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Chapt. 6: The Internet and New Media Today

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

T

his paper will examine the similarities and differences of print (old media) and the Internet (new media). In July 2000, Internet users rose to 1.7 million in Singapore, according to Nielsen-Netratings 20. The aggressive push of government will only further Internet growth to make Singapore an intelligent island. So how similar is this new media to its predecessors, like print media ?

Content

New media content is largely based on the content of the old media. History reflects this trend as well. In 1920s, radio uses newspaper content, early TV is based on old radio programming and now many online sites provide “shovelwares”, simply cut-and-paste information and articles from the old media (e.g. many online newspapers, such as The Straits Times Interactive). Such shovelware content may fail to exploit the new media’s full potential, since it is used only as an additional channel to transmit the same messages. In print, content may have tendency to not focus on the lower segment of society simply because they are not as desirable to the advertisers. Likewise in the Internet, the lower segment do not get content focus because they are unable to finance Internet access. Furthermore, mergers create vertical integration to preserve old media values in new media distribution.

Industry Convergence

With the rise of each new media, history saw the attempts of existing media industry to control and merge with the new media. In 1989, Time-Life Inc. acquired Warner Communication for US$ 13.9 billions, creating the biggest communication company in USA at that time. The trend repeats itself in 2000, when Time-Warner Inc. merged with American Online Inc. 10 Other merger trends are seen as early as the 1940s whereby newspapers dominated 30% of all AM stations in USA and newspapers applied for about 46% of the initial TV licenses across America. As seen, the Internet is also subjected to the tendency for different communication industries to merge. Balance between competition and cooperation is still required between these media giants. The presence of the new media does not change this aspect. 

Non-Verbal Codes

Both print and Internet do not confer the ability to interpret non-verbal codes effectively. Emotions of the communicators are difficult to distinguish, as well as the non-verbal feedback of the receivers. This can be problematic if immediate feedback are important, since it is very difficult to gauge the responses of the receivers directly. This problem was addressed in the Internet, leading to the creation of emoticons, commonly used in e-mails and chatrooms. However, emoticons are hardly effective. They only show the emotion that the communicator wants to show, not the true feeling which can be read from his non-verbal codes. 

Regulation as Reaction to Media

The local print media was governed by various acts, such as the Newspaper and Printing Press Act (NPPA) passed in 1974. As with the old media, the emergence of the Internet was soon met with attempts to regulate it in the name of commerce, security and law. The Singapore Broadcasting Authority used proxy servers and industry self-regulation to screen out certain information, such as racism, extremist ideologies (e.g. Neo-Nazi), libel, leaking of state secrets, terrorism promotion (e.g. bomb-making) and pornography. As with the past, effective regulations take exploration and the Internet, being a new media, will need more time before an effective way to regulate it can be found. 

Portability

With the advent of Wireless Application Protocol (WAP), the Internet is accessible on the move with the right equipment (e.g. WAP-enabled mobile phone), much like print publications. This is largely popular in Japan, given that NTT DoCoMo’s I-mode services netted 7.3 million users in 15 months 14. However, local WAP mobile services are not catching on, partly due to its poorly integrated services and slow transfer rates (about 14.4 kbps). 

Human Experiences

All media experiences translate into human experiences. Both media brings about certain human concepts that remain constant, like politeness, inter-personal distance, emotional arousal, negativity, etc. Just as we can cry when we read, so we can also be bored in a virtual world. People also react to the media somewhat similarly – you can yell at the newspaper when reading a disturbing article, yell at the television when your supporting soccer team loses and also yell at the computer when Windows flashes “Illegal Operation” and shut downs before you can save or download your files. Social and natural responses come from the people, not from the media themselves. In a more holistic view, the specific medium is not important, but functionality is. Yet despite those similarities, there are several differences that mark the Internet. 

Communication Direction & Communicators’ Roles

In print media, the communication is mainly top-down, especially so in Singapore. Some have called it the propaganda model, whereby the medium is used to promote certain ideologies or pro-social behaviours set by a powerful organisation, normally the government. The ideas of the people in high places are communicated down to the grassroots who have limited access to air their voices. In the Internet, communication is multi-directional. This leads to decentralisation of communication power. However, even with the new media, down-top communication may not necessarily be effective. The Internet merely makes such communication more possible and accessible – how effective such down-top communication will be largely depends on the willingness of the people to communicate. 

In print media, there are distinct roles between senders and receivers. It has a direct one-to-many operation (e.g. a journalist or column writer submits an article which will be distributed to the masses via newspaper). The new media brings about a blurring of roles – everyone can be sender or receiver, normally a person is both sender and receiver. Not only so, mass e-mails, newsgroups and personal homepages effectively enable anyone with access to the Internet to be a broadcaster. The Internet encompasses one-to-one (e.g. e-mails), one-to-many (e.g. mass e-mails) and many-to-many (e.g. corporate homepages) communication. Many-to-many communication can give a sense of physical space that other devices rarely do. This type of communication produces kinds of conversations that until now could only be achieved by gathering many people in a room. This could exist in different levels of electronic space, like mailing lists, newsgroups, real-time chat, online conferences, multi-user dungeons (MUDs) and virtual reality (still requires fine-tuning for the existing VRML). Even our language began to reflect this sense of space. Often in a conversation about an Internet experience, you will find phrases like “I went”, “another room”, “I met this person”, etc. This is something that no print media can duplicate.

Information Volume

Print media is naturally limited by space and time, thereby also limiting the amount of information available via the medium. Paper space and publication size control the volume of articles selectively. The Internet’s volume of information is potentially unlimited. Time and space have “vanished” in a sense. Breaking news can be updated almost round-the-clock, regardless of its origins. Packet-switching minimised the temporal cost of operations, as long as technology is present. This could result in information gap, whereby society becomes divided into the information “haves” and have-nots”. Thus, the rich gets richer and the poor remains just as poor. The poor do not get poorer because coverage of certain events still remains in the old media. Locally, this should not be too much of a problem, given the aggressive drive by the government to promote Information Technology (IT) and make Singapore an “intelligent island”. It should be noted that more information need not necessarily lead to more knowledge and understanding. Knowledge arises from the processed information. Print organises information much better than the chaotic, ever-changing Internet, making the former’s information easier to process by the readers. Even with advanced search engines, information found are still poorly categorised and often irrelevant. The veracity of most Internet content is also dubious. Their accuracy are often questioned more often than that of print. These are the positive qualities that print has over the Internet, which overall disorganisation can lead to information-overload on the part of the users. 

Historical Development

Print media developed mainly from the introduction of Gutenberg’s movable types in 1450s. The history of print underlies a function to communicate to the masses, either for evangelistic purposes, social control or otherwise. It is created as a mass medium. The Internet did not begin as such. It started off as the ARPAnet, a military communication link (“command and control network”) by the Pentagon in the 1950s, about 500 years after print. The original functions of both media are different. Form is slave to function. As such, the structure of the Internet made governance of communication difficult.

Navigation & Interactivity

In print media, navigation is linear, normally from front to back. This gives the communicators more control over what information is subjected to primacy or recency. For instance, print allows sectionalisation, which helps to target audiences, and story-jumps, the continuation of a story on later pages which expose the reader to commercials in between. No direct feedback is possible for print. On the other hand, the Internet allows hyper-navigation with the use of hypertexts, CGI (common gateway interface) and menu selections. This non-linearity grants the ability to distort or create multiple story flows, giving the communicator less control over what the user sees. This is problematic with advertising, since it is difficult to determine which page the user will start with or skip totally. Which page or ad is subjected to the primacy or recency effect are nearly random in the Internet. 

This navigational interactivity is only one of the three levels of interactivity in the Internet today. The second level, called functional interactivity, allows the user to interact to accomplish a specific goal, making him part of a strong feedback loop. This is the function that made online transaction possible. The third level is adaptive interactivity, which allows the user to adapt application or information-space to fit his own goals or personality, effectively adding or modifying the site at his whims. With the third interactive level, the distinction between the reader and the author is blurred. Such active participation from the end-users is almost unavailable in the old media, especially print.  

Gatekeeping & Empowerment

Print media allows editors to fulfill the roles of gatekeepers, determining what information gets exposed to the masses. Essentially, the media acts as middleman (C), mediating the sources (A) and the audiences (B), as seen in Westley-McLean Model, 1957 (See Fig. 1). Print functions within fixed organisations. As such, organisational socialisation may exist, “configuring” each person to suppress certain values or ideals in self-censor efforts. This can develop consonance, a unified picture of an event or issue shared by different publications. With this, a “spiral of silence” (Noelle-Neumann, 1973, 1980) can develop, leading to a situation where the perceived popular opinions to keep perpetrating themselves, while deviant opinions get silenced even more. This functions as an effective form of social control. 
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Figure 1.3. Westley and MacLean’s (1957, p. 35) model of the mass
communication process, showing “"C” as the gatekeeper. Used by
permission.




     Fig 1. Westley-McLean Model, 1957

In the Internet, gatekeeping is severely limited. All users can utter their thoughts without fear of isolation. Indeed, the Internet housed all forms of views, from the orthodox to the deviant to the extremist perspectives. This reverses the spiral of silence, overcoming any ideology from dominating the new media. This also reduces consonance, breaking the united picture present in certain media scene. Selective exposure is thus possible, enabling the users to choose what they want to hear, pulling them from the hosts at will. In 1996, Singapore Broadcasting Authority issued frameworks to regulate Internet usage through the proxy servers which function as a form of “gates” 23. This, however, is limited, given the vast amount of Internet content. In this sense, the agenda-setting function is less effective in the new media, unlike print whereby newspapers like The Straits Times sets what issues will be talked about (e.g. recent issues like bond-breaking, killer litter, infertility, etc.). 

Although the local scene is opening up, with the introduction of new newspapers like Project Eyeball and Today, the users still have relatively little choice over what they can expose themselves to. Control over content remains hardly possible, especially consonance exists and newspapers strive to cover what each other covers. In the Internet, users are empowered to get more choices and control, effectively becoming gatekeepers themselves. Push technology allows subscribed information to be “delivered” to the user’s desktop or e-mail box accordingly. 
Impacts on Users

In print, it is not possible for end-users to roleplay, although this is possible for writers to a certain degree. On the other hand, Internet allows users to create avatars, alternate mutable identities. It functions as an outlet for the unconscious self to emerge, giving rise to situations where the “Internet self” is vastly different from the “actual self”. The interactivity and anonymity of the Internet further encourages roleplaying by the users. 

The Internet is accessed mainly through a computer and sometimes by WebTV. A study by Nielsen-Netratings shows that users normally stay for 44 seconds per page viewed 20. In comparison, Internet users tend to have shorter attention span than readers of newspapers and other publications. This is partly due to the need to scroll up and down to view the page and the screen radiation that makes prolonged reading uncomfortable. The unwillingness to devote more time and/or budget to gather and decipher information results in the creation of knowledge management, whereby people specialised in gathering and making sense out of the vast load of data for a specific client.

Approaches to Media Regulation

Although both media are faced with attempts to regulate, the approaches to regulation are different, due to the fact that the two media are structured differently. Regulation of the old media is effective by addressing the immediate level of concern. However, such approach to regulate the Internet will only address the symptoms, not the roots of the problems. Furthermore, the Internet poses new problems, such as hacking, virus creation and honesty of Internet advertisements. Intellectual Property Rights is compromised with the Internet’s ability to share files between users. The most famous is probably the Napster Saga over the transfer of mp3 music files 15. Complications result when cybercrimes are committed cross national boundaries, due to the fact that there is little international agreement over the issue of cybercrimes. The G8 countries met in May 2000 to address this issue, after “I Love You” virus caused losses of US$ 7 billions to US companies 13. This may be the first step to resolution, since Internet control will result from alliance of commerce and governments by regulating the architecture of both hardware and software instead of content-based regulations. 

Commerce

Print media allows no direct transaction between advertisers and the end-users. The best it could do is use advertisements to entice readers to go down physically to the shops or order by phone. The Internet changed all these by the use of Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT), allowing direct transaction. The term e-commerce had led to frenzy of dot-coms as people scrambled to the hype of electronic businesses, which requires little start-up capital. Firms eager to build the image that they are technology-savvy rush to start their websites, joined by a bunch of people trying to make easy money in the hype of the dot-com fever. As usual, the hype is often greater than its reality. According to an article from The Business Times, up to 98% of commercial websites won’t be around in 2 years 12. Business-to-consumer (B2C) sites are already failing as indicated by the recent collapse of Internet stocks. Even Vivamusic.Com, a new Asian music portal of large-scale operation, revealed that only 20% of its revenue will come from online transactions 16. The tide is now turning to business-to-business (B2B) e-commerce. As seen, although the Internet opens a new commerce channel, it need not necessarily be a rosy one. 

The Global Village

In print, communications tend to be more localised. As distance increases, only big significant events make news, while local events are more likely to be covered even if they are not as significant. Even foreign print publications are often restricted in circulation within a country. The Internet links up people from different countries, retribalising us in a “global village” without a cardinal centre. This allows for easy, direct communication over geographical space. Deconstruction of national and cultural boundaries can occur, with the effects that power is decentralised, external defence and internal surveillance is compromised. However, it does not promote a global culture, merely makes it more possible. The “global village” contains more diversity and discontinuity as people encounter each other in depth all the time. The illusion of universality sprang from the fact that cultural codes can be transplanted into individual social contexts that emerged independently. Under the systems theory, the networking of the Internet makes the whole greater than the sum of its parts.

According to Marshall McLuhan, technology alters sense ratios (patterns of perception) steadily and without resistance. Print focus on visual sense, making our thinking linear, regular, alienated, repeated and logical. As a “hot media”, it also allows us to separate thought from feeling. The “cool media” Internet currently uses visual, aural and tactile senses, although recent attempts were made to involve the user’s taste and smell senses. DigiScents created a speaker-like peripheral that emits thousands of different scents and TriSENX built a prototype peripheral that sprays flavours on a wafer for one to lick and eat 17. The Internet is thus more involving and participatory. This supposedly breaks the linear intrusion of print on human nature, which supporters of McLuhan cited the popular MTVs which excite the senses, but made no linear sense. 

Epilogue

The Internet, being the buzz of recent times, possesses many differences from print, due to its vastly chaotic nature. Yet there are also similar aspects, since they serve the basic function as communication channels. Convergence of technology also leads to a convergence of market and regulations. Old media will adapt to new technology, competing with the new media for the attention of the end-users. Old media don’t die, they simply morph.

- End -
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