

[image: Snapchat for Journalists]



  Snapchat for Journalists


  How to tell great stories, use the tools, and measure the results

   


  Paul Bradshaw

   

  This book is for sale at http://leanpub.com/snapchatforjournalists

  This version was published on 2016-07-12

  [image: publisher's logo]

    *   *   *   *   *

  This is a Leanpub book. Leanpub empowers authors and publishers with the Lean Publishing process. Lean Publishing is the act of publishing an in-progress ebook using lightweight tools and many iterations to get reader feedback, pivot until you have the right book and build traction once you do.

  *   *   *   *   *


  

© 2016 Paul Bradshaw


      
         
            Table of Contents

         

         
           
  	
    Why are we so uncomfortable with Snapchat?
    
      	
        Coming to terms with your inevitable Snapchat naffness
      

      	
        Chat app or social network or publishing platform?
      

    

  




         

         
            Guide

            
               	
                  Begin Reading
               

            

         



Why are we so uncomfortable with Snapchat?


In a long history of technologies journalists have struggled with, Snapchat is perhaps the most frustrating of all.


On the one hand: promises of insane engagement and impressive advertising rates.


On the other, however…


Well, firstly there is the ephemeral nature of the tool: creating content designed to disappear is precisely the opposite of what journalists aspire to. The first draft of history? Nah. Deleted after 24 hours. 


Secondly there’s that obtuse-to-the-point-of-arrogance interface that can be summed up with the advice ‘Just swipe somewhere. And hope.’


And then there’s the amateurishness of content produced on the platform. 


140 characters (Twitter), square ratio images (Instagram) and 6 second videos (Vine) might have been a challenge for many journalists to get their heads around, but Snapchat takes things to a whole new level: vertical video, over-emotional emoji, and the choice between: a) using a typeface that makes you look like a government bureaucrat in 1978, or: b) scrawling bright red text on the screen to make a point like a demented crayon-wielding five year old? 


You can see professional storytellers lining up to take advantage of those.


But still… 


There is that engagement. And professional storytellers are beginning to take advantage of the tool, because once you get your head around it you start to see Snapchat actually has some really powerful storytelling possibilities that other platforms just don’t offer.


Coming to terms with your inevitable Snapchat naffness


I think it is useful to list all the things that bug journalists about Snapchat in order to tackle them head-on. Here goes…



  	Ephemeral-ness: once you create a story, you can download a copy of it (or any part of it) to your phone. If you want to then hoard that for posterity, or re-use it on YouTube or somewhere else more permanent, you can (yes, it looks awful on YouTube on a desktop, but note that the mobile app does support vertical video, and there are ways to embed vertical video in articles, detailed below).

  	Obtuse interface: treat this like a series of dance steps or karate kata to be memorised. Yes, I know you can’t dance or fight. What journalist can? But I’ve tried to show you where to place your feet below.

  	Rank amateurishness: it is possible to create compelling stories if you plan accordingly. But also, it is worth remembering that the appeal of the platform is its very informality. It is designed to be kind of naff. But still, I’ve tried to pull together some examples of good practice below…





  Snapchat is also particularly appealing if you want to reach a young audience which has disconnected from traditional TV and print: in 2015 more than 60% of US 13- to 34-years-old smartphone users were on Snapchat and 70% of users were female. And these are active users too: in research conducted the same year 65% of Snapchat users had contributed content in the last month compared to 13% of Twitter accounts.




Chat app or social network or publishing platform?
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Before I do that, it’s worth making some important distinctions: when people talk about Snapchat they can be actually talking about more than one thing. These are:



  	Snapchat’s original ‘chat’ functionality: the ability to send messages directly to individuals which will then disappear.

  	Snapchat ‘stories’: these are collections of ‘snaps’ - for example, some images, some video clips - which combine into (hopefully) some sort of narrative. These don’t disappear - they are available for 24 hours - and they can be seen by anyone who follows you, not just people that you send them to.

  	Snapchat Discover channels: these are (typically) collections of stories produced by brands like Cosmopolitan, Buzzfeed, the Daily Mail, National Geographic and CNN. 




The first is the chat app; the second was Snapchat becoming social media; the third was Snapchat becoming a host for content (and, of course, advertising). 


The initial challenge is being clear which Snapchat you want to use. 


When you open up Snapchat you are taken straight to the filming screen: 



  	Swipe left-to-right across the screen (or tap the rounded edge square in the bottom left corner) and you will be taken to the messages screen (chat). 

  	Swipe right-to-left (or tap on the three-line ‘hamburger’ menu in the bottom right corner) and you’ll be taken to the Stories screen (think social media). 

  	Swipe right-to-left again and you’ll be taken to the Discover screen (think publications).
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Much of the attention in journalism circles, for example, has been on Snapchat Discover. But unless you happen to work in one of the very few organisations granted a Snapchat Discover channel - and are one of the very few people within those organisations involved in content production for Snapchat Discover, that’s not much help.


In fact, because Snapchat Discover is so professional, it can be a real discouragement: producers on those channels have access to features most Snapchat users can’t dream of.


But that doesn’t mean you should ignore Discover: watching vertical video on those channels (one of the few features it has in common with Snapchat stories) in particular will show you examples where vertical video works well (while also, annoyingly, featuring lots of examples of horizontal video embedded in text stories).


The same applies to Snapchat’s chat feature. If you can find someone to chat with this can be a good space to get used to the informality of Snapchat style, and play with its features. 


But for this short ebook I’ll be focusing on the one feature that can be used by all journalists: Snapchat stories.



  How to use chat and Discover


  You can start a chat in various ways, but perhaps the simplest and most flexible is to go to the messages screen and tap the ‘speech bubble’ icon in the upper left corner, choose who to chat with and then compose your message. Note that with chats you can type text, upload images from your phone, access different ‘stickers’ and have video or audio calls - none of which you can do with Stories.


  The Discover channels bear a little explanation too. Here’s a quick rundown:


  
    	Tap a channel to ‘read’ that publication

    	Once in the publication, swipe right and left to switch between stories (in Buzzfeed’s case these can be indicated merely by a different image)

    	If you want to read a story swipe up (bottom-to-top)

    	When in a story you can move to the next or previous story by swiping right or left

    	Leave a publication by swiping down (top-to-bottom)

  





    Snapchat’s Live Stories (formerly “Our Story”)


  In June 2014 Snapchat introduced ‘Our Story’. A year later the feature was rebranded ‘Live Stories’, “a kind of real-time, crowdsourced documentary made up on the fly by the app’s 100 million daily users,” as Time’s Victor Luckerson described it. 


  Live Stories takes advantage of the app’s geolocation settings (you have to have these switched on to use some features, and most live stories will only display if you have location settings switched on for Snapchat). If you’re in the area of a big event you have the option to add to that event’s Live Story as well as your own (it will appear below the option to add it to your own story). 


  Victor Luckerson’s piece on the feature explains just how competitive the process is: “A team of curators based in New York and Los Angeles sift through as many as 20,000 submissions for each story, picking only 50 to 60 of them to include, according to Ben Schwerin, Snapchat’s director of partnerships for Live Stories. That’s a 0.25% chance of having your snap chosen.”


  
    “‘Obviously it’s very hard,’ Schwerin says. ‘We like to see snaps that are fun, snaps that show unique perspective on that event.’”

  


  The results can be very impressive. In February 2015 while the feature was still called ‘Our Story’, GigaOm reported contributions to stories recording 25 and 27 million views. Since then, of course, the number of live stories (and therefore competition for attention) has increased - but then so has the userbase.


  Of course whether those numbers mean anything is debatable: if someone sees your snap alongside dozens of others in a story, are they going to pay enough attention to follow you? Even remember who you were? Perhaps the question should be: how can you make sure that your contribution is distinctive - and perhaps branded - enough to make just such an impression.


  You can find more on Live Stories on Snapchat’s support pages, including how to contribute a snap to a live story.


  It’s certainly worth checking them out for inspiration - and for useful leads and media. P. Claire Dodson watched Live Stories every day for a month: she wrote: “I saw topical ones, such as a commemoration of the 10th anniversary of Hurricane Katrina. Concert and festival stories are consistently well done. At Spain’s La Tomatina festival, for example, the compilation captured the visceral fun that can only come from being doused in overripe tomatoes and participating in the world’s biggest food fight. Music festivals, such as Seattle’s Bumbershoot, do an excellent job of alternating between the onstage action such as headliner Ellie Goulding singing ‘Love Me Like You Do’ and the exhilaration in the crowd as the music, alcohol, and crowdsurfing marathon continues.” 


  Other stories have offered a behind-the-scenes insight into events from high profile contributors including celebrities, musicians and sportspeople.


  To find Live Stories go to the Stories page and look for the row labelled ‘Live’, below the row of Snapchat Discover buttons and above the ‘Recent Updates’ stories from people that you are following.
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