. For less than 
$2,000, the Star has equipped its reporters with high-tech 
cellphones that allow them to wirelessly beam in stories, 
still pictures, audio and video. 
    Why should I care?  Web viewership is up 82 percent, and 
the move to the Web has energized the community to start 
caring about and getting involved with their newspaper 
again.  With a relatively small investment, they have done 
what bigger papers have been edging towards for years: 
emphasizing the Web, converting reporters to multimedia 
content generators, throwing open the paper to reader-gen-
erated content and chopping stories into bite-size pieces. 
    Can I adopt this?  The low price tag associated with the 
Star’s redesign makes their strategy very appealing to small-
circulation dailies facing similar challenges.  The young 
staff has demonstrated a willingness and ability to adopt 
new technology and train themselves how to use it.  That 
enthusiasm has also inspired the community to participate.

By David LaFontaine

The 911 caller complaining about the “big black bear, 
b-e-a-r” on her back porch had an accent as thick 

and sweet as Southern molasses – a detail that Star readers 
could fully appreciate only by listening to the MP3 of the 
call featured on the paper’s increasingly popular Web site. 

The home page nearly melted down under the traffic gen-
erated when the paper posted video of the local high school 
students walking down a red carpet, arriving at the senior 
prom, and treated it in the same breathless, “Who are you 
wearing?” way the world media treats the Oscars. 

During the hotly contested 2006 elections, a Star reporter 
was assigned to drive from polling place to polling place, 
uploading photos taken with his cellphone camera to the 
paper’s Web site, so readers could see in real time where 
broken voting machines had caused delays and long lines. 

These are just some of the interactive multimedia and 
breaking news stories the Star has brought to its readers 
since initiating a ground-up “re-imagining” of the news-
paper. 

The Star has transformed its reporters into real-time 
multimedia content generators, re-invigorating not only 
the newspaper and its community, but also making it the 
showpiece of the Freedom Communications chain. 

The results of such a small capital investment are dra-
matic – The Star’s Web viewership is up 82 percent over 
2006, ranking them in 7th place in traffic for all Freedom 
community newspapers even though they rank 19th in 
circulation size. In addition, their recent investigative 
series led to an arrest in a 40-year-old murder case.  The 
community has reacted enthusiastically, and the once-
moribund Web site and message boards crackle with 
energy.  No story is allowed to run more than 12 inches 
or jump to another page.  The Web site features MP3s, 

Multimedia on a 
McNugget Budget
THE SHELBY STAR: A Smalltown Paper Putting Big Ideas into Practice

The Star featured video of a marauding bear
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streaming video of bank robberies, scans of court docu-
ments, live photos sent from reporters in the field, and 
pages and pages of user-generated content. 

The Star is pushing forward with even more daring 
innovations, such as the “Star Car,” (which the reporters 
have nicknamed “The Batmobile”) an SUV packed with 
cameras, computers, high-speed internet connectivity and 
sporting a GPS tracker that allows readers to follow a flash-
ing dot on a map on the Star home page, as the reporters 
speed to their latest breaking news event. The “Star Car” is 
a project in partnership with the IFRA Newsplex.

However, if there is one thing that stands out about The 
Star’s strategy, it is that they have taken all the dense, schol-
arly recommendations generated by the extensive studies 
of the newspaper industry, and implemented them in a way 
that is in keeping with the tough, simple, blue-collar ethic 
of its readership.  The Star is ruthlessly practical. 

“Well, Freedom helped us on this project, but not that 
much,” Publisher Skip Foster said, explaining that they 
wanted to implement changes they could do on their own.  
“The idea was that there ain’t going to be money growing 
on trees, you’re not going to add a bunch of people.  What 
can you do without breaking the bank?

“The answer was, ‘A lot.’  Our first video camera was the 
Sears floor model.  And that was good enough.  I just don’t 
believe a small newspaper has got to go buy a $4,000 video 
camera.”  

Instead, the Star did research and in October of 2006 
equipped its reporters with Samsung A990 cellphones so 
they could take and upload pictures, audio and video, and 
even post to their moblogs and file short stories from the 
road.  The cellphones, which at the time cost about $300, 
have been used by the reporters to help turn the newspaper 
into a 24-hour-a-day news operation. 

Foster is quick to point out that “while we won’t be enter-
ing pictures from the cellphones into the Pulitzer competi-
tion,” The Star has run pictures from the phones as their 
centerpiece photo on the front page.  The reporters use the 
phones to shoot mugshots of everyone they talk to, which 
not only frees up the photographers to shoot compelling 
and unique photo essays, but also increases the number of 
faces that appear in the paper. 

“The cellphones fill that gap really well,” Managing Editor 
Alan Jenkins said.  “Basically, you just invest wisely in the 

equipment that can be the most diverse and you hope it’s 
enough. And I think that we’ve proven that it has been. 

“Sure, it would be nice to have all that great, wonderful 
stuff, but at the same time, if you do what you can and rely 
on the ingenuity of the people around you, you’ll find a 
way to overcome whatever obstacles are there.  

“That’s one thing that I can’t say enough, that we have a 
top-notch staff here of reporters that are very interested in 
doing what it takes to see that the end result is taking care 
of our Web site. And, more importantly, getting our read-
ers involved in absorbing the content.”

 The Star has learned – from the well-publicized mis-
takes of its big-city brethren – that it was not enough 
to simply invest mountains of money into building and 
populating a cutting-edge multimedia site, if at the end of 
the day, their audience didn’t care about the content.  So 
before they embarked on what was not just a redesign, 
but really a total re-imagining of the newspaper, The Star 
and the Freedom chain conducted in-depth research and 
demographic studies.  

On the surface, conditions in Shelby would not seem 
favorable for a newspaper looking to reinvent itself as 
a cutting-edge multi-platform multimedia information 
warehouse.  Cleveland County, N.C. is one of the de-
pressed areas in the Carolinas that presidential candidate 
John Edwards talks about, where the withering of the U.S. 
textile industry has left behind ghost towns.  Unemploy-
ment has been high, the level of education is not, and the 
advertising base hasn’t been rolling in cash either.  

The Star Car
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As was amply demonstrated in Rust Belt cities during the 
1980s, once people start feeling like they are locked into a 
downward spiral, they stop paying attention to newspapers, 
or just about anything else, for that matter.  It can be very 
hard to reverse that kind of inertia. 

“It is an uphill struggle, but I think a lot of it ties to get-
ting the reader involved,” Jenkins said.  “It’s one thing to 
read a story in a newspaper.  It’s another thing entirely to 
be able to watch a video, see the documents that we created 
the story from and feel that you’re a part of the reporting 
process.  

“Then you can turn around and comment on our mes-
sage board or post a comment at the bottom of the story 
saying, basically, anything.  Like, ‘This story was written 
really well, this story was crappy, this is what I really want 
to know.’  

“I think the biggest way to overcome a lot of the forces 
that are killing newspapers is to create enthusiasm in the 
product.  And I think it is that enthusiasm that has helped 
us come a long way.  

“You encourage people to become part of the process, 
and the rest kind of takes care of itself.” 

The Star Institutes the  
“No Jumps” Rule 

One of the most difficult and controversial changes The 
Star made to its paper product was instituting the rule 
that no story would jump.  That means lead stories are 
sometimes – but not always – limited to 12 inches. Stories 
that require more depth are organized into shorter pieces, 
breaking down the content in a way that’s easier to con-
sume by the reader. This has been advantageous in that it 
has not only delivered the information in a format that the 
readers can actually digest, but it has also meant that The 
Star is publishing a wider range of stories about a wider 
range of subjects. 

“It really cuts down on the stupid stories that you used to 
feel obligated to put in the paper,” says Reporter Graham 
Cawthon. “A story that we would have spent 15 inches on 
before, well, now we’ve gotten to the point where we can 
churn it out maybe in four inches, give the same importance 
to it, and not spend all day on it.  

“So we can move onto something more important, and 
that means that we then get something else that we can get 
in the paper real quickly.” 

The Star is still wrestling with the issue of what to do with 
investigative journalism stories, since these complex narra-
tives are difficult to follow when they’ve been broken down 
into such small pieces. However, since the community has 
flocked to the redesigned Star, the story ideas and tips com-
ing in from the boards and forums have greatly expanded 
the breadth of the paper’s coverage, if not its depth. 

The Star maintains that while the basic information being 
served to its readership is being delivered in smaller pack-
ets, the cumulative effect is still the same. 

“All it is, is chopping it up,” said Foster. “It’s just turning 
a chicken breast into chicken nuggets.  You’ve got the same 
amount of chicken and it sits on the same plate, it’s just 
chopped up.  

“People won’t read those 60-inch takeouts anymore.  
Maybe on Sunday, but you know people go to work on 
Monday.  

“I mean, what the hell? They’re going to sit there and be 
late to work just to read some story?  I don’t think that’s 
realistic.” 

Still, while the story itself may be limited to only 12 inch-
es, The Star makes liberal use of all manner of other devices 
to convey information, such as pullout boxes, charts, 
graphs and mugshots.  They also break what would once 
have been a 40-inch roundup on the employment situation 
into a series of related stories about unemployment ben-
efits, new economic incentives and struggling families. 

Local TV newscasts have long used the tactic of teasing 
information throughout their broadcast, while withhold-
ing the full story until the end, to keep viewers riveted.  The 
Star’s abbreviated story format and constant updates to the 
Web site have made it possible for the newspaper to start 
adopting some of these strategies.  

These strategies, in context, are something of a “back 
to the future” approach – a return, if you will, to the days 
when newsboys stood on street corners and yelled, “Extra! 
Extra! Read all about it!” for the multiple editions of daily 
newspapers, back when newspapers were the primary 
means for the public to get the latest news. 

“If you think of cable news, they don’t wait until they 
get the whole story,” Foster said. “They tell you what they 
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know when then know it.  And 
sometimes they tell you what 
they don’t know when they 
don’t know it.  

“When they come on at 4:30, 
between the commercials to 
promote their six o’ clock news-
cast, they don’t say ‘A gun was 
found at Shelby High School 
and two people were arrested.’  
They say ‘Find out what shock-
ing new thing happened at a 
local high school involving a 
firearm.’  

“So that’s a tease; we dribble 
out what we know when we 
know it, as opposed to waiting 
to know everything.  

“In other words, if you know 
a bunch of stuff, is there any 
rule that says you have to type 
in everything you know before 
you move it as breaking news? 
That’s going to drive traffic.”  

One of the places that played 
out recently was with a bank 
robbery story that was updated five times on the Web site. 
Eventually, Cawthon was able to post photos, video and a 
round-up piece on the whole incident. 

Meanwhile, the other story that helped drive record 
traffic (60,000 page views in one day) to The Star’s Web 
site was the shooting death of a popular area high school 
student.  Once again, The Star threw open its Web site to 
the community, which responded by flooding the site with 
messages of condolence to the family, as well as treasured 
photos and remembrances.  

All this user-generated content sent to The Star’s Web 
site was gathered to be turned into an entire page in the 
newspaper. 

“Our philosophy here is that we are a Web site first that 
puts out a print edition the next day,” Jenkins said. “But at 
the same time, I’d like to think that both products feed off 
of each other, and just basically make for good easy content 
all the way around.  

Web site for a 40-year old murder case, which generated interest and lead to an arrest

“I don’t think there’s a loser in this situation – at least 
not if it’s done right and done well, and I’d like to think 
that we’re doing both.”

Training the Staff and  
Training the Community

The Star has benefited greatly from a combination of 
luck and circumstance; like most small dailies, many of 
their staff are young, if not fresh out of college.  This lack 
of experience has actually turned out to be a positive 
boon, since the young reporters and editors have shown 
themselves willing and able to take the initiative and, in 
many cases, train themselves. 

“It was a tough transition for some of the reporters 
because some of us are used to a certain way.” Cawthon 
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said. “There was a little frustration when we were first 
changing over, but at the same time, I think it’s helped that 
we haven’t been doing this for too long, and we’re young 
enough to adapt.

“People felt constricted by having to shorten their stories 
so much.  I never had any problem with that, but it was 
kind of frustrating to some people.  You know, you get a 
good story and you’re focused on writing a kind of narra-
tive story – the longer ones, maybe the 25-inchers that are 
going to win awards.  

“But that never bothered me, because I just tried to write 
a good story.  You had to think about the larger picture 
here and ask yourself, ‘Is it more important to write a 
25-inch story or is it more important for me to provide 
the best information to the public in the least amount of 
space?’ 

“I look at it this way: We’re able to provide the news of 
the day, rather than the news of yesterday.”

The Star’s staff has taken it upon themselves to help each 
other out with learning how to best use the new multime-
dia technology.  The photographers have been giving tips to 
the reporters on how best to use their cellphone cameras, 
and the reporters who have experience shooting and edit-
ing video try to help out the ones who don’t. 

The Star uses Microsoft Movie Maker, a 
very simple video-editing program that comes 
bundled with many new computers, and the 
young staff has been encouraged to take all 
their new toys home with them and learn how 
to play with them. 

“It certainly was the case here that the staff 
kind of trained themselves, in part because 
to some degree we were the blind leading the 
blind,” Jenkins said. “All of us had various ex-
perience, but depending on the age of the per-
son and life experiences, some of us were more 
comfortable with multimedia than others. But 
we all stepped up and embraced the initiative, 
and everybody contributed pretty equally to 
our online presence.”

Now that readers are getting more and more 
used to watching video on the Star’s Web site, 
the next step is to make it easier for them to 
contribute their own videos to the newspaper, 

in much the same way that they are now submitting pho-
tos and stories. 

One of the biggest successes for the paper has been 
the ClevelandCountyKids.com site that they launched 
to allow local residents to show off cute pictures of their 
children and to share stories of their kids’ triumphs.  They 
were expecting to get two or three pictures a week.  

Instead, The Star has received more than 2,000 photos 
in the last 18 months, and the site also generates story 
leads for the reporters to follow up on. 

Each reporter also has a blog, and while they are not 
required to post, the reporters are finding that the less-
formal format is transforming the attitudes of the com-
munity towards the journalists.  The most popular posts 
on the blogs are those that have nothing to do with a news 
event, but rather are stories about the reporters’ home 
lives or random thoughts about the lyrics to their favorite 
songs. 

Readers have reacted very positively to this, saying that 
they like the feeling of familiarity, that the staff of The Star 
are “just regular folks” that they feel that they can talk to 
and trust. 

Advertisements on Shelbystar.com
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This open and somewhat freewheeling attitude has 
been made possible by the open corporate culture that 
the Freedom chain has attempted to nurture.  

“They’ve been pretty upfront,” Cawthon said. “When-
ever a new policy goes into effect, they always sit us down 
and say ‘Here’s what we’re going to do. We think you guys 
can do this. If you can’t do this, we won’t do this.  But let’s 
experiment and maybe it’ll pass and maybe it’ll fail, but 
let’s throw it out there and see how we do.’ ” 

One area that still has to be resolved is advertising.  
Local advertisers, while seeing the dramatic rise in Web 
traffic, are still leery of committing their money to such 
a new and radical medium.  In this, they mirror the at-
titudes of many other advertisers hesitant to trust the 
Internet.

“As far as getting advertisers to buy into this strategy, 
we figure that if we build the traffic, it will pay off in the 
long run,” Foster said.  “We’re having some success edu-
cating local advertisers on the effectiveness of being on 
our site, but there’s still a long way to go. 

“I think part of the problem is that newspapers still 
aren’t organized to sell online advertising.  It’s not as 
difficult to change the way a newsroom operates as it is 
to change the whole way that the business operates and 
makes money. 

“At some point, there’s just got to be faith that this 
traffic will ultimately be linked to dollars.  How that will 
happen, well, if we had the answer to that, I’d be too busy 
making sure my new island was properly serviced to be 
talking to you.” 
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