J: Hey Megan
M: How are you?
J: Good, how’s it going?
M: Good. Ok so I know you’ve seen the website now so I’m just going to go through all of the questions that we need to get answered. 
J: That’s fine. I saw it but I didn’t drill down on it so…
M: All right, that’s no problem. So if I could just start with having you introduce yourself and telling us a little bit about yourself. 
J: I’m Jim Seida I’m a senior multimedia producer at MSNBC.com. I’ve been with MSNBC.com since we launched which was a little over 13 years ago. I was first hired by Brian Storm, he ran into me down at the University of Missouri, Columbia. He was there for POI and at the time I was already experimenting with still photography and sound. I had run into a subject… I was working on a story about a woman who live in Missouri… Columbia, Missouri. And when I heard her speak I realized immediately that captions under photographs wouldn’t do her justice. I mean it was really my first epiphany of realizing the value of audio. The way she spoke, the inflection in her voice, her tone, her accent was so interesting and it was so much about who she was that I realized that people had to hear her, they couldn’t just see pictures of her and have it be meaningful. So I started carrying a tape recorder with me when I went to photograph her and Brian saw and heard this combination of still photography and audio that I was trying to kind of put together in some software on some Mac. Gosh, this was a long time ago. And he was like “ dude, this is exactly what we want to do at what was at the time MSN News so I came up here to Seattle and I’ve been up here ever since. 
M: That sounds great. For our first question I’m going to ask you to just define multimedia for us. 
J: Define multimedia. You know, multimedia the word… I remember when multimedia used to mean something. It’s a term that I think was coined, targeted at still photographers. It was a term that was useful when still photographers were branching out into doing other types of media. Meaning that if you were a still photographer you were a photographer. If you were a still photographer who also carried a tape recorder with you or a dat recorder or a minidisc or whatever and was maybe dabbling a bit in video suddenly you were doing multimedia.  Today I’m not sure that the word has a whole heck of a lot of meaning. In fact, I was just recently talking to Rich and I said “dude, you know are we…is this word going to exist in 5 years?” Are we going to be using this word “multimedia”? Because really it just boils down to journalism. I mean that’s what we’re doing. We’re doing journalism. Regardless of what tools you use it’s all about storytelling. I think that, I don’t know, I feel that the phrase “multimedia”, the term “multimedia” is going to fade as more and more journalists, especially still photographers start to branch out and move into more and more mediums. It really simply becomes media or journalism. I mean, you know a video camera can be considered a multimedia tool, right? We never called videographers multimedia producers or multimedia shooters, but that’s what it is.
M: What are the essentials of good multimedia? 
J: you know, like any other kind of journalism quality is king. I mean if you’re doing multimedia, I guess to some degree if you’re doing any type of multimedia there is the element of sound involved. So your multimedia is only going to be as good as your audio. Your video is only going to be as good as your audio is. Your finished multimedia project is only going to be as good as your visuals are so when you ask what are the essential, boy this could be a very long conversation. But your essentials could be that you have a great story and you tell it well, and that you tell it creatively and you are technically proficient with the tools you are using to tell the story. Those things have never changed, you know? You start to realize after spending…the longer you’re in the business the more you realize it really comes down to great storytelling and quality. It’s not about tricks, it’s not about gimmicks, it’s not about gadgets, it’s about knowing your craft and doing it well. And that I guess are the essentials to multimedia. If you want to succeed at it you have to be great at it.
M: so in your opinion what is the most successful multimedia project you have seen or you have participated in?
J: Hmm, boy that’s hard to kind of nail one down because they come in so many different flavors. I mean, you know, the stuff that I have done, personally… my favorite kind of multimedia projects are the ones where you’re out on the road and you’re shooting stills and video and recording sound and you’re filing material from the field to the site. That to me is probably the definition of a successful trip is where I can travel day after day and file day after day. I would say one of the more successful ones in my opinion is the “Olympic Torch Relay” which colleague of mine, John Brecker, and I did god, way back in 2008, I guess. Where we followed the Olympic torch through 48 states is 65 days and we filed multimedia every single day from the field. It was early enough in the world of online multimedia that it was kind of a new thing. Not that many people had done this kind of work before. We were kind of making it up as we went along. WE had colleagues back in the office like ……….We had to publish our slideshows with audio and couldn’t handle the number of images we wanted to use. So when I look back that’s one of the more successful projects. I mean, by today’s standards it’s no big deal but when I look at it from sort of a historical perspective it was groundbreaking at the time. I think that, you know, there’s other projects that involve a lot more interactivity and are more information-based and have map interfaces and quizzes and games, you know, some of the stuff that MSNBC.com has done. Some of the stuff that Rich Beckman has done when he was with UNC that are hugely successful.
 M: Can we talk about what ethics should be applied to multimedia? In your opinion what do you think should be applied?
J: You know, the, God again, as Storm would say this is a 6-beer conversation. It does, when people who…when my background and really what I specialize in really is…so I was trained as a still photographer and I specialize is teaching still photographers how to move out of strictly doing still photography and doing audio and video. And people who feel like they have a good handle of ethical “rules,” rules is in quotes because we all follow the beat of a different drummer. In their still photography suddenly it gets a little more complicated when you’re adding audio to still photography or when you’re doing video. And you realize it is exponentially more difficult to shoot great video than it is to take a good photograph. And as far as rules or ethics I mean, to sum it up the bottom line for me is don’t deceive your audience. Be true to your subject. Don’t misrepresent them. Don’t set things up. You know, you’re the one who has to sleep at night. Everyone has their own set of rules. I often, you know, I use a Styrofoam cup analogy. If you’re taking a picture in somebody’s house and there is a bright-white cup that is going to ruin the frame do you move it out of the picture? Or do you leave it in the picture and deal with it? There are photographers I know that come down on both sides of that argument. And photographers who I respect that come down on both sides of that argument. Some photographers would take the Styrofoam cup out of the frame; some of them would leave it in. If you’re shooting in someone’s house and it’s really dark do you turn on the lights? Is that ok or are you altering the scene? Do you ask them to turn on the lights? Is that ok? There are no right or wrong answers for these. Again, you know, if I were editing the answer I just gave you I would probably just end it with be true to your subject, be true to your audience, try not to deceive anybody, try to tell the story as accurately as possible. 
M: Fantastic. How is storytelling different in multimedia than in traditional media? 
J: Well it’s a hell of a lot more interesting, for one. I would much rather hear somebody’s voice than read what they have to say in quotes in a page or on a screen. I can learn much much more about a person by hearing them speak than I can just by reading their words. I mean, emotion comes through in the spoken word in a way that it rarely comes through in text.  I mean, you know, it’s bottomless. Multimedia allows you to travel through time and space in a more literal sense. I mean you can visually walk through a home; you can stand in one place and look all around. Look up; look down, if you’re presenting information in something like a spherical image or a panoramic image that is a complete sphere. The only thing that is really holding anybody back is that there are great ideas that apply to multimedia that we haven’t even thought of yet. But I feel like it is by far, the most fun space there is to play in in journalism. I think that with the tools that are available to us now and the fact that were all publishing on the web…if you can think it, if you can imagine it, you can do it. There is just nothing holding us back. There just couldn’t be a better time to be in journalism, if you have a job. 
M: That would be nice.
J: Yeah.
M: So what are some of the appropriate categories more multimedia competitions do you think?
J: That’s kind of a weird question. God, I have no idea. I mean, that’s a tough question to answer because you know, there used to be this thing called audio slideshow, and then there is video but the lines between these things are starting to blur, right? I mean, what is a video except for a whole bunch of pictures, really, and an audio track. And why is that necessarily different than an audio slideshow? And if you take a video and you use a heck of a lot of still photographs in it is it still a video? Or is it an audio slideshow? So what are the categories? I’m honestly not sure. I don’t know that…I’m going to let the people who run the contests worry about that.
M: If you were evaluating a multimedia piece what criteria would you evaluate it on?
J: You know this comes all the way back to like the second question or third question you asked me. Which was, what was it? What makes good multimedia? I mean, well, first of all, I kind of boils down to this. If I click the play button and it holds my attention until the very end, you know, if it’s 30 seconds to 3 minutes to 20 minutes. If it holds my attention to the end then I’m in. You know, if it’s lame than I’m out. And one of the things that makes it great is a great story, great characters, well-lit, well-composed, well-exposed and focused visuals that has no background sound, lets say no inappropriate or distracting background noises, I mean, these are all the basics. It’s the basics of photo 101, it’s the basics of, you know, audio storytelling and video storytelling all put together. Yeah it is very similar to what makes great multimedia. Evaluating it on the quality of the story and the quality of the story telling and, you know, just how cool is it.
M: so how do you feel about citizen journalism and accepting content from the community?
J: you know, at MSNBC.com we accept, we’re always asking, not always but there are many situations where we’re asking our audience, our users, our readers to send us their photography or to call us with their experiences from a certain event like an earthquake or a typhoon, a landslide, that type of thing. I think it’s a necessary part of the game right now. There are certain parts of the world that there are not a lot of journalists. And if there are people at the scene and the first people on the ground are average citizens who have the ability since everyone has a cellphone in their pockets, to take pictures and shoot video and to call news agencies and to get the word out and this content is playing an incredibly valuable role, a necessary role  in the world of journalism today. 
M: What do you see for the future of multimedia?
J: For the future of multimedia I see the tools getting better. I see people getting better with the tools. What else, you know? Hopefully bandwidth will continue to open up and connection speed will continue to increase so we can tell better and better stories and you know, a more interesting way. Yeah that’s all I see right now in my crystal ball.
M: sounds good. Do you have any other thoughts about multimedia that you want to share? 
J: There’s actually a little more. I see informational graphics getting better. I see the audience getting much more sophisticated. That’s probably the thing I see as far as looking towards the future. I think the audience for multimedia is going to continue to grow in their level of sophistication and I think that there tolerance for mediocre multimedia is going to go down. I think that if you’re producing shaking video that should’ve been on a tripod or video or audio slideshows with mediocre sound, you know, right now it might be enough of a novelty that people will watch it but that’s not…the honeymoon is almost over and again it’s only going to be the best of the best that people are going to want to look at and want to listen to and want to sit through so…that’s I guess the biggest vision I have of the future of multimedia. That the quality stuff is going to continue to rise to the surface and I don’t think there is going to be much of a market for anything but the best work. 
J: Wear your headphones. Always wear your headphones. 
M: Good advice. Thank you very much. Those are all the questions that I have.
J: You bet, Megan. 
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