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Discuss the effects the Internet has had on the various other media technologies – TV, radio, cable and print. Try to frame your discussion in social and economic terms.

The Onslaught of the Internet 

Before I start to discuss the effects that the Internet has on our traditional media, namely print, radio, television and cable, let us take a look at some of the characteristics of the Internet to understand why this new medium has the potential to revolutionize the way traditional media works.

The Internet is a fast growing medium, with web sites growing from 250,000 in June 1996 to a whopping 18 million in June 2000, which is a 72 times increase in just four years.
 Another indication of the rapid growth of the Internet can be seen in the number of Internet hosts, which was only 1.3 million in January 1993 and grew to a figure of 9.5 million in 1996.
 From these figures, it is apparent that not only is the development of the Internet rapid; there is also a greater dependence on the Internet.

Another characteristic of the Internet is the ease in which content of any sorts can be accommodated. Using Hyper Text Mark-up Language, or HTML for short, the Internet frees users from any particular computer platform while allowing users to embed still images, audio clips and video files. The language of the Internet is hence, universal and with over 100 professional and amateur sites
 that provide basic guides to HTML and its more powerful cousins, Dynamic HTML (DHTML) and Java, anybody with basic computer knowledge can upload information to the Net.

The Internet is also a vast expanse of space. Currently, with over 70 million hosts and the rapid increase in storage capacities of hard disks
, the amount of unused storage space is unimaginable. With the large amount of storage space, people are no longer limited by the amount they can place on the Net. However there are other limitations that serve as bottlenecks and these will be discussed later.

The evolution of Internet is based mainly on existing technologies. The same can be said of Internet content. Initial web materials are text based, which is expected due to the textual nature of HTML. It was only much recently that audio and video images are embedded into web pages, made possible by the development of streaming technologies and broadband capabilities.

Finally, the most distinguished feature of the Internet is the lack of regulations and regulatory bodies to govern the content on the Internet. Most surfers rely on client programs such as the content filters of browsers or online ID systems to ensure that surfers are of legal age before they are allowed to view the content of particular websites. However these forms of censorship deal mainly with pornography and do not really filter away anti-establishment sites or sites that teaches dangerous skills such as the building of bombs and explosives. This makes the Internet an ideal medium for the dissemination of many ideologies and deviant views points. 

From these characteristics, we can see how the Internet has the potential to reach many and how it can serve as a very powerful mass medium. It poses a challenge as well as a complement to traditional media. By understanding this, we can see the effects it had on the media landscape and look into the future of traditional media.

Social Impact

The social impact of the Internet on traditional media affects us in many ways, most notably would be in the way we acquire information, the way information is presented, the way we interact with the information presented to us and the quality of the information we will get.

Our acquisition of information has always been a “push”, from the information gatherers, content providers to the people. News and programs have always been delivered to us through our mass media, such as the news we see on television and the music we hear on the radio. “Push” technology on the Internet manifests itself as digital newsletters that we receive from emails, but that is about all. As information on the web is perennial due to the limitless capacity of cyberspace, we get a choice as to what information we want to access.

This can be seen in the way print is handled as more and more newspapers go online and through the emergence of news portals that do not necessary generate or gather news, but serves as links to the different news sources. They determine the way we receive news, but the eventual decision still lies with the readers as to which news we want. 

This is present in traditional print already as we make decisions as to which news are interesting to read, but in the case of the Internet, sites providing news on specific topics can link us to various sources of news all over the world, giving readers the power of choice much more than what printed news can ever give. For example, a person interested in tech news may choose to go to ZDNet, a technological news portal that covers generally, technology related news, or they can choose to acquire news from Tomshardware.com, which provides links to various tech news sources including ZDNet.

This is the same for television stations which use the Internet to house archives of old programs for users to download at their leisure and radio which cans radio shows online for surfers to listen to in the form of Internet radio. This frees users from the inconveniences of rushing home from work just so that they do not miss a favorite television program.

The way information is presented is also changed. In the past, print is just text, radio just audio and television fleeting images. The Internet is an amalgam of the three traditional media. For example, a CNN article
 on computing comes accompanied with a video file that contains comments by one of the people interviewed. Similarly, audio clips can take the place of the video file. More convenient for readers is the fact that news on the Internet no longer depends on sound bites and that all the video and audio clips can be saved and repeated at the reader’s will.

Another way in which presentation is affected is the use of menus and links that generates what is know as non-linear reading. Surfers can choose which part of an article they desire to read and do not necessarily have to follow the planned layout of the article. Once the editor chooses to break his articles into sections with links to related news, the choice is left entirely up to the surfer.

Accompanying this change in the presentation of information is the change in the way we expect our information. Information must be delivered promptly, as anything on the Internet can be accessed from anywhere in the world the moment it is uploaded. Our news must be up-to-date and we expect them to be up-to-date. For example, breaking news on ZDNetAsia.com
, are no longer arranged by dates, but by time as well. Timeliness takes on a totally new meaning on the Net.

We also expect to receive news from sources that are both professional and some that are non-professional in nature. This is especially so with the Internet as we can acquire news from all over the world and given that different publications have different biases in the reports. In the case of Flor Contemplacion’s hanging, there were a lot of biases in both Philippines’ and Singapore’s reports
. Most of the people on both sides could only receive their sides of the story. With the Internet today, reports from all over the world can be accessed with just a simple search.

The relationships between readers and media gatekeepers have also changed. Due to the immediacy in which the Internet handles information, feedback is never easier. Opinionated readers can simply voice their opinions with a click of a button. Furthermore, opinions online can be challenged by other readers, creating a discussion forum for every article printed online.

Similarly, radio and television can receive mail dedications via email and polls ca be conducted thru Internet, allowing viewers to interact effectively with the media stations. This will foster closer ties between the public and the media, and possibly generate greater interest media. As of now, every article in the Straits Times Interactive can receive readers’ comments and all the major radio stations in RCS supports Internet dedications.

Finally, with the arrival of the Internet, we experienced a change in the quality of information that we receive. In spite of the promise of video and audio clips mixed with colorful and animated presentation, people are still unable to receive clear video images and audio from the Net. This is due mainly to the infrastructure of the Internet. Phone modem technologies allow at best 56 kilobits per second (kbps) transfer rate, which in real life usage, allows users to only download at best, 5 kilobytes worth of data per second. This means that for a surfer to view a 20 Megabyte MPEG file (roughly one minute plus worth of VCD quality video), he would have to wait about 60 minutes.
 Of course with streaming technology, the video will play when a substantial amount has been downloaded but the problem with streaming technology is that when latency is high, the images will become fuzzy and sometimes, the audio will lose sync with the video. 

This is the same for Internet radio except that streaming technology works better for audio than video, thus people can expect to hear FM quality sound through the Internet but the problem with Internet radio is that most programs are seldom live and are canned instead.

However with the use of cable and ADSL technology, or commonly lumped as broadband connections, video with better images and sound quality can be experienced. The only problem still lies with the availability of broadband connections as they are expensive and will take a few more years before they are popularized.

Economic Effects

The Internet on competes head-on with traditional media due to its ability to reproduce text, images, audio and video. This forces the traditional media to restructure themselves to remain more competitive with Internet. Using the Internet along with traditional media can also benefit traditional media as well.

Broadcasters and publishers can make use of the Internet in a variety of ways. First we see the immigration of print to the Web. Many believed that online publishing must exist with print publishing for print to survive. This can be seen in the way most print publishers take to the Web, including SPH which placed all its newspapers online so as to compete more actively with other newspapers which already did so. 

The decision to do so is ultimately a business one. According to CEO AsiaOne, Mr Low Huan Ping, “We will use every medium that makes sense for us.”
 The website is not only a news site but also an advertising spin-off that provides free emails, services such as job listings, e-commerce and free e-advertising for those who publish ads in the printed newspapers. This decision not only serves to enhance the branding associated with the print versions of the papers, but also bags more advertisers who are keen on getting double the ad exposure for less. Also, an archival system that charges users who want to retrieve old news serves as another source of revenue.

Used for television, the Internet can act as a video archive that can generate sponsorship. The rise of Woof! Webvision and Sharkstream.com show the powers of video on the Internet. A typical surfer with broadband connections can just log in to these two sites and watch videos and listen to audio clips featuring local and regional productions. In the case of Woof! Webvision, old episodes of local sitcoms Under One Roof and Growing Up are stored. They can easily add a ten second commercial video before the episodes, like MediaTrip.com, a film-hosting site, and there is an alternative advertising slot to the packed airtime slots.

Likewise, radio stations can do the same and provide sponsorships for MTV’s that they showcase online. Furthermore, with the coming of the Internet, both radio and television broadcasters will face competition from overseas sites. However the only thing that saves local radio and television broadcasters will be the limited bandwidth that plagues the Internet. For example, only Singaporeans with broadband access can view the online videos at a decent frame rate and image quality that they will not experience with overseas sites such as Mediatrip.com.

The most heated competition online however, will be in the area of Internet radio. MusicSpy.com
 is the first site to provide a program that works as an Internet Radio tuner that categorizes online radio stations based on music genres. Using ShoutCast technology, which is basically a streaming application and Winamp
, an MP3 player program, users can tune in to various radio stations, both professional and amateur, without a need to actually visit a website. Similarly, Microsoft’s Internet Explorer 4.0 and later, all provide a radio icon that does the same thing, except that radio stations are listed by locales. 

Using these programs and their ability to display advertising banners, the Internet becomes a money-spinner for these companies that provides the programs this changes the business strategies of traditional media planted online as these software providers do not necessary have to be the broadcasters.

Cable providers also have a new source of revenue in the extra charges that they can claim by providing broadband Internet connections. Using the existing infrastructure of wired optic fiber cables, cable subscribers can choose to use the cable to access the Internet as well and at a much higher theoretical speed than using analog phone modems. This is the case for SCV, which launched cable modem testing as long as 4 years ago in 1996, only implemented its cable modem services at the beginning of year 2000. The cable modem can provide up to 10 megabits per second (mbps) for a single nodal point, which is a notch above what our venerable 56k modems can do. 

However, the problem with cable is that it is shared bandwidth, and not only across the many households that share the node points, but also with the cable television channels too. Hence, for a high density region such as Ang Mo Kio, there are reports that download speeds can go below that of the 56k modem at peak hours.
 This erratic nature of the cable system forces cable providers to constantly upgrade their systems to support a greater bandwidth, so as to remain competitive with digital phone modems such as the Asymmetric Digital Subscriber Line (ADSL) and Integrated Services Digital Network (ISDN) are also the new generation modems systems that allows broadband connection.

In Conclusion…

There are numerous ways in which the Internet has changed the way we live and acquire information. The coming of the Internet also changes the way in which traditional media operates. The most covert change that is taking place now, is the way in which traditional media is continuously adapting and upgrading its functions to accommodate the Internet as a complementary medium, and compete with increasing competitors due to the Internet. The final effect, that is taking place and will continue to take place will be the synthesis of the Internet and traditional media, where new presentation styles and new content will emerge, until the emergence of another new medium that is even more accessible and dynamic than the Internet.
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