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If you had to think of the most undervalued job in America, do you think of photojournalists?

Now hear me out. Which job in the United States brings immense value to society, engaging 
audiences through visual stories, but are underpaid, overworked, threatened by technology, 
economically unstable, assaulted by government agents, targeted by foreign government 
missiles, and want to be killed by a mob of faux rage people? That's photojournalism in a 
nutshell.
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US Park Agents assault an Australian Photojournalist after George Floyd’s protests erupt in violence. 

Washington, DC. Source: Video Still CBS News

A Trump supporter wears a T Shirt advocating the hanging of journalists. Gettysburg, 2017 

https://www.cnbc.com/2021/05/15/gaza-tower-housing-ap-al-jazeera-collapses-after-missile-strike-witness.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/05/15/gaza-tower-housing-ap-al-jazeera-collapses-after-missile-strike-witness.html


"We all love stories. We're born for them.”

- Andrew Stanton, PIXAR Films. 

Since the evolution of man, visual stories have documented society’s history and human 
experience. Early Egyptians created hieroglyphics, and Ancient Greeks painted their stories on 
clay urns. It's no surprise that shortly after the invention of the printing press, photos became 
ubiquitous in publishing, introducing the photojournalism era.

Much has changed since those early days, digital 
cameras produce thousands of high-resolution 
images, and photojournalists engages audiences 
across the globe. Photojournalists also evolved 
their practice, creating video content for 
television and web audiences. They do not take 
beautiful pictures or snapshots but tell a rich 
visual story.

Andrew Losowsky, journalist and author, refers 
to visual storytelling as a combination of 
emotional reaction and narrative information. 
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The Speed Graphic camera revolutionized how photos were taken, and allowed images to 
be published to papers. Image: Hulton Archive

A television photojournalist work collaboratively 
with a reporter, covering the events of a soldier’s 
funeral in Fall River, MA  Image: Drew Furtado

https://quinnipiac.blackboard.com/bbcswebdav/pid-4074864-dt-content-rid-51069515_1/xid-51069515_1


Visual storytelling improves an audience's retention of information, as the human brain processes 
visual images faster than processing text.

Communicating with visuals is not linked to one specific industry. All communication can be 
improved with visual elements and designed to best support their target audience. The menu at a 
restaurant needs developing to best present visual information, and the signs at a construction 
site also need to be designed to communicate safety information visually. While waitstaff and 
construction workers are not visual storytellers, photojournalists excel with these skills.

To the untrained eye, photojournalism looks easy. Point your camera and click the shutter. 
However, photojournalism is not that simple. 
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A television photojournalist gathers footage from a press conference in Fall River, Massachusetts, 2007
Photo: Drew Furtado

Reporters and Photojournalists during election night of 2008. Photo: Drew Furtado



Instead, it's a long journey of visual storytelling applications, mostly trial, and error. Most 
photojournalists start training in high school or college and universities. While developing 
technical skills, photojournalists spend countless hours perfecting their creative visual style, 
developing anticipation, and working tirelessly to produce visual images that effectively 
communicate a visual story. For photojournalists, it boils down to three aspects: the moment, 

truth, and human character.

The role of the photojournalist is endangered, undervalued, and under assault, despite the value 
photojournalists bring to society. To understand what's happening with today's photojournalists, 
we need to head back to the early 2000s.

2001: The Golden Era of Photojournalism

It's September 11, 2001. On a brisk Autumn morning, New York City became attacked by two 
planes hijacked by terrorists. As the World Trade Center's Twin Towers began to fall, 
photojournalists were poised to tell the most powerful story to hit America. 

Technology in the early 2001's had advanced significantly, and Newspaper and Television 
photojournalists were able to harness new technology and effectively tell the story of the terrorist 
attack to the masses. For the first time in American history, everyone witnessed the attacks live 
on television and the internet. 
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A press pass and damaged camera are the remains of Bill Biggart, a photojournalist who passed away while telling 
the story of the 9-11 attack. Photo: Newseum Display



Shortly after the terrorist attacks on New York City, people consumed video and photo content at 
increasing rates. Newspapers and television stations begin hiring highly skilled photojournalists 
in large quantities, hoping to fill the content need of 
viewers.

In the early 2000s, newspaper and television stations 
employed more than 6,000 photojournalists. 
Television stations across the nation saw a significant 
boost in viewership, and newspapers started to 
stagnate with readers. TV ratings were high, people 
purchased newspapers, and advertisers were buying 
an abundance of ads. Life was good as a newspaper 
or TV station.

A Storm Approaches

Television stations and newspapers were riding high 
in the middle early 2000s. Unbeknownst to the 
nation’s media companies, many innovations, 
consumer habit transformations, and economic 
despair were coming. The impact to newspapers and 
television stations would change and threaten their 
very existence.

In 2004, Mark Zuckerberg and his team released 
Facebook to the world, and newspapers and 
television stations scoffed at the idea of social media. 
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The addition of social media changes news consumption, and left Television and Newspapers 

scrambling to reinvent themselves in a digital world. Photo: Brett Jordan, pexels.com

http://pexels.com


Many stations assumed the social media platform would be another consumer trend with no 
impact.

Within one year, TV stations and Newspapers  as they knew it, were over. Viewership plummets, 
advertisers flee television and newspapers, social media usage skyrockets, and no one predicted 
the events of 2006, a major US economic recession. It was the perfect storm for the decline of 
Newspapers and TV stations.

During the recession of 2006, people's appetites for new cars declined, and automobile 
manufacturers begin withdrawing lucrative advertising dollars from TV stations and newspapers. 
With a considerable decrease in revenue, TV stations and newspapers eliminated jobs, mostly 
photojournalism jobs. In 2006, there was more than a 43% decrease in photojournalism jobs 
across America. Pew Research estimates only 3400 photojournalists survived the economic 
recession. 
Technology Replaces Skill

A year later, Apple would announce the iPhone, a phone equipped with a camera and could 
connect to the internet. No single device has been more threatening and disrupting to 
photojournalists than the iPhone. Now, anyone could be a photographer, regardless of skill, 
experience, and training.

Television and newspapers struggled to rebound after the 2006 economic recession. Storytellers 
found it challenging to find work, and many left the industry altogether. Finding work became 
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While everyone with an iPhone is a photographer, not everyone is a photojournalist. 

Fairhaven, Massachusetts, 2014 Photo: Drew Furtado



ever more difficult, as cellphone cameras rapidly improve and become a way for televisions and 
newspapers to use images produced by everyday at no cost. 
 
The media industry developed new methods, scraping Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, and 
Twitter for user generated content, and including photos and video created by normal people in 
broadcasts.  
 
For many photojournalists, it was difficult to watch. Here they were with advanced training, 
loads of experience and storytelling passion, armed with hundreds of thousands of professional 
photo and video gear, only to see some random photo shot on an iPhone be printed on the front 
page or broadcasted as the top story.
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The Chicago Sun-Times, the former home to 28 photojournalists. Chicago, IL Photo: Scott Olsen, Getty Images

A difference of visual images. On the left, an image taken by a reporter with an iPhone, on the right, an image 

taken by a photojournalist.  Chicago, Il 



In 2013, the Chicago Suns Times announced that it had eliminated their entire photography 
department. Twenty-eight photojournalists lost their jobs, and instead, the paper bought the latest 
iPhone for their reporters. Reporters with no visual storytelling skills, experience, or training 
became photojournalists overnight.

The news rippled across America, and many television and newspapers followed suit. Many in 
the industry turned to civilian journalists, who captured newsworthy moments on their 
cellphones and shared the images for free. Television stations and newspapers no longer valued 
skilled visual storytellers, and we're happy to publish anything, especially if the costs were low 
or free. 

The once gold standard of visual storytelling of the news industry, now obsolete. Stories were no 
longer meticulously constructed with effective visual storytelling practices. Instead, broadcasts 
now included footage that was the wrong color, out of focus, and disregarded any principles of 
visual art and design. 

The product became unwatchable and unreadable. These decisions in America's newsrooms 
degraded the overall quality of the news product, and viewers and readers abandon local media 
forever. Many turned to receive news from social media platforms Facebook and Twitter. As 
users flock to alternative venues for media consumption, advertisers begin to follow their market 
audience, withdrawing from television and newspapers and spending ad money elsewhere. 

The Rise of the Multimedia Journalist
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A WPRI multimedia journalist conducts an interview while also operating the camera in Providence, Rhode 

Island. Photo: Drew Furtado

https://www.chicagotribune.com/business/ct-xpm-2013-05-31-ct-biz-0531-sun-times-photographer-layoffs-20130531-story.html


With visual storytellers absent from television and newspapers, a new breed of worker shakes up 
the industry in the late 2010s, multimedia journalists. Multimedia Journalists, or "one-man 
bands," arrive in a vacuum of incredible visual storytelling and offer a substandard quality. 

They are usually student caliber, directly graduating from college. They have no real experience 
in visual storytelling and haven't had time to develop the storytelling skills of the photojournalist. 
Multimedia journalists also perform four jobs for the price of one and are usually paid intro-level 
salaries. 

They shoot and edit their video and write and present their own stories. With their attention and 
skills juggled, they complete the job. However, ineffectively develop stories that engage 
audiences. 

Multimedia journalists also encounter some challenges in the workforce. Before 2007, 
photojournalists worked collaboratively with reporters, writers, and technicians. Today's 
multimedia journalist works alone, often in dangerous areas, covering hazardous stories. There is 
little support in the field and expected to produce 2-5 reports per shift.

A Personal Story

I graduated from New England Institute of Technology with a Bachelors in Communications in 
2007 but worked as a photojournalist since 2005 at WJAR-TV in Providence, Rhode Island. 
News photography was my dream job, and I loved every chance to tell a story visually. I joined a 
team of nine photojournalists.
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Photojournalists work in all sorts of weather, holidays, nights, and weekends. Photo: Drew Furtado



My daily routine featured me teaming up with a reporter, and we'd go out into Rhode Island and 
produce the best visual story we could within the nightly timeline. We started at 3:00 pm and 
ended at 11:30 pm each night. Most nights, we created one story, teasing the story during the 
6:00 pm shows and building upon it for the 11:00 pm shows. 

Often we'd be moved to different stories throughout the night depending on what was happening. 
As we reached the 9:00 pm hour, we'd meet with a live truck technician, and we'd edit the story 
while he set up the live shot. 

Everything came crashing in late 2007, and I received a call from the news director who wanted 
to speak with me. Alarmed, I had no idea what the meeting was about, and then the news director 
informed me my position became eliminated, and I was out of work. 

I felt devastated. Fortunately, I was out of work for three months and hired by WFXT-TV in 
Boston, Massachusetts. Six months later, a familiar scenario. Another call from the news director 
eliminating my position and laid me off again. This time, I was unemployed for an entire year.

I did receive an offer to return to my post at WJAR-TV once the economy picked up, but the 
station was much different in the time I was away. The rise of multimedia journalists, eliciting 
truck positions and seeing reporters from other stations and newspapers chasing news with 
iPhones. There weren't many photojournalists left anymore, and the broadcast product was not 
the same standard anymore. When I returned, The station had reduced the photography 
department to five photojournalists.

Shortly I left, taking an offer to reinstate my job at WFXT-TV, and ultimately left the industry in 
2013 to build a media education program at a local high school.

Media Consolidation
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A breakdown of News Deserts in America. Photo: Columbia Journalism Review



Another aspect that rarely gets attention of the media industry is the mega media consolidation 
happening across the country. In the middle 2010s, local newspapers and television stations 
began being bought out by large media conglomerates. Large companies like Gannett and 
Sinclair Broadcasting started snatching small independent television and newspapers with the 
hopes of weaponizing information.

In 2016, close to five companies owned over 90% of the nation's media platforms. Sinclair 
Broadcasting owns over 191 stations that reach 40% of the nation's population, WJAR-TV, 
Rhode Island's oldest and most trusted TV station, is now one of those stations owned by Sinclair 
Broadcasting. The station has changed completely. 

Before the media became consolidated, independent local stations were the bastions of truth, 
rarely delving deep into national politics. Now, many stations and newspapers are being forced 
by their conglomerate owners to broadcast national politics with extreme political bias, usually 
slanting towards the conservative side of the political spectrum. 

Local audiences have started to abandon these stations altogether, and the truth is obscured in 
ways never seen before. Five companies should not have this much power over the media 
individuals consume.
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A chart demonstrates the decline in newspaper circulation and advertising revenue. Photo: Pew Research Center



COVID-19 Impact

I wish I could tell you that things improved in 2020 for photojournalists., except they did not. 
Television and newspapers never fully rebounded from the economic disaster of 2006, nor did 
they recover from technology and social media. The events of 2020 acted as a nail in the coffin 
for many stations and papers. 

During the 2020 COVID-19 Pandemic, newspapers and local television stations saw drastic ad 
revenue loss. However, cable news saw a drastic increase. Media conglomerates became forced 
to lay off the remaining staff they had or close down completely to save money. 

In New Bedford, Massachusetts, the Standard-Times, a newspaper purchased by Gannett Media, 
had massive slashes to their workforce. The company eliminated 500 jobs across the nation. In 
New Bedford, it meant reducing the staff to include three reporters and one photojournalist. In 
comparison, in early 2000, the paper employed over five photojournalists and over 20 reporters. 

The paper employs one person with experience of more than 20 years, and everyone else is a 
new hire, recently graduated from college, and doesn't even live in New Bedford. During the 
pandemic, reporters gathered their stories mostly from Zoom meetings and published any photos 
shared with them, usually taken from an iPhone. 
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A masked paperboy sits outside the offices of the The Edmund Sun, in Edmund, OK. The paper announced it’s 

closure in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Photo: Sue Ogrocki, AP Photo



The paper, which generally covered the six communities around New Bedford, struggles to get 
information out to the public. The quality of data has decreased, and locals left in the dark about 
important information. 

New Bedford, Massachusetts, is not alone. All across the country, newspapers and tv stations laid 
off or offered furloughs to their employees. The Chesterton Tribune in Indiana, a 136-year-old 
newspaper, closed its doors this year due to the pandemic. The Pittsburgh Magazine in Maryland 
laid off most of its staff in 2020, and in Eugene, Oregon, the Register-Guard closed its printing 
press, eliminating 49 jobs.

The Future of Photojournalism

As bleak as it is, there is hope for photojournalism. People still love incredibly produced visual 
stories that connect with their souls. While television and newspapers are struggling to find ways 
to make it work, many are turning into independent photojournalists, telling the much-needed 
stories of their communities. 

In other parts of the country, individuals no longer wait for newspapers and television stations to 
tell their stories. Now, more than ever before, visual stories are needed to effectively connect 
with audiences. The world is still hungry for visual stories, just not delivered through television 
news and newspapers. 
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A tweet tells the story of a seasoned veteran journalist faced with the painful reality that her skills are no longer 

necessary for the Standard Times Newspaper. Photo: Susan Pawlak-Seaman

https://www.bizjournals.com/pittsburgh/news/2020/03/31/most-of-pittsburgh-magazine-staff-to-be-laid-off.html
https://www.registerguard.com/story/news/2021/01/07/eugene-oregon-register-guard-moving-print-production-vancouver-washington/6573740002/


In New Bedford, Massachusetts, a group of laid-off reporters and photojournalists have banded 
together to create the New Bedford Light. This independent publication recently launched its 
mission to tell the human stories of the area, and since its inception, has been creating a wave of 
excitement to local residents.

If photojournalism is under siege, photojournalists must become liberated. It’s time for 
photojournalists to forge their own path, using their skill set to tell the much needed visual 
stories in their community. Lucrative financing might not yet be available to create an 
independent platform. Yet, the risks of losing powerful visual storytellers will have deeper 
impacts as the years progress.

The void that newspapers and television stations are leaving in communities can become filled 
with individuals armed with technology, a passion for visual storytelling, and a love for their 
community.  However, as desperately needed, the new generation of visual storytellers will need 
to be authentic in their approach. Too much manipulation and too much sensationalism will 
remind audiences of the very media that they have abandoned.
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While newspapers and television stations have proven to not value photojournalists, people are still interested in 

effective visual stories, and a new generation of visual storytellers are needed.. Photo: Drew Furtado
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