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CS202 Assignment: The Internet and New Media Today

Discuss similarities and differences between the “old media” and the “new media”.

Machiavelli once wrote, "There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct or more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in the introduction of a new order of things." Such is the case with new media of today and of the future.

A discourse on fundamental differences between “old media” and “new media” would essentially require a basic definition of what is considered “old” or “new”. In my work, I would compare and contrast the present evolving media to its past counterpart, based on an analysis on the SMCR (sender, message, channel, and receiver) in communication processes.

What is Old Media?

“Old media” refers to traditional media. In other words, traditional media is inclusive of the print, radio and television broadcasting industries. “Old” implies an acceptance of majority of masses, where these traditional forms of broadcasting are incorporated and fully integrated into part of daily routine lives. With print technologies, we obtain newspapers and magazines. With radio, we receive audio enjoyment with over-the-air FM or AM waves. With the past advent of TV brought over-the-air broadcast and cable TV. 

What is New Media?

“New” implies a totally new phenomenon unprecedented in history. In this case, of course new media are much touted about technological advances, but more importantly, we have to view “new media” as an evolution from traditional forms of media as we know them intimately. The key word here is transition, to observe its process of development and to analyse any changes, if at all, of the basic concepts that previously governed “old media”.

A question to ponder about is that would “new media” oust “old media” out of their broadcasting functions? Would “old media” become obsolete as its name implies, or it is but a stepping stone to an era of “technological enlightenment”?

First, it is crucial to identify key trends in the transformation of “old media” into a whole new state of being. The three TRENDS are wireless technology, digitisation and convergence. 

Wireless Technology

Negroponte Smith advocated the idea that everything wire is becoming wireless. Wireless technology is important in the sense that satellite transmissions are enabled. Therefore, wireless essentially involves digitisation of cellular and mobile radio communication e.g. TDMA, FDMA, CDMA (Wireless Asia, Dec 1999). 

This form of digitisation is important as Internet is now accessible though mobile phones, enabled by the development of Wireless Application Protocol (WAP) technology. Radio can also operate by the same wireless principle and also in the same microwave band as WAP technology, thus direct satellite broadcasting on the radio airwaves. 

Television Corporation of Singapore (TCS) conceived the idea of Mobile TV, where it is the concept of TV broadcasting “anytime, anywhere”. Preliminary tests have successfully been conducted on MRT, SBS buses and LRT trains. Positive feedback commuters warranted a “go-ahead” for possible launches in other public transportation. Wireless technology has shown itself to permeate daily living.

Digitisation

Digitisation basically refers to the electronic process of converting a document in a non-digital medium into digital form for storage, retrieval and transmission. It has allowed the mixing of audio, video and data, thus spawning the multimedia industry today. Nicholas Negroponte, director of Media Lab of MIT, gave some insights on radios and TV of the future:

· Digital life includes very little real-time broadcast.

· Information is very personalised and made-to-order.

· As broadcasts become digital, they need not be received in the same order or same rate. 

For e.g., 1 hour video can be delivered via fiber in fraction of a second.

The appearance of digital TV and digital radio marks an increase in efficiency of broadcasting industry.

Based on Singapore as a case study, Television Corporation of Singapore will be launching their digital TV services, together with interactive content by the end of this year (2000). All other existing channels would be digitised by phrases. Digital TV would bring about a whole new range of services not cited before in traditional media. A broad range of over 500 channels could be offered, with multi-channel surround sound and multi-language audio and subtitles. This attractive package comes along with digital video recording where quality can be as good as the source. Integrated with all these are of course interactive services, however will be touched upon in later paragraphs pertaining to convergence. 

In addition, provision of HDTV would ensure superior picture quality on a wider screen (16:9) where its resolution is over two times that of current TV screens. Nonetheless, HDTV would not be as widely received as in addition to its high cost, benefits offered by the provision of digital TV services would outweigh that of HDTV.

Convergence

At this juncture, acknowledgment has to be made to the fact that most of the digitisation of traditional media has been made with Internet transmission in mind. 

Convergence is a svelte combination of the Internet and traditional media. Several reasons are prompted this course, amongst them are that Internet has a broad bandwidth suitable for large transmissions. It is also cost-effective for digital coding, compared to analog coding in the long run. These factors account for the technological convenience and efficiency of physically fusing different media industries into a singular entity.

However, on a marketing basis for a communication tool, I feel that convergence takes place with the main idea of borrowing upon Internet’s one delectable quality – interactivity. A highly personalised service is new media’s selling point!

According to Dominick, Sherman and Messere (2000), new media is “the term applied to the convergence of audio/video technologies with the World Wide Web”. Hence, significance of convergence boils down to two main areas: technical availability and change in content i.e. information disseminated. 

WebTV, as a new medium, incorporates digitisation and rides upon the wave brought by popularity of the World Wide Web. Interactive services are incessantly emphasised. Personlised TV is created based on user profiles, and information-on-demand ensures deliverance of digitext and other tidbits of information, e.g. dining guide, entertainment news and weather reports. Services of T-commerce and T-banking are readily available along with online educational courses. Inevitable, WebTV comes with usual Internet applications like email, Internet chats, file transfers, IP telephony, video conferencing and surfing of the Web. 

For radio, Internet radio allows creation of play lists of music in accordance to individual preferences. Digitisation of print on the Internet led to much association with major newspapers appearing in soft format. Instances include the Wall Street Journal and the Slate. Many E-zines and other on-line publications have also sprung up in rapid succession in tandem with proliferation of Web site hosts.

Analysis of old vs. new media

Traditional media involves mainly passive consumption in the past as perceived by the magic bullet theory, but communication has been evolving into slightly more active consumption on receivers’ part. This is due to the wider array of choices provided by each medium (e.g. television channels and different publications) and also availability of channels for feedback to producers. However, in this continual state of evolution into new media, receivers of messages through mass media have turned to actively participate in filtering information received via mass media. 

Hence, mass media no longer concerns only sender-based effects, as powerful theories of mass media. Receivers, on the other hand, are active participants in deciphering coded messages and have the choice of consciously rejecting certain codes. Thus, media can be said to have limited effects in such cases. 

To attempt the analysis, I will examine each phrase of communication – sender, message, channel and receiver – to compare and contrast the old and new media. Lastly, I will touch upon the effects of the evolution from old to that of new media.

Sender

Generally, control over the industry still lies within the owners of media companies, whether in old or new industries. Owners determine the direction to which television programs are produced, whether news are sensationalised over the top, or that objective news reporting is valued.

Nevertheless, though power resides with media owners, the question now is who are the media owners? With traditional media becoming obsolete, new corporations gain control of the new emerging industry and also of existing traditional media. What we can probably foresee is a trend of mergers, or cross-pollination between the two cultures. New locus of control draws on the expertise of experiences in traditional media and incorporating previously formulated content into the form of a new media. The formation of giant media conglomerates come as no surprise with the multiplicity of media types that can be fused into one.

Furthermore, journalists might find their traditional function of information gate-keeping redundant in the era of new media. Internet with its vast cyberspace can hardly be regulated, for anyone and everyone can virtually be a content provider. The number of web hosts and web sites are increasing at an exponential rate. 

Nonetheless, one might protest and assert that digital broadcasting of TV or radio still requires trained professionals and journalists to provide real content, such as hard news. But as Internet achieves a higher penetration rate into homes and induces more acceptance, this new technology becomes the accepted channel of news provision. This is the exact scenario that will significantly reduce editorial judgment on news content. 

Message

Content

Main functions of mass communication still have to be fulfilled though old and new media. They include (1) surveillance (news and information role), (2) interpretation of local and world happenings, (3) formation of social linkages, (4) transmission of values and lastly, (5) provision of entertainment. Therefore, content of whether old and new media would naturally adhere to execute these functions. 

The question again is wherein lies the emphasis of traditional media in contrast to new media? Traditional media receives large support for their entertainment value. That is an undeniable fact. However, emphasis still resides in accurate and objective news reporting. Would new media subscribe to this “traditional” value, or in their technical fancy footwork, they could sensationalise stories with multitudes of graphics and discussion forums and chat rooms.

Again, values that the new media industry will subscribe to, would be highly dependent on government regulations and the societal pressures imposed upon the mass communication. These values will determine the new media content and how the television industry in particular will deliver its goods.

News Breaking – New media oust the old

Presently, the job of news breaking has been delegated, more often than not, to television and the print for detailed reports on the subsequent day. In contrast, news provided via traditional radio are in condensed format and headlines are usually read by station deejays.

To trace history, the “newest” media type has always taken on the responsibility of breaking news. First, it was Gutenberg’s printing press. Radio then took on the role, approximately during the world war period. Later on, with ENG equipment and satellite news-gathering, television started broadcasting breaking news. Convergent new media with its global linkage and accessibility might just be the dispenser for “freshest” of news. Therefore, though news services are assumed by both old and new media, a distinction is made when new media is favoured for breaking news.

Advertising

Advertising has always been an area of intense competition amongst different media types. However, new media, with its virgin journey in the media scene, is likely to entice new advertisers previously not attracted to advertising via traditional media (print, radio or TV).

Furthermore, advertising in new media follows an entirely different strategy. It is definitely not feasible to put up a 30 seconds commercial on a web site when people are usually impatient for large file transfers. Advertising content requires new gimmicks. They might include on-line product demonstrations and consultation services. Product information and links can also be directly integrated into the surfers’ desktops, so that product sponsors are but “a-click-away”. Even banner ads, so prevalent on the World Wide Web now, are not as effective as advertisers wish them to be.

Channel

Differing Technical Support and Mode of Deliverance

New media employs a range of higher technological support, thus giving them the edge of efficiency and storage over traditional media. Good instances are digital libraries of past news events in video, audio or text format and television and radio programs for easy retrieval.

Convergence also brings about thematic unity, with audio and visual feasts incorporated into a singular medium (the Internet). To obtain information about an event, one can collate sound bites, jpeg images, mpeg streaming videos, links to other related web pages and opinion articles from variety of perspectives. In addition, chat rooms and discussion forums are easy sources of information and perspectives.

Receiver

Overcoming geographical barrier

The scope of audience for new media largely exceeds that of traditional media, because new media is able to transcend geographical boundaries. For example, in the U.S., most homes (98%) own at least one television set. Contrast this to statistics of Internet penetration to homes.  Therefore, new media, consisting of digital broadcasts of WebTV, are already accessible through existing communication equipment.

Interactivity gives receivers power…

The consumer is king, resounds new media. Interactivity inducts the power in the hands of the consumers, i.e. the receivers. 

Interactivity is defined as “the capability of new communication systems to ‘talk back’ to the user” (Rogers, 1986). Gragnon (1986) defines it as “mutual or reciprocal action or influence. Interactive media deal with the control and structuring of information.” Steuer (1990) also has his definition of interactivity: “Extend to which users can participate in modifying the form and content of a mediated environment in real time.”

In fact, according to Arbitron on a survey conducted on more than 1300 online users at end of 1998, Internet users reportedly spend 13% less time listening to over-the-air radio. Correspondingly, Internet radio listeners rose from 6% to 13% in 1998. This is undeniably in view of the many capabilities offered by the Web, which the audio medium lacks by itself. Internet radio stations can offer several different programming formats. Listeners can customised their own real-time play lists; each tailored for individual unique preferences.

A Question of New vs. Old Generation Users

Traditional media is regardless of age. In contrast, new media seems to belong exclusively to a new generation with the prerequisites of technological knowledge to manipulate the computer-mediated communication. Yes, one might ardently argue that WebTV and such are an effort to incorporate the Internet into family life and make the Web accessible to all ages, even the aged “Internet-imbeciles”. Nevertheless, the degree of acceptance of new media would be highly dependent on the values and systems of the people and the culture industry, whether they are receptive to changes. Augmenting the argument, culture industry can also be shaped by the media. This theme is further explored in media determinism.

Effects

Technological and Media Determinism

The phrase “technological determinism” may have been first coined by Thurstein Veblen in his The Engineers and the Price System (Ellul, 1964, p. xviii). The issues raised by technological determinism question the role of technology in shaping our future. By creating technology, we create a course for history and a “destined future”, which cannot be avoided, alike a cumulative snowball effect. Those who fear the impact of technology are often the most ardent believers in technological determinism. They are outspoken about our need to promote our humanity while simultaneously subjecting technological progress to rigorous critique. Critics of technological determinism counter that the technology is not the sole determinant of change. Rather, it is the technology working within a complex social structure. 

Media determinism, a subset of technological determinism, is a philosophical and sociological position which posits the power of the media to impact society. Essentially, it advocates change as a cause-and-effect relationship. New media technologies bring about changes in society. Much like the "magic bullet" theories of mass communication, media determinism provides a somewhat simplistic explanation for very complicated scenarios. Two leading media determinists are Canadian scholars, Harold Innis and Marshall McLuhan.

If indeed culture is shaped by technological developments, and more specifically by media technology, how might the World Wide Web impact society as we know it? How might an individual's world-view impact one's decision to participate, and determine the level at which one participates, in this media revolution? 

Regulations

Transformation of communications into a whole new arena requires more stringent or lax rules depending on whether individual governments are heading towards a laissez faire play of market forces or advocating for a regulated economy. According to a news article from Beijing, at least 20 provinces and cities are moving to set up special Internet police to "administrate and maintain order'' on China's fast-growing computer networks. New media industry would continue to be subjected to regulatory measures by governments, with variations in degree subjected to individual nations.

On an ending note……

New media stressed on their finest selling point – possession of an interactive platform. The return channel platform through cable, ADSL and telephone among others, has to be in active use. Should audiences not actively make use of the return channels, the whole purpose of interactivity is defeated.

Besides, other concerns for new media services include securities and conditional access. One commonly cited instance is reluctance to use the return path for fear of disclosure of sensitive data (e.g. credit card numbers). Users also fear that the customised services created on basis of profiles given by users, might facilitate the sale of eyeballs to advertisers.

If we are said to be living presently in the post-industrial age, global forces indicate a herd instinct towards knowledge based economies. Essentially, technological advances in key industries such as the media, works closely with social factors in bringing about a knowledge-enlightened society. For without which, I can boldly aver that knowledge would not be able to “diffuse” to the masses. Though there can be educational institutions and other social institutions, the diffusion process would be comparatively, much slower. New media should thus herald the advent of the “knowledge age”, the way a true revolution of media should be. To reinstate my point, new media is an essential element in achieving economies of the future. I believe, as postulated by media determinism, that the future of communications has already been predetermined when technology was first created.

So far, the much hyped-up evolution of “new media” has been phrased such that it is deemed a process reaching for greater heights. However, as the course of history flows, men can never predict its destinations. Could the teleos be a technologically advanced society, yet still remains morally humanitarian? Or this evolution but guises the mutation of the “species”, such that technology would eventually lead to a decadent society. It’s a cliché, but it’s true – We’ll have to wait and see.
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