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Andrea Seabrook

One of our favorite new podcasts is Andrea Seabrook’s DECODE DC. It approaches political
reporting from a fresh angle and we like the way it sounds. Andrea doesn’t regurgitate
party lines and buzznews. Instead, she flips stories upside-down and pokes at them, or she
finds new stories that undermine the standard ones. Rather than ride the daily wave, she
dives under it or floats above. That’s refreshing and illuminating.

She quit a pretty good job in order to do this. In her Transom Manifesto, she tells us how
and why she got to this point. In true Manifesto Style, she lays out her principles and measures
her work against them:

“I had the best job in Washington at the best news organization in journalism and I just up-
and-walked away. In the year (roughly) since I left NPR, I’ve danced around my reasoning in
several news stories… [but] they don’t really add up to my resignation. The real reason is much
deeper than any of those, and it’s all wrapped up in my personal philosophy of life.”

We’re featuring Andrea’s Manifesto as part of our sponsorship of her appearance at the
Megapolis Festival ( http://megapolisfestival.org/blargh/ ) in New York. Check it out and go to the
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festival if you can.–Jay A ( http://transom.org/?page_id=3424#jay )

Why I Left the Best Job in Journalism

Covering Congress — being one of the people whose soles slowly rub smooth hollows in
those marble stairs — is incredibly satisfying. There is always a story. It always matters. And
every problem, issue, and topic of our national discussion comes through the Capitol’s halls,
from the collapse of bee colonies ( http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=9213661 ) ,
to the social cost of cheeseburgers ( http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=1760142
) .

Covering Congress for NPR is more than satisfying; it’s a dream job. From the moment I
moved in to NPR’s tiny sound-booth in the US Capitol in January, 2003, I was encouraged to
follow my curiosity, ask hard questions, pry honest answers out of our representatives in
government, and put compelling stories on the air. The public radio audience is the best a
journalist could hope for: educated, critical, engaged.

But in late May, 2012, I walked into my boss’s office and gave him my notice. He was so
surprised at my resignation that it would be weeks before he would notify NPR’s Human
Resources department, or file any paperwork with them, because, he told me, he thought I’d
change my mind. And I can see why he thought that. I had the best job in Washington at the best
news organization in journalism and I just up-and-walked away.

In the year (roughly) since I left NPR, I’ve danced around my reasoning in several news
stories. I told Politico ( http://www.politico.com/news/stories/0812/79998.html ) I was sick of being
lied to by politicians every day. To Harvard’s Neiman Lab (
http://www.niemanlab.org/2012/09/andrea-seabrook-from-npr-to-podcasting-hoping-to-invigorate-
congressional-reporting/ ) , I revealed my hunger to report on larger, more fundamental issues of
governance. And to On the Media ( http://www.onthemedia.org/people/andrea-seabrook/ ) I
described how journalism’s obsession with objectivity and its ensuing partisan witch-hunt make
it incredibly difficult to tell the truth about what’s going on in Washington.

While all of those things are true, they don’t really add up to my resignation. The real
reason is much deeper than any of those, and it’s all wrapped up in my personal philosophy of
life. This Transom Manifesto is my first real attempt to explain why I left the best job in
journalism.

Personal Rules

It won’t make any sense unless I describe my foundation. I have a list of rules —
principles, really — that I strive to live and work by. I find that, having distilled and written them
down, these rules clarify my thoughts and actions, especially when news (and life) is moving
fast. They are:
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1. Be Kind. If this is the one thing I manage to do, I’ve done enough. Kindness
may seem like a personality trait, but I think of it more as a habitual spiritual
practice. Being kind has taught me that simple, seemingly insignificant human
interactions can be profound. It has opened people and their stories to me. And,
perhaps most important to my work, being kind has taught me that I know far less
than I think I do. Always.

2. Love What You Do. This is not a passive thing, or a happenstance of trying
to do what you love. It is a proactive, daily decision to nurture and seek satisfaction
in the work I am doing. I think of it like marriage: sometimes it’s easy and simple.
Sometimes it’s a daily, grinding decision to love. And sometimes, when you can’t
do it any more, the last act of love is walking away.

3. Keep Your Brain Spongy. This is the fun part. I’m a big believer in
feeding curiosity, and offering my subconscious mind a cornucopia of ideas. I read
history, literature, and ancient Chinese murder mysteries. I feed the birds, train my
ear to identify distinct birdsong, and try to learn the differences between sparrow
species (almost all are the same buffy, brown color). I study physics, the latest
developments in the modeling of protein-folding, and the genetic underpinnings of
personality. I dig big holes in the yard, play and talk with animals, and right now
I’m thinking about buying a metal detector. I am never bored.

4. Do the Next, Most Interesting Thing. This is a corollary of keeping your
brain spongy, but it requires a very loose hold on one’s life-plans. In fact, I do very
little life-planning at all; for better or worse, no career path can hold my attention for
very long. So when people ask me how I became an NPR correspondent at such a
young age, (or for that matter, how I ended up with a bit part in a Mexican
telenovela) my best answer is that I didn’t really mean to. I just did a long series of
the next, most interesting things. It’s kind of an informed version of winging-it.

These rules are just the basics. They remind me of how I want to live, and they give a lofty
purpose to things that otherwise might seem less important. Like watching birds. (You may think
I’m aimlessly staring out the window, but I’m actually accomplishing a life goal! Neat trick,
huh?)

Journalism Rules

The first four Journalism rules are the same as my personal rules above, but they have more
pointed consequences in my work.

For example, because I try to Be Kind (#1), I have wonderful relationships with all sorts of
people in the US Capitol; from cops and staffers to lunch-line workers and elevator attendants
(yes, they still exist in the Capitol). And because of these relationships I often know things that
other reporters don’t, like why a certain corridor is being evacuated (the VP is here on a surprise
visit), or when House leaders’ really intend to adjourn (as opposed to their empty threats of
weekend work-hours).

Because I am always trying to Keep My Brain Spongy (#3), I know all sorts of weird
history about the Capitol, from the revolutionary landscape design of Frederick Law Olmsted, to
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the Italian marble bathtubs in the basement. These things aren’t trivia for me. They form a kind
of ghostly conversation in every corner of the Capitol, a conversation about democracy, human
rights, tradition, culture and beauty.

But to those first four, I have to add a few more rules; these aimed more squarely at the
daily practice of journalism.

5. Tell the Truth. This is much harder than it seems, especially when each
political group has its own set of facts. During the endless budget battles of the
summer of ‘11, Republicans incessantly blamed Obama’s off-the-charts spending,
Democrats just-as-incessantly decried expensive Republican-led wars. But repeating
blame is not the same as telling the truth. The truth is, the federal budget situation is
much more to blame on everyone and no one. The economy tanked. Banks, and the
housing market came close to failing. And the enormous tax cuts — originally
signed by President George W. Bush, and then re-upped by President Barack Obama
— have more to do with our country’s budget woes than almost anything else.

This rule also requires that I judge the overall impressions my stories leave
with the listener. For example, I may do a long report about the challenges of global
warming, and then say, “though many conservatives in Congress doubt the evidence
of climate change.” The latter may be a fact, but the impression I leave with the
listener is that there is legitimate doubt about the science of climate change — and
that’s not true.

6. Don’t Say Things You Don’t Know. This one is surprisingly difficult. We
all toss around words and concepts we may understand generally, without really
knowing what they mean. For example, ‘debt’ and ‘deficit’ are not interchangeable;
‘trial lawyers’ are not all Democrats, and ‘small-business owners’ are not all
Republicans.

The point of this rule is much more than basic journalistic precision and
accuracy, though those are critical. Politicians (and their expert message-makers)
use a whole lot of jargon and shorthand to spin the impression of a logical argument.
But if you, as a journalist, unpack those words, really try to understand them, you’re
much less likely to mindlessly repeat political rhetoric.

7. Maintain Fierce Independence. Identify the conventional frame of a given
argument, and then do your best to throw it out. I’d give a specific example, but
there is almost no issue in politics that isn’t a universe-bigger than the left-right split
would lead you to believe. In a recent episode of DecodeDC (
http://www.decodedc.com/home/2013/3/14/episode-10-a-kind-of-republican.html ) , I
interviewed a former Congressman who is a fiscally conservative, socially moderate,
openly gay Republican. The Media mostly ignore him because he doesn’t fit the
conventional political frame. When we maintain fierce independence, the world of
characters, stories, ideas and solutions is infinitely bigger.

8. Listen Hard. This is more than just registering the opinions of all parties
involved. Listening hard means really trying to understand an argument, and have
empathy for the person making it. Challenge yourself to recognize how your
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Decode DC

personal experience colors your understanding of an issue. If you’re covering gun
control proposals, ask yourself, ‘Do I have any personal experience with guns? Do I
recognize that some people’s deep family traditions are rooted in self-reliance and
hunting?’ If you’re covering a campaign based on ‘old fashioned values,’ ask
yourself, “Who was marginalized when those values were in fashion?” Always
recognize who’s not present in the conversation in your head, then try to include
them.

9. Report to The People. Your audience is the most important part of your
work. I sometimes worry that we’ve forgotten that journalism is a public service.
We are here to tell The People what’s going on, what it means, and how it effects
them. This includes the responsibility to not tell your audience things they don’t
need to know, like stupid, political maneuvering that barely inches a story forward
(unless, of course, that’s what the story is about). Reporters are often played by
politicians who know that we’re all desperate for a new detail, a tiny scoop we can
use to show other journalists how good we are. But our colleagues are not our
audience; The People are. You earn your audience’s trust, and you must work to
keep it.

Why I Left

Finally we come back to why I left the
best job in journalism. Having stated my list of
principles, personal and professional, the
answer is pretty simple: I got to the point
where I couldn’t follow my own rules and
continue to cover Congress for NPR.

One big problem is the Congress itself;
the place is broken. Not ‘somewhat
dysfunctional,’ or ‘flawed,’ or ‘deteriorating,’
but broken. Every process, whether legislation,
advocacy, campaigns or elections, is corrupted;
corroded like an old, wet battery. Often these
processes produce the exact opposite of their
intended purpose. Elections protect politicians.
Campaigns narrow choices. Advocacy blocks
progress. And legislation is a pesky
afterthought to the political process.

The broader media environment is also to blame. We have not evolved in our language, our
political savvy, and our independence to be able to tell this story accurately. We continue to
define ‘news’ as the next wiggle of Speaker John Boehner’s pinkie; Harry Reid’s latest soft
warning from the Senate Floor. Whether because of ever-shrinking resources, or ever-growing
demands from our editors, we have fallen into the rut of regurgitating each side’s political attacks
and pretending that’s journalism. It’s not.

In my last few years at NPR, I found myself more frustrated and bitter by the day. At first I
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thought it was just the typical jading of the seasoned political journalist, finally setting in for me,
too. But then I sought out and found staffers, activists, and yes, even lawmakers in the Capitol
with boundless energy, novel ideas, and selfless intent. The problem is, they’re not news. And
while my editors would have loved that I report their stories too, I was not to do them at the
expense of covering the daily news. Even NPR, the gold standard of modern journalism, did not
have the fortitude to quit reporting on the same stupid charade everyone else covers, in favor of a
fresh, independent definition of news.

It’s painful to say this out loud, in part because I have deep affection and respect for my
colleagues at NPR, especially those on the Washington Desk, with whom I worked very closely
for years. I can’t stand the thought that this may be read as a self-righteous blame-session, or that
it could sully NPR’s well-deserved reputation for thoughtful, purposeful reporting. The truth is
that the values and principles I’ve listed here, the ones that led me to leave NPR, blossomed from
my work there, and my tutelage under brilliant and thoughtful colleagues.

But I also see a dire need to do journalism differently, and DecodeDC (
http://www.decodedc.com/ ) is my attempt at that. It has become practically impossible in
conventional political reporting to Be Kind and Love What You Do. There’s no room for
Listening Hard and Keeping a Spongy Brain. And it’s an exhausting struggle to Report to the
People and Tell the Truth.

Perhaps I would just go do something else, if the consequences to our culture weren’t so
grave. In America today, I see neighbors who distrust each other because of their political
beliefs. I see simple kindnesses revoked on the basis of another’s bumper sticker. I see a growing
zeal for stubborn and angry politicians, and a rejection of those who are bright, calm, and
rational.

I believe these cultural divisions are the result of violence. Not by weapons or fists, but
violence with words. The seeds are created by parties and spin-doctors, and then sown by the
media. This violence then spreads through towns and neighborhoods and schools and churches.

It is critical that we address Washington’s dysfunction. But in the meantime, to live by my
principles, I have to try not to sow those seeds.

I find great inspiration in Abraham Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address, given at another time
when our people were split by a violent, virulent politics. I am inevitably choked-up by Lincoln’s
conclusion:

We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion
may have strained it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of
memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and
hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when
again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.

Let’s do our journalism for those better angels. Washington’s problems are still bad; the
solutions are great challenges. But we, the media, must not make ourselves the instruments of
violence, even as we report on it.

http://www.decodedc.com/


6/24/13 6:20 PMTransom » Andrea Seabrook

Page 7 of 9http://transom.org/?p=34376

Share:
( # )

About Andrea Seabrook

Andrea Seabrook is the founder of DecodeDC. In July of 2012, Seabrook left NPR where
she was a long-time Congressional Correspondent. Seabrook hosted Weekend All Things
Considered, has been a regular guest host of All Things Considered, Weekend Edition, and Talk
of the Nation, and has worked with NPR’s Planet Money team. She has a bachelors degree from
Earlham College, and worked and studied for several years in Mexico City.

Andrea’s List of Suggested DecodeDC Episodes to Listen To

Paint By Numbers ( http://www.decodedc.com/home/2013/4/7/episode-11-paint-by-
numbers.html ) 
The Future Was Now ( http://www.decodedc.com/home/2013/1/17/episode-6-the-future-was-
now.html ) 
DecodeDC Voter Guide ( http://www.decodedc.com/home/2012/11/5/episode-4-the-decodedc-voter-
guide.html ) 
House of (mis)Representatives ( http://www.decodedc.com/home/2012/9/14/episode-one-house-of-
misrepresentatives.html )

Related Link

Megapolis Audio Festival ( http://megapolisfestival.org/blargh/ )

11 Comments on “Andrea Seabrook”

James G says:

I have never listened to Decode DC, but after reading this, I downloaded all the
episodes. I really liked the episode of 99% Invisible she did. I can’t wait to dive in, and listen
to how she applies her rules.

Also, I’m impressed how she left the “best job.” To follow what you know is right and
right for yourself is a brave thing.

David says:

Though I truely miss Andrea’s wit and buoyancy on NPR, I’m glad she’s delivering
more of them somewhere else. Keep up the good work, Andrea!

spencerburnside ( http://gravatar.com/spencerburnside ) says:

Wow. I love this. Thank you Andrea for sharing your story, I look forward to
DecodeDC.

s. rfancy says:
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wish she had gotten the weekend edition gig in a way. enjoy her voice and personality &
had hoped npr decided that andrea was a vision of npr’s future. too many features tho.– sink
your teeth into that place! look fwd to hearing podcasts

DVenton says:

“…we, the media, must not make ourselves the instruments of violence, even as we
report on it.”

Especially good reading on an upsetting day such as this.

Kelly M. says:

I appreciate Andrea’s articulation of these problems. I love NPR, but I know that I
can turn it off for the first fifteen minutes of each hour during an election year – an entire year!
– because the top story is inevitably a wrap-up of the candidates’ latest campaign stops, a story
that in no way informs me as a voter.

nikki gregory says:

I’m inspired! I’ll have to download DecodeDC.

Michael Abrams ( http://www.facebook.com/michael.abrams.505 ) says:

Thank you. Your music makes more sense than the music on the news at NPR. I
admire NPR, but having grown up with newspapers and worked on them for many years, i
have sometimes felt that ‘real journalism’ is missing. NPR is from six to 15 degrees off. You
made a tough but good decision to leave. We are trying to do alternative journalism in
Tallahassee at http://thetallahasseenews.com ( http://thetallahasseenews.com )

Michael E. Abrams, Ph.D.
Professor of Journalism
Florida A&M University

John Kevin Griffin ( http://www.treasurecoastlaw.com ) says:

-being one of the people whose soles slowly rub smooth hollows in those marble
stairs- Visual.

Ryan Noyes says:

Andrea,

Your second paragraph of “Why I Left,” is really spot on – it exemplifies why I left what
a lobbyist might call “a dream job,” too. (I represented the Association of American Railroads
membership to Congress between 2005 and 2011.) On more than one occasion, we’ve attended
the same hearings – usually in Ways & Means, T&I and Approps.

Your resolve and intent to launch DecodeDC is not only timely, but more importantly; a
very necessary service to inform the public on what’s really going on in a way that C-SPAN
and other news organizations would never be able to do. Your sound and angle are very
refreshing, and a fantastic new service to the public at large. I’m so glad you’ve done this.
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Although I couldn’t agree more with Jay’s introduction to your work, I’m more interested
to ask you a question that has nothing to do with content. That’s because I’m still perplexed at
the pragmatics of leaving NPR to go start a podcast. (The business plan behind that seems way
off kilter to me.) I mean, yes; we’re all half-nuts to be in public media in the first place, but
YOU, Andrea, seemed to me at the time as being firmly planted somewhere beyond the semi-
planet Pluto for leaving NPR to do this. You needed a business plan that was grounded in
reality. For the life of me, I can’t quite figure that part out. I mean, if you told me in the lobby
of the Russell SOB you were “leaving NPR to go start a podcast” that you “intended to crowd-
fund,” I’d probably have told you to consult a mental health professional. But here’s the thing:
you proved us all wrong, and I think I’m not the only one who’s completely flabbergasted!
HOW you proved us all wrong does remain mystery to me.

Let me point this out to the group: In Kickstarter, if we click “Most Funded” at the gutter
of the page, then scroll down to “Publishing,” there we find DecodeDC — proudly standing in
the TOP TEN MOST FUNDED Kickstarter campaigns of all time in the Publishing category,
amassing just over $100,000.00. …and let’s face it, team, Andrea’s video really does suck,
doesn’t it? I mean, looks like it was made with an iPhone, and the competition seems to have
hired film crews. To me, this proves SO MUCH in terms of the true value of the video on a
crowd-funding campaign. Technicality of that vid clearly matters much less than the sincerity
of the words spoken within, and the the over-arching concept of the project. (note to self: don’t
kill myself on video production if I ever do a crowd-funding campaign). Andrea, because
you’ve amassed more funds than about 95% of the Kickstarter campaigns out there, I for one
want to know how in the dickens you pulled off such a thing, you crazy nutcase?!?

Can you give us a little how-to on the marketing approach you took to funding
DecodeDC? …and through your marketing and social media networking, which pocket
amassed the most donations?? Or was it just the elevator attendant-type person times several
thousand, because you’re so nice?

We’re all thrilled at what you’ve done, and cant wait to “tune in” as your journey
expands in audience and scope.

Onward!!

Ryan Noyes
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