CS345 Multimedia Theory and Practice

4000-word essays:

By: Samual, Francis, Wai Keong, Lee Ann & Claire

Look at 5 local websites and comment on its use of multimedia in relation to design of graphics, text and audio (if available).  Evaluate their content in relation to ease of understanding (what level of education), target audience, information quality and other issues of relevance.

INTRODUCTION


In the 1950s, digitalization’s creators at the U.S. military-industrial complex back probably never expected what is happening today.  The creation of cyberspace and the whole new arena of the Internet have been adapted all across the face of the earth. The move from analogous systems to digital ones has changed the face of telecommunication.  McLuhan’s ‘Global Village’ ideology posits that the world will become an interconnected community, where everyone will be clamoring to be heard.  Today, anyone is a publisher online.  Anyone can leave his or her mark on the World Wide Web.  All you need is a domain name and some data storage space online and you are ready.


Enter the Web Page.


Initially began with information sharing in government agencies and educational institutions, it became the avenue where people the world over can access and exchange information.  It started a whole new wave of interactive information presentation, something advertisers have latched onto with astounding efficiency and somewhere along the line the Internet’s initial noble mission of sharing has been overshadowed by the shadow-system of modern commercialism (Herbert Schiller, 1997). 10 years on since the world embraced the Internet we shall now examine five Singapore tertiary education sites, which have maintained its steadfast mission to sharing, to see how information is presented through design and functionality.  We have chosen non-commercial institutes to examine their multimedia and interactive elements of these sites.

Nanyang Technological University, Singapore

www.ntu.edu.sg


The home page of the Singapore Nanyang Technological University (NTU) is like an online portal of sorts – it is a launch page that brings a user to different pages.  The purpose of this web site is two-fold.  Firstly, it aims to be an informative platform for those unfamiliar with the university.  It is hoped that by visiting the site, audiences will have a greater understanding of what the university is all about – its mission, the courses available and latest news.  Secondly, it is catered towards servicing its own students and staff.  In a nutshell, it is the main tool for users to access their university email accounts, check for information, register subjects and send feedback.  The site tries to adapt the message for users in uncomplicated and quick-loading presentation of hyperlinks and graphics.  To speak of ‘competitors’ of the site is somewhat limiting.  It is common knowledge that there are other university sites around, but the ones staff and students most regularly use are the ones they are affiliated to.

Overall the domain name is simple enough.  By using the initials of the university, it is easily remembered and intuitive.

The site is overall in English and relatively error free in terms of grammar and spelling.  A general contact is given on the first page.  Contact information of email, telephone, fax and addresses of the various departments are easily available in the various departmental pages as well.  Value-added features include commands to switch to less graphic-intensive versions of a page, and helpful print-friendly options.


As this is a large varsity web site accommodating a host of many other departmental and organizational sites (all separately run by different departments), it is hard to determine how many clicks are needed to get to the deepest level of information.  Basically, from the main page, one gets to select options that hit deeper into the category.  From there more options are available.  On average it takes about four clicks to get to the deepest level of information.  One problem with the site is, because of the immense amount of information it carries it is easy to get lost.  However, other than the inherent ‘back’ key of the browser, there is no navigational assistance to return back to the homepage at all.

 As this is a web site that is frequently accessed by staff and students, it is essential that the site is updated regularly, if not everyday.  Usually, ‘static’ news like campus faculties, rules and regulations are updated only when necessary.  Other pages like the ‘Computing’ page, which alerts users on what new downloads are added or what emerging computer viruses to be careful of, are updated on a more regular basis.  During examination or subject registration time, the online registration page (STARS) is constantly updated to keep users informed.

The NTU logo is only present on the first page and is sprinkled modestly over other faculty or organization pages.  There is a possibility that sometimes a user may not even know if the page he or she accessed is part of the NTU home site or not.  Perhaps, this ‘branding’ may be taken for granted by the site’s creators and users but in reality, it does account for a certain consistent image portrayed by the university.

Overall, the graphics are relatively easy to load and do not require any fanciful plug-ins for shockwave or flash files.  However, links to pages of clubs and organizations vary in requirements and page loading time.

The design of the home site is generally inconsistent.  This is because, as mentioned, different departments manage different components of the home site.  Hence, with a lack of regulations on uniformity elements (for example, a consistently sized logo) the overall impression gotten is somewhat disorganized and messy.  Yet some may argue the pages of varying designs actually bring out the tapestries of different cultures and organizations within the campus.  Fortunately, basic design elements like appropriate contrast between background and text can still be seen across most pages.  However, there is a lack of a thematic colour that runs across the pages.  The reason is, perhaps as earlier suggested, different sections are under different jurisdiction.  As the site aims to be frills-free, it tends to be horizontal scrolling rather than frames-based.  There are interactive elements like rollovers and animated GIFs but not many.  In any case, it is not necessary as the site is accessed more for its information rather than design. 

In fact, it is in the sites of organisations and clubs where multimedia is utilised to a more creative extent than the main skeletal framework of the site.  For example, the school of Communication Studies Club site offers a movie montage set to fast-paced music before loading to the main site.  Some club sites offer movie files as well.


Overall, the site is an attempt at practicality rather than aesthetics. It could try to combine the two elements but some may question the validity of it all.  The information available is immense but the categories are sensibly classified and hyperlinks that are simple to understand take us there quickly.

National University of Singapore

www.nus.edu.sg

The home page of the National University of Singapore (NUS) works in the same way as that of NTU.  Like the homepage of NTU, NUS’s homepage is also a launch page that directs a user to different pages.  This web site has two primary aims: 

1) to be an informative platform for users who are interested in finding out more about the university; and 

2) to service the university’s students and staff.  Services that are available to the students and staff are inaccessible to outsiders.  

The domain name uses the initials of the university and hence is easy to remember and self-explanatory.  The first impression that the site gives is overall a good one.  The design of the home page is simple and clean without an over-clattering of information and graphics.  In addition, it is not graphics-extensive hence cutting down the loading time for the users.  Vital information is provided on the homepage. The web site breaks down information into categories so that users do not have to search the whole site for a piece of information.  Examples of the categories are information for visitors, donars, alumni, students and staff.  It tells the users where to go for the information that they seek.  Using the navigation bar, users can easily go to the page where information they seek is contained.  


This is a large varsity web site that is the host to other departmental and organizational sites.  When the user clicks on the link to the site of a department for example, the Arts and Social Science site, a new window pops up.  This makes it very convenient for the user.  Once the user is done with the site, he/she can just close the window and continue the navigation around the main web site.  Hence, the tendency for a user to get lost within the vast amount of information is reduced.

Though NUS web site is the host to many other departmental sites, there is a general unity in the look and feel of every site.  The color scheme and font stays constant and this creates a sense of unity.  The color scheme of the web site is predominantly in white, accompanied by some orange and blue.  The overall look of the web site on the whole is neat and clean.  In addition, the graphics that are used are not overwhelming or distracting.

The identity and pride of NUS is put across strongly in the web site.  On the front page, there are links to reports on the accomplishment of NUS students.  There are also links to the research gallery of NUS.  Recent accomplishments by the research departments are also announced on the front page.  This gives a user a good first impression of the university.  In addition, this also acts in instilling a sense of pride in students and staff of the university.  In addition, the NUS logo is present on every page.   The overall unity in the design of the whole web site exhibits the unity and pride of NUS.

In addition, users can also download and watch a corporate video of the university.  The following six options are available to the users:

Windows Media High Bandwidth ( for Intranet/Broadband, 384K)

Windows Media Low Bandwidth ( for Internet, 28K)

Real Player High Bandwidth ( for Intranet/Broadband, 256K)

Real Player Low Bandwidth ( for Internet, 28K) 

For Intranet only:

Windows Media High Bandwidth (512K)

Real Player High Bandwidth (512K)

This greatly increases the convenience for the users who can truly immerse themselves in the multimedia experience of the site.

Overall, the web site is very user-friendly and its simple design and fast-loading interface makes it a pleasant experience for the users.

Singapore Polytechnic
www.sp.edu.sg
The Home page provides a quick overview for Singapore Polytechnic. It provides a platform for users to get the required information online. Information is generally for 3 categories of users, namely staff, students and prospective students. As the target audience is generally different in demographics and psychographics, the home page tries to adapt to varying groups. The latter two groups generally use the homepage more often than the staff group. Thus for a Singapore Polytechnic (SP), they adopted an easy-to-remember domain name (sp) which is intuitive too.

The use of graphics is catered more towards the young demographic group. The site tries to adapt to the taste of these teenagers (both students and potential students). It incorporates interactivity with images and animation. As you mouse moves through the screen, the screen actually interact with the user. On moving the mouse to the photos covering the section of career prospects with SP, the photo actually changes to another person.  A form of multimedia , animation is used to bring out a friendly feel too.

The text in the homepage is short and precise, preventing over crowding of words.  Since it is just to provide a platform for useful links to the many departments, organization, and useful resources, wordiness will not be acceptable (in contrast to some of the online newspaper). The font used is also fanciful, but not distracting. Those words that require more attention are in brighter colour, contrasted with background, or enlarged to a larger font size. The design and layout is simple. It provides more important links on the top and more detail links to the center portion. The lower section is not often used links but it provides the channel for feedback and the location of school (disclaimer, address, contacts and site map).

The most interactive location on the web site is the interactive campus map and its virtual tour of the campus. The map features zooming in and out; and searching for location even for hall and rooms on requests. The virtual tour provides listing for Singapore Polytechnic's around scenes in photos and short text, providing an overview for the freshman to campus. However a disadvantage is that most people will experience is the speed of downloading the graphics and visual elements.

Generally all information is provided up to date. News and information around campus are easily retrieved. It is not easy to get lost in the links to different site. Users can return back easily. And use of graphics is suitable and direct to the point.  Web site graded 4 of a scale of 5.

Table showing the information for different target audiences:

Demographic Groups
Links 
Information

Staff
Schools and department

Staff intranet

Online Counseling

News 
Goals and resources

Email and exchange

Feedback and contact

Around campus

Prospective Student
Great careers with SP

Virtual tour

Courses outline/ New courses

Campus life
Jobs Prospects

Campus map and pictures

Course content and requirements

Overview

Students
Intranet

News and updates

E services

External links
Email / exchange

Around campus

Interactive services

Helpful links

Ngee Ann Polytechnic

www.np.edu.sg


The first impression we got from the Ngee Ann Polytechnic website is that it is has a very clean interface.  There is always a risk in trying to balance easy navigation and aesthetics.  In this case, it isn’t overly cluttered and is pleasing to the eye.

The navigation bar on the top more or less encapsulates all different pages of the website.  And furthermore, the links on average go about five or six pages deep.  

This website, like other school websites is aimed at two broad categories of visitors.  Firstly, it is a portal for its students and staff to access school related information and secondly, for other people interested in finding out more about the school and the courses that is being offered.  


Moreover, it has an alumni link which is useful for websites like these because it extends the portal to ex-students who might be interested to find out what it going on after they graduate.


In contrast to other similar websites, Ngee Ann Polytechnic website goes a little bit further to bring a more comprehensive coverage of topics and links to give the visitors a broader range of services.  For example, there is a link to the Ngee Ann Industry Technology Exchange Centre (NITEC), which serves as a hub that uses its manpower, expertise, and resources to assist the development of local enterprises, especially the Small & Medium Enterprises (SMEs).  And another link on career opportunities that lists that various positions open in the school for employment.  These links add to the overall utility of the website.


Like I mentioned earlier, the easy navigation and efficiency of the site is not compromised by aesthetics.  What we like about this is that the main page also serves as an update page where the new links of the website are posted there.  And this saves visitors to the website a lot time because one only has to load the main page in order to find out whether there are anything new on the site.  


Another useful link they have which most other websites do not is the “visitor centre” link.  Besides the campus map, it also lists all the other ways to get to the school, even listing the up to date bus numbers and key contact personnel in the administration who one might get in touch with regarding enquiries.  This is useful for prospective students as well other visitors who might need to make their way down to the campus.


Also, on the first page, there is a drop down bar the links directly to search engines, “Singapore Websites”, “Metacrawler” and “Singapore Infomap”.  The frequency of the update is relatively up to date.  The last updates were always less than three days from the date that the website was reviewed.


The sitemap on the main page is also another time-saving tool for visitors to the website, who sometimes cannot find what they want simply because they don’t know which link to start clicking.  This page has the entire summary of the website and gives the visitor a simplified map of the website.


The website is not graphics intensive and thus, loads relatively fast on a 56K modem.  Another aspect that we like about this site is that it loads neatly on most browser windows, eliminating the need for scrolling, which can be quite difficult to navigate sometimes.


However, we also feel that this website can be improved on in a few areas.  Firstly, some of the links on the main page doesn’t work.  The links, “set as homepage” doesn’t work for Macintosh computers.   Another grouse is that some of the pages are designed inconsistently.  For example, the main page is designed for optimum viewing at 800x600 pixels, while another page, just one link away is best viewed at 1024x740.  Although this may seem trivial to most, the result is that it is disturbing for the eyes to adapt to the change in screen resolution.


Another bad point is that the website has little consistency throughout the links.  The design and layout of the different pages on this site doesn’t always tally.  And from the visitors’ point of view, this could lead to a bad response or reaction.  But in reality, this is probably due to the fact that the entire site is not created by a single team, but it is more of a collaborative effort between different faculties and personnel.  But nonetheless, it isn’t as bad as other websites we have seen.  


Although we mentioned earlier that it never aimed to use aesthetics to overshadow functionality, we also feel that after a while, the website fails to maintain the attention of the visitor.  Thus, we feel that perhaps a little more emphasis could be placed on the visual aspect.  


All in all, this website is definitely well crafted in terms of functionality and ease of use and navigation.  And it stands true to its primary purpose of informing the visitors and being a service portal to students and staff alike.  


Another bad point is that the website has little consistency throughout the links.  The design and layout of the different pages on this site doesn’t always tally.  And from the visitors’ point of view, this could lead to a bad response or reaction.  But in reality, this is probably due to the fact that the entire site is not created by a single team, but it is more of a collaborative effort between different faculties and personnel.  But nonetheless, it isn’t as bad as other websites we have seen.  


Although we mentioned earlier that it never aimed to use aesthetics to overshadow functionality, we also feel that after a while, the website fails to maintain the attention of the visitor.  Thus, we feel that perhaps a little more emphasis could be placed on the visual aspect.  


All in all, this website is definitely well crafted in terms of functionality and ease of use and navigation.  And it stands true to its primary purpose of informing the visitors and being a service portal to students and staff alike.  

By: Denise, Mingying, Sheila & Aaron

Introduction


It would seem that with every technological development, there always are spin-off industries as humans find new means to make a living.  In the past, money seemed to figure most importantly in man's quest for jobs, but technology has increasingly enabled people to make a living and have fun with it as well.  The compatibility of technology both as a work tool and as a leisure tool is the key to the multimedia industry, or so it seems.


The multimedia industry has been seeing a boom in the past few years.  More and more small start-ups capitalized on their multimedia knowledge to offer their creativity and services for producing multimedia products.  However, it seems the industry is currently facing a glut and survival is not as easy anymore.  The industry is now highly volatile; a fact simply illustrated by our own experience with a company that we had contacts with a year ago, but has since folded.   


In the following 4 companies, which we interviewed for our report, we found that the key to their survival lay in their being able to emerge with their own unique strategies to survive.  On top of that, they do not provide solely multimedia services for a particular market, but have other related services as well.  These are the companies that realized that integrated services and products are the secrets to survival and that people now want a packaged deal rather than a single service.  


Hence, in the following report, we will try to investigate how and what these companies did exactly which help them to survive until now.  As the report unfolds we can see that each company has their unique way of doing business, which is perhaps what some of us could learn from.

Backgrounds of Companies.
The four companies interviewed are SG Web, Web Synergies, Quattro Communication and Startech Multimedia. (Please see Appendix 1 for the contact information of the companies)

1) SG Web
SG Web is an Internet professional services company with the expertise and experience in Internet consultancy, multimedia consultancy, project management and professional Web development. SG Web employs key multimedia technologies not just to the Internet, but leveraging it for Training, Sales Presentations, Promotions and every other communication needs. The company has experience working with banks, telecommunications companies, advertising agencies and even the government.
2) Web Synergies
Web Synergies was set up in May 1998 as a sole proprietorship. The company became a private limited in August 2000. It provides services in e-commerce (e.g. enterprise portal creation), web development (e.g. web site design), print communications (e.g. creation of product catalogue), web hosting and online marketing (e.g. search engine submissions.) Some of its clients include Sony and the Housing and Development Board. The company has a branch office in India. The Indian office is currently only involved in working on the projects that are being sent over by the Singapore main office. In the future, the company hopes to expand into the Indian market.

3) Quattro Communication
Quattro Communication was set up in 1995 and started with four partners in the company.  Their logo was made up of The Four Senses, meaning that their services and products will appeal to all four of the human physical senses, sight, sound, taste and scent. Though small, its portfolio of clients include companies and institutions like the Nikkodo Singapore web-site, Tai Sin Electric Cables Manufacturer Limited, Ministry of Defense, Overseas Union Bank and National Cadet Corps. 

Since its beginning, it has grown into a company of 9 people, headed by Mr Vincent Wee, the Agency Director, also one of the four pioneering partners. Using their expertise, insight and creativity, they dedicate themselves to helping companies provide a one-stop solution for their clients' marketing communication and the clients' day-to-day marketing needs.  Their motto is to produce solutions with cohesion, clarity and effectiveness and which deliver results, i.e. to ensure maximum return on their client's marketing dollar.  Their communication packages include both old and new media; some of the new media Quattro provides include multimedia presentations and web publishing.

4) Startech Multimedia
Startech Multimedia is founded in 1998. It is an interactive agency and a member of AdXplorer Network. It develops innovative digital media and e-business solutions that allow companies to utilize practical and effective technologies to fulfill their business objectives. Startech delivers a total solution tailored to meet the clients’ exact needs, by implementing an e-Business strategy or by launching an e-Marketing Campaign.

The parent company, AdXplorer Pte Ltd is the first Asian-based independent digital marketing specialist with offices in Singapore, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Beijing, Taiwan and Japan. AdXplorer focuses exclusively on the delivery of integrated solutions based on an optimal mix of digital marketing strategies.

In order to complement the services provided by AdXplorer, Startech extended its service offerings to include interactive advertising, email marketing, electronic PR, virtual promotions, WebDynamicsTM, Active RealityTM, search engine optimization, media planning and buying, customer profiling and advance data analyses. 

Startech's comprehensive web development services address every aspect of the analysis, strategy, design, development, testing, and marketing of the e-Business initiative.

Their list of clients include ESPN Star Sports, BASF South East Asia, American International Assurance (AIA), Maybelline, McDonald's Asia Pacific, Lum Chang Securities (First Independent), Bugis City Holdings, People's Association etc.

Their development team aims in providing the best graphic and interactive user interface designs, strong programming expertise, good site architecture & navigation, and marketing savvy – all delivered on-time and on budget. The company has a good understanding of how critical it is to clearly identify, understand, and communicate their clients' images, messages, and core strategies. By doing so, the company believes that it will be able to create a sustainable competitive advantage over the other companies in the industry.

Marketing Strategies of the Companies

1) SG Web

Direct competition drives SG Web to continually improve their designs and creativity. SG Web has carved a niche position for itself in the market with their premier work and dedication to only provide the best. It also has a reputation for having strict adherence to meeting deadlines and product quality. Their past experiences and expertise in the industry differentiate them from new start-ups. 

 A large majority of SG Web's clients come from referrals. Previous clients call back or pass their contacts on to their associates who in turn become their new customers. However SG Web does maintain a sales team to solicit new business.

When clients require the services of SG Web, it's a part of their adopted processes to be very audience focused.  This means that they do research on audience preferences and the majority of their research is done via the web.  

As for pricing SG Web has a standard price list which serves as the starting point. However custom requests are billed on a per man-day basis.

2) Web Synergies

Web Synergies has been growing at about 100% every year for the past three years. Presently, it is involved in a lot of long-term projects. Web Synergies think that the workload for now is already very heavy and thus it would rather concentrate on servicing its existing accounts rather than sourcing out for new clients As such, Web Synergies does not publicize itself much. When new clients approach Web Synergies, they usually do so after the company’s previous or existing clients refer them to the company. The experience and portfolio of the company has inspired confidence in its clients.

The company does not do audience research for its clients. Instead, it expects the clients to know what their audience wants. Web Synergies will then concentrate on advising the clients on what they should present through their web pages or multimedia products to get through to their audience.

Before quoting any prices for a particular project, Web Synergies will size up what the clients actually want. Take the example of setting up a web site. Different companies have different needs and thus their requirements for web sites would not be the same. Some would like to have a lot of functions available in their websites while others may only want simple and easy-to-use websites.

The quotation of a project will thus be determined by factors like the amount of time needed to complete the project, the quality expected and the amount of effort needed.

On competition, Web Synergies believes that it should compete in terms of quality rather than in terms of pricing. The company feels that if it were to use lower pricing as a competitive edge, it will not go far in the long term. Moreover, the company believes that clients will pay for quality, so there is no need to lower prices. 

In most cases, pricing is not a problem for Web Synergies as most of its clients have been cooperating with the company for a long time and hence trust and confidence have been built.

Therefore, Web Synergies believes that its competitive edge is quality services and good presales skills.

3) Quattro Communications

Quattro markets itself as a company with an edge. It feels that it is creative, able, possesses quality, slightly expensive, but gives the client every cent's worth.  They always make sure that they deliver what is promised, and if it is impossible to deliver what the client wants, they would confess so. 

Most of Quattro's clients are brought to Quattro via referrals from previous satisfied clients and they do not do much promotion on their own for their company.  Positive reviews from previous clients have helped them developed a respectable client base, which in turn refer them to others.  
Quattro aims to create awareness, to inform the audience about its client through the multimedia and web publishing services they provide. Its unique strategy of talking to the clients' clients sets it apart from competitors.  This means that Quattro actually does research for the company it is producing the product for by speaking to the key people/customers that the company intends to target with their project.  In doing so, Quattro is then able to know exactly what would appeal to the target audience of their clients; find out what is the perceived value of their clients’ services/products and help identify exactly what the clients needs.  Most of all, this makes the customer/targeted individual feel special as his/her opinion is valued.
It also realizes that most of its competitors tend to be either larger in scale or smaller in scale.  Few have achieved the success that Quattro has at its size.  Its modest size of 9 has made it appealing to clients who cannot afford such expensive companies but wish to go for respectable quality. Hence, there is a sort of niche market for them.

4) Startech Multimedia

Currently, the business in Startech is more towards servicing their existing clients. After establishing their business network and credibility in the multimedia industry, the clients are brought to the company mainly through referral by business partners and word of mouth. When the company first started, businesses are brought n mainly through sales calls and cold advertising.

Startech does little research on the audience profile. It is mainly through the clients that they get to know more about the audience that the clients wants to target at.

The company usually decide the pricing of the project based on the project’s complexity. The company has a base line on the charging of a project cost. As a subsidiary of AdXplorer, about 10% -20% of its businesses are provided by parent company.

The success of the company can be attributed to a proven track record that would boost the confidence of customers and the people factor.

Findings:

Few companies conduct audience research for their clients for they believe that most clients already have a knowledge of their target audience. Hence, most multimedia companies want to concentrate on advising their clients on what they can do to attract the correct crowd.

Most companies have a base of long-term customers or customers who have been returning back to them for their services time after time. This is the main reason why the companies find little need for additional advertising to be done. Also, the need to secure long-term projects drives the companies into producing high quality work that can instil trust and belief.

In addition, the normal practice for the pricing of multimedia projects is based on the complexity of the projects. This is unlike what is practised in other media industries whereby projects are priced according to factors like airtime usage, or print space usage.

Promotional strategies of the companies

1) SG Web

Much of SG Web's promotion is done via word of mouth and pitches. For online materials, they use emails and web pages, but offline materials are also available. Little broadcast advertising is currently done although there is a print ad in a magazine on a bimonthly basis.

Since multimedia is a mix of many differing elements, varied skills for its promotion are necessary, such as the ability to utilise visuals and music. Multimedia is close to television in delivery but there is an added element of interactivity that is similar to personal selling.

2) Web Synergies

Web Synergies does not publicize itself through the traditional media like television and print advertising. In the early years, it advertised itself on the Internet. Now, most of their new customers come through referrals from previous and existing clients.

3) Quattro Communications

There is little promotion of Quattro's own services.  As mentioned, much of their services and products are advertised by word of mouth, i.e. through referral from satisfied companies.  Much of their previous work can be seen in the public. This makes it easier for interested clients to assess their capability.  The only other bit of promotion that they do would be the use of their web site where a description of their portfolio, their motto, their services and samples of their work can be seen.

4) Startech Multimedia

The company publicizes its service through joint promotions with their partners and through trade exhibition. There is limited publicity for the company. Usually business is brought in through referral.

Findings:

Most companies do not publicize themselves too overtly. Instead, they relied on referrals and word-of-mouth

Many companies believe that they each have a competitive edge over the others and hence, they do not find other companies threatening.

In addition, many of the companies are occupied with long-term project at the moment. They feel that the workload is rather heavy now and thus are not too keen on advertising for new clients.

Content development of the companies

1) SG Web

When SG Web first accepts an account, they conduct research and brain storming sessions.  As the company is currently handling clients from a variety of industries each with their specific needs, the way to differentiate their own products from competitors is its quality and adherence to timelines.

On an average their typical turnaround time is 2 days for small projects such as banner ads. The time needed to complete larger projects differs on a case-by-case basis depending on the complexities of the projects.

2) Web Synergies

Web Synergies takes a hierarchical approach to content development. In some cases, clients approach Web Synergies after knowing exactly what they need. In the case of setting up a web site for example, some clients will approach Web Synergies after their in-house designers have come up with the concepts, the designs and the functions that are needed. In these cases, Web Synergies would only have to produce the content accordingly. Work flow down through the hierarchy.

In other cases whereby the clients come in without any actual knowledge of what they want, the founder of Web Synergies, Mr Gideon Lim will liase with the clients, come up with the concepts himself and then pass the work down to the various departments.

Seldom do members of the staff participate in brainstorming sessions, as most of the employees are new to the industry and are still under training. Therefore, Mr Lim feels that work will most likely be done more efficiently if he comes up with the important details himself and delegate the work later on.

When dealing with clients, Web Synergies will always try to satisfy them.

Sometimes, clients will disagree with the company on matters like the graphical designing of a website. In cases like this in which subjective factors like taste and preferences come into place, Web Synergies will always compromise and try to come up with whatever the client would be most comfortable with.

But, most services provided by Web Synergies like programming and system integration are objective tasks and hence, seldom do problems arise between the company and the clients.

3) Quattro Communications

The multimedia content they produce can be both linear and non-linear or the CD-ROM style where interactivity is provided, whilst the former refers to the multimedia ads that run on their own without interactivity.  They also produce web sites and product catalogues for clients.  

In general, Quattro largely produces promotional content for its clients.  When it first accepts an account, the accounts department does the conceptualization and the research for the account's client.  Then, the creative department takes over for the design and copy writing.  After thorough research by accounts department, the content is then tailored specially according to the clients and their clients needs.

It is estimated that they take an average of 5 days for each project and they handle more than 70 accounts a month of which 40 % of the creative work is out-sourced.

4) Startech Multimedia

The average time taken to develop a project is between one to two months. The accounts salesperson is in charge of the conceptualisation of a project with the clients. The requirements and needs in a project are conveyed to the accounts salesperson who would then passes the task to the contract person. The contract person would draw up the contract and sign off with the deal.

The development of the creative part of the project is passed on to the creative team of 4 members. A prototype would be created to test on the user acceptance and application. The product would then be revised twice before the final version is produced. The project is finally completed when the clients are trained to use the product. 

 Findings:


Most companies do not include many members of the staff in the brainstorming sessions. Instead, the companies adhere rather strictly to the company hierarchies. Every member of the staff has got very specified roles and responsibilities.  In other words, most of the companies are department-based rather than project-based.

 Talent pool of the companies

1) SG Web
With a total strength of 20 staff, SG Web is broadly divided into the management, the production team, and sales team. Each division is headed by a manager, who in turns reports to the CEO.

In terms of recruitment, SG Web sees experience as most critical, where all staff must have a good working knowledge of their relevant fields. A degree may be a good stepping stone but not necessary, provided that the applicant has shown the necessary skill sets and can draw upon his/her past working experience. The ability to gel into the team is another key criteria that would be evaluated during the probationary period.

The company culture in SG Web is more creatively oriented. The management practices an open policy, which in even reflected in the physical layout of the office. More than just working colleagues, the staff is also friends. It helps that most of its staff is relatively close in terms of age and share similar views on pertinent issues as well as interests.

2) Web Synergies

There are now 18 employees in the Singapore branch. Most of them are young challengers.

Knowledge in software applications like Adobe Photoshop is a prerequisite for employment. On top of that, employees must prove that they have the ability to be flexible in an industry that is extremely volatile. Hence, creativity and the ability to think out of the box are highly valued.

In India, most of the employees are employed to work on the projects sent from the Singapore office. Hence, technical skills are required. Web Synergies had wanted to set up a branch office in India, as labor cost there is much cheaper and skilled workers there can help share the workload of the Singapore main office. In this way, the company can be more cost effective.

 3) Quattro Communications

At present Quattro has a full staff of 9. This is excluding 3 other directors whom are less involved in production processes.  A pre-requisite for choice of staff would be that besides having talent, they must be willing to work and have the passion.  They must also be willing to put in more than usual working hours yet maintain efficiency.

The 3 departments present include the Creative Dept (3 people), Accounts Dept (3 people), and Admin Dept (1 person).  Including the Agency Director, they make a full staff of 9.  The working culture there seems warm and not bureaucratic.  It is observed that the staff is comfortable with the director and vice versa.  They even have an in-house cat!
4) Startech Multimedia

The company is functioning adequately with its current team of 12. Each staff has a specific job scope. The team is divided into sections like management, marketing and sales, project, creative and technical support. The company is made up of young challengers. As this is relatively a new industry, it is expected that the staff are mostly at their 20s. The CEO, Mr Eugene Goh himself is only at the prime age of 25. 

Findings:


A basic command of software knowledge is needed for entry into the multimedia companies. However, most companies are also looking out for added qualities like creativity and aptitude.

Most multimedia companies are small in scale. One reason for this is that the various directors of the companies find it easier to manage a small workforce as interpersonal conflicts can be kept at a minimal level. 


In addition, a few companies like Web Synergies and Quattro Communications are more interested in employing foreign labour than to recruit Singaporeans. The main reasons for this preference are that foreign labour demand lower wages and seem more willingly to commit themselves fully to their jobs.

Training within the companies
1) SG Web

Currently all training is done in-house. New staff is inoculated into the team via a buddy system. A peer or manager from the relevant department will take the new staff and walk them through the system as well as highlight fields of interest to the company in terms of product knowledge or tools usage. The company adopts an open resource library system where interested staff can draw upon books, magazines etc to hone their skills and knowledge. The facilities are open to all staff for their use and experimentation, even after working hours or over the weekends.
2) Web Synergies

Training is usually done on the job. The founder feels that interpersonal skills like the ability to liase confidently with the clients are very important to the success of the company. He also feels that such skills can only be acquired through real-life work encounters. Technical skills are prerequisite to entry into the company and hence not much training is needed in this area.
3) Quattro Communications

In terms of training, Quattro believes in training on the job.  Older employees are expected to guide the new personnel but the latter largely learn on-the-job through personal experience.  
As for knowledge unknown to all, e.g. new software, some members of the staff are sent to courses or the entire company would explore the features together.
4) Startech Multimedia

Most members of the staff are experienced. The company doesn’t take in newcomers. The employees are sent to courses annually. Meanwhile, the creative team will keep themselves updated to the dynamic cyber environment. The members would share their experiences and knowledge with other members of the team after they are sent to courses or seminars

Findings:

Multimedia companies usually train their employees on-the-job or by sending their employees to courses.

The multimedia companies that were approached were more concerned with other skills like negotiation skills rather than technical skills as most staff members are trained before they applied for their jobs. Hence, on-the-job training is implemented more often than other forms of training.

Conclusion


As we can see, each of these companies has its own ways of surviving in this volatile industry.  We have tried to show how multimedia companies work through these few companies, but we also realise that this list is not exhaustive, especially since there are so many more multimedia companies out there that have not been interviewed nor compared.  


Within our limited resources, the above study was done as a gross comparison of multimedia companies in general, and our results cannot be taken for fact without a more thorough analysis.  Nevertheless, the above analysis reflects our thoughts and observations of the interviewed companies, and further analysis would require more in depth studies. 

CS345: Multimedia Essays

Qn: Look at 5 locally produced multimedia CD-ROM and evaluate their design, use of media elements, navigational structure and content in relation to their target audiences.

By: Hui Sze, Jing Xuan, Dorothy, Christine, Kathleen
1) Starhub
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Category:
Installation CD-Rom with multimedia introduction to Starhub.

Target audience:
Installers of Starhub Internet who have registered themselves online. The target audience is most likely made up of young people who may not have not used the Internet before.

(i) Summary

The Starhub CD ROM is an Internet access starter kit that also provides entertainment. Indirectly, the CD ROM may function as a publicity tool, to reinforce the message that Starhub gives ‘Power to the people’ via the Internet.

(ii) Visual Design

(a) Overall look and feel

The CD ROM recreates contemporary city living with a strong sense of modernity in the visual design. This concept meets the young user’s need to identify with what is cool.

(b) Colour scheme

The dominant color is blue with some yellow to create that contemporary feel.
(iii) Navigational structure 

The navigational structure is non-linear. The experience starts at a 3D city map with five buildings that the user can click on. He can click to go into a room within any building, e.g. the cyber café room in the Yahoo! building. 

(iv) Content

(a) Information content

There are five buildings to choose from, the most prominent being the Starhub logo. Four options are available-- “Starhub”, “Surf for free with Starhub”,  “Install Now” and “Discovering the Internet”. 

For “Starhub” an MTV-style video replaces the conventional method of presenting textual data about the organisation’s mission or structure.

“Surf for free with Starhub” is an educational segment that introduces the Internet and how to navigate it. Sections like “Intenet Jargon” familiarize users to the Internet. This facilitates the use of Starhub’s free Internet services.

The building called “Fun Central” allows the user to install 2 screensavers. However, this part does not appeal because it does not allow previews of the screensavers. Also, the screen savers, eg. “My Starhub with Yahoo!”, are obvious advertising tools for Starhub and Yahoo!. Such blatant selling may turn-off generation-Xers.

(b) Movie clips

When the user clicks on the “Sun Microsystems building”, a video advertisement appears on a 3D signboard at the bottom-right of the screen. The advertisement does not detract from thematic unity. Instead, it adds interest as it relates to the common theme of an entertainment city.

[image: image2.jpg]



Upon entrance into the cinema, 2 options are presented on the background image of a screening theatre. The user can choose to watch two trailers of Disney movies both to be aired after the distribution of the CD-ROMs. The cartoons featured may appeal to the target audience.

(v) Use of media elements

Throughout the CD-ROM, all types of media are employed: video, audio, text, animation and photographs. They work well because they blend seamlessly to entertain the user with a lively atmosphere. The background is in constant motion. Lights within each building flicker on and off and the lively audio blend synergistically.

(a) Introductory sequence

The option to “Launch full multimedia CD” provides entertainment for the user before he installs the program. A flash introduction foreshadows the options to come. Here, a road leads to the 3D city map.

(b) Aural elements

Voiceovers, used constantly throughout, guide navigation. It prompts the user to click on the various choices. 

Different types of music are used in each building effectively. For example, lounge music is played in the theatre, simulating real-life, and jazz music is played in the Fun Central. The fun music and sound effects are likely to be able to engage a young audience.

(c) Interactivity

Mouseover effects are used liberally. This includes pop-ups with quirky sound effects, enhancing interactivity. This enhances the interactive experience.

(d) Pictures

These are snap shots of relevant visuals, for example, snapshots of the website. The user interface fills up the whole screen, unlike some CDs that only take up the middle portion

(vi) Effectiveness of CD ROM
As a whole, we find the Starhub CD-ROM very successful. It is likely to be attractive to its target audience. Despite having minimal content, the presentation is exciting and memorable.

However, the CD is poor as a promotional tool. Users do not find the need to use the CD ROM  again. This may be remedied by including some games for users to play with.

Another factor undermining brand familiarity lies with the choice of the dominant color blue, and some yellow. Green will be a better choice as it is the used in the Starhub logo. It is the color most identifiable with Starhub since it is used for the staff’s uniform, in banners and roadshows.

2) SCV MaxOnline
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Category: SCV broadband access service demonstration

No information on producer, publisher and year of publishing. 

Target audience:
The more affluent, sophisticated demographic who use the Internet frequently.

(i) Summary

This is a promotional CD ROM. It gives information about Singapore Cable Vision’s (SCV) MaxOnline service and its benefits. The objective is to convince users through customer education to switch to using cable modem service. There is no promotional or coercive message.

(ii) Visual Design

(a) Overall look and feel

The production looks professional and sophisticated, catering to Internet and multimedia savvy users who expect professionalism.

The computer motif conveys the image of MaxOnline as the forefront in technology. The interface used is similar to the interactive panels of information.

(b) Colour scheme

Cool blue, green and dark colours are used to portray a cool sleek image. Dull orange or grey graphics are used as a contrast to the dark background. The overall effect is comfortable. However, the colour scheme tends to make the CD ROM impersonal.

(c) Page design 

Transitions are consistent within the sections. Only the FAQ section differs in presentation from the other sections. However, it does not deviate from the overall design. It adds variety to an otherwise too consistent and dull-coloured interface.

(iii) Navigational structure 

The introductory sequence, a musical montage, leads to the Main Menu (Ref Chart SCV2). An animated LCD monitor replays the Introduction when clicked, but is not stated explicitly. Hence the user may be unaware of its function.

The Main Menu links to four sections. (ref SCV2) The navigational structure is simple and user friendly and the sections are well defined.

Ease of Use

Each screen in the first three sections displays the key navigation buttons at fixed positions. There is little clutter, making it aesthetically pleasing. There are five buttons: the main menu, textbox-like menu, back/next arrow, graphic and quit buttons. The buttons are user-friendly as they follow conventions used on the Internet. 

Users can get from page to page easily, even if the pages exist on different levels of the information hierarchy. The Main Menu button is always present.

Also the section menu, on the left of every page, links to every page in the section making navigation more convenient than the Next/Back buttons. 

This menu is also a content page that the user can browse through but this is not available in the FAQ section. The user has to click through the series of questions to find the answer he is seeking using the Next button. 

The Quit button is only available on the main menu page. The need for confirmation at the exit prevents the user from accidentally ‘leaving’ the production. 

(iv) Content

 (a) Movie clips


Movie clips are utilised to great effect in this production. In the second section “Experience the potential of the Internet”, two video-clips, one using a 56K modem and the other, a cable modem, are used. They are placed side-by-side to illustrate how cable modem is able to steam multimedia seamlessly over the Internet compared to the 56Kmodem.
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Users click the play button to play the two videos. The interactivity engages the user, and they see for themselves the difference between the two.

(b) Text

There are two branches of content: information (marked in orange in SCV2) and a FAQ section (marked green).


Six inherent qualities that makes using of SCV Max Online advantages

Six ways in which MaxOnline enhances the Internet experience compared to the slower 56K modem

Explanation of five buzzwords such as MaxOnline, broadband, Singapore One, etc.

FAQ-- divided into three categories (see Chart SCV2) to address questions not 

covered in the first three sections

Each page presents only one key point in short and concise sentences. The language is clear and unambiguous. The bite-size information does not wear out the users’ short attention span. However, the font size was too small.

(v) Use of media elements

(a) Introductory sequence

The introductory sequence, a montage movie, is around 1 min and 10 sec long. For a simple montage sequence, it seemed too long for net savvy users who have short attention spans. Users can skip to the main menu by simply clicking on the image. But this is not stated. 

(b) Aural elements

The music used is upbeat with elements of electronica used to reinforce the technology theme. Different music differentiates the sections and the subject change.

A male voiceover reiterates main ideas but does not adhere strictly to the text. It focuses the user to the message and gives a human presence to the production.

Sound effects add liveliness to the production.

(vi) Effectiveness of CD ROM

Overall, the CD ROM is a well-executed product. It looks professional and has a strong central theme. The casts fit together as a whole package. Also, the media elements, especially the movie clips, are used effectively. The content is also useful for a user who is actively seeking information about broadband access, cable modem and MaxOnline.

The CD ROM has achieved its aim to provide users with useful and relevant information about its services. Also, the information is delivered in such a way, i.e. through comparison of video samples, that it is persuasive to users, especially those who need high access speeds like gamers and heavy net users.

All these are achieved efficiently without the excessive use of gimmickry like the Starhub CD ROM.

3) Defending Singapore in the 21st Century
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Category:

SAF’s plans for defending Singapore in the 21st century

Information on minimum system requirements given.

Target audience:
Being an educational cum promotional CD ROM, the uses of the CD ROM would be for new army recruits and to tell the general public what the SAF is doing to defend Singapore in the 21st century.

(i) Summary
This is a project by the Singapore Armed Forces to provide information about the SAF. It is trying to portray a feel-good-about-the-army kind of sentiment amongst the target audience. 

(ii) Visual Design

(a) Overall look and feel

The screen is uncluttered and simple, with no over-the-top stylistic elements. Overall, it is visually thematic and satisfactory. 

(b) Colour Scheme

Green and black, which echoes the colour theme of the SAF, are used. The player interface is a metallic grey colour, which is suitable for the presentation.

(c) Visual elements

Similar images of fighter planes, tanks, ships and personnel are used for different topics. There is no variety and becomes dull after a while.

(iii) Navigational Structure


There are forward, previous, play and quit buttons and these are located at the bottom right corner of the player interface. 

There is a menu down the right side of the screen, giving the viewer the option to view a book, index, and video, which is the video to end the presentation. 

Upon clicking on the index button, a menu appears beside the main navigational bar with eleven different titles, which are the indexes for the movies.

Ease of Use

It is quite easy to move around the presentation and there are very few places for the viewer to click and move around.

(iv) Content

(a) Movie Clips

There are many short movies and the change in music signals the change from one movie to another.
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The content for the movies centres on the SAF’s history, its origins and its current situation. It is useful for people who want to do research about the SAF but new recruits may just “switch off” during the presentation.

There are actually only three content elements. They are: the introductory movie, the little movies played one after another in a continuous stream and a book.

(b) Text

To read the book, it requires the Adobe Acrobat software and there is provision of the software for installation.

The book has 78 pages and is very detailed report on the SAF and its history. This makes it too overwhelming on the casual reader. If recruits were to look at the book, they would surely just skim through the contents and lose interest quite quickly. 

(v) Use of media elements

(a) Intro Sequence

There are shots representative of Singapore, e.g. the MRT, accompanied by the theme song for the 2000 NDP, Home. The predominant theme is peace, harmony and happiness. 

Then another movie showcasing the Air Force, Army and Navy is shown. 

This is good way to showcase the SAF’s strengths as it is a fast and visually appealing way to send the message to the target audience.

(b) Aural elements

The fast music echoes the fast cuts for the movie. It heightens the action-packed feel of the presentation. But even the music fails to sustain the attention of the viewer due to the overuse of similar images. The music is quite muffled throughout.

(c) Interactivity

The presentation is straightforward so there is not much interactive elements for the viewer to explore. The user can only click at the index or book or to click at the different buttons to forward or backward to the next movie, or quit. Even then, the movie runs in a continuous stream and does not require the viewer to do anything.

(d) End sequence


On clicking the video option, a movie opens with pretty much the same images as that of the introductory movie featuring scenes of peace and tranquillity in the country. 

(vi) Effectiveness of CD ROM

There is thematic unity throughout the entire presentation but it gets it is quite tedious to watch movie after movie about the SAF and to read about the SAF in the book.

The CD ROM does not utilise multimedia possibilities effectively, but rather has a more linear approach to it. 

In the end, the target audience sees and remembers only a scramble of images of planes, tanks and ships but comes out none the wiser of what the CD ROM’s message is. Thus, we feel that the CD ROM did not really fulfil its purpose.

4) Grammar Games
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Category:
Educational CD-ROM

Target audience: 

Children aged 9 to 15 as stated by the CD-ROM.

(i) Summary
Grammar Games is designed to enhance the teaching and learning of basic skills in grammar. A children’s TV show format is used to present students with 1) interactive exercises to monitor understanding and 2) exciting games to enhance motivation.

(ii) Visual Design
(a) Overall look and feel

The CD-ROM is a lively multimedia product for its users. The enthusiastic host keeps users focused. The games are bounded by the TV show format, giving a sense of thematic unity. It fully engages the senses of sight and sound.  The design of the games is more suitable for children aged 9 to 12.  Children aged 13 to 15 may not find the games as appealing. 
(b) Colour scheme

Bright and colourful cartoon-based animations are used, which are suitable for children. 

(iii) Navigational structure 

The main menu, ‘Activity Board’, displays 7 aspects of grammar practice.  For each grammar practice selected, the user can further select from 4 to 5 games.  Hence users take on different paths each time. 

Users can return to the main menu to choose another grammar practice by clicking the ‘Back’ button on the top right hand corner or the ‘Activities’ button at the bottom left hand corner.  

A rulebook can usually be found near the bottom left hand corner for each different game.

Users can choose to not to listen to the explanations by clicking on the ‘Skip’ button, found near each explanation of answers. 

The ‘Volume’ button is situated on the bottom left hand corner. 

The ‘Exit’ button is located on the bottom left hand corner. When this button is clicked, a sub-screen appears to enquire if the user really wants to quit the program. This function prevents the user from accidentally ‘leaving’ the multimedia production. 

There is a ‘skip intro’ button to stop the introductory sequence. 

In each game, there is a special button acting as an ‘enter’ button. For example: In “Jackpot”, the user has to activate the jackpot machine lever to submit the answer.  The target audience would find these different ‘enter’ buttons interesting.

Ease of use


Although there are 4 to 5 different games for each grammar practice, it is easy to operate the games.  A ‘rule book’ for each game allows users to understand how each game is played.

(iv) Content

There are 7 main branches of content: Nouns, Simple verbs and tenses, Verb forms, Adjectives and Adverbs, Pronouns and Prepositions, Sentences and Standard English. For each branch, they can choose Grand Prix, Jackpot, Penalty Shoot out, Home Run and Safe Cracker to play.
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Users need to accumulate the stipulated number of correct answers in order to enjoy the ‘glory’ of winning! The act of winning is stimulating with the atmospheric sound effects.

Although the presentation is produced locally, the content is Americanised.

(v) Use of media elements

(a) Aural elements


Music was only present during the opening sequence. The lively tune introduces the users to the exciting atmosphere of a TV game show.  In the rest of the presentation, voiceover and sound effects are used.

Throughout the presentation, the host addresses the users directly, for example: explaining how to play the games.  The presence of voiceovers helps, especially if some users cannot read certain text.

In this educational presentation, explanations are provided to clarify the answers.  However, some users do not appreciate the explanations, finding them irritating or having no patience to listen. 

Sound effects were used extensively.  They are realistic and effective in complementing the animation and providing an interactive experience for users.  

(b) Text

For each game, 3 screens will appear. 1 contains the question and the other 2 contain the possible answers. Text provides visual support. When complemented with voiceover, users can improve their grammar.  

Text can also help users learn spelling. Along with the voiceover, users can learn how to pronounce words

(c) 2-D Animation


A simple touch of realism where the mouth of the host moves as she talks makes users feel as if she is conversing with them in a real TV game-show situation. 

Each game has animation that mimics a real life situation.  For example: In “Penalty shoot out”, the goalkeeper leaps at different directions to save goals.  

(vi) Effectiveness of CD ROM


Learning the different aspects of grammar was made fun and entertaining.  Users are kept engaged throughout with a range of games and the use of animations, sound effects and voice-overs.  However, such characteristics will appeal only to users aged 9-12, who can learn in a fun way and not the entire group of users aged from 9 to 15.

5) can.com.sg
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Category:
Multimedia brochure for can.com.sg (a search engine based in Singapore)

Target audience:
Singapore consumers and businesses

 (i) Summary

This title is a promotional and informational vehicle for can.com.sg, a local map-based search engine.  It was probably distributed when the search engine was first launched to inform people about its features and products available. 

(ii) Visual Design

(a) Overall look and feel

This products targets the tech savvy – those likely to use the Internet, possess a willingness to try new things, and will thus be more likely to try visiting new websites like can.com.sg. As the target audience has presumably been exposed to many multimedia products, a good design structure is needed to attract their attention. The unique packaging of the title as a name card is a winning starting point as it is very attractive.

(b) Colour Scheme

Shades of blue, green and purple are used to give a fresh and on-the-go look. The colours also complement the corporate colours of yellow, red and orange.

(iii) Navigational Structure

The navigational structure is very user-friendly. The bottom menu allows user to go back to the main menu easily or to exit. A sidebar allows user to navigate within the topic selected. A creative mix of both text and graphic as icons serves to entice the viewer to click on all of them to explore the information within.
Ease of Use

The main menu is easy to access and at no point will the viewer be lost. There are buttons to exit or go back to the main menu in every screen. However there are no direct links to each portal, only to the main site http://www.can.com.sg 

The creative name card design of the cd-rom itself may also be a turn-off for some users because it can be hard to position and load on the CD tray.

(iv) Content

The information is presented in short paragraphs and point-form is also used to break down the information in a clear and concise manner. The language is easy to read and straight to the point. 

There are useful details about the company profile and all the services it provides. It also includes screenshots of the portals and links to the website itself.

However there is not much value-added information – users are unlikely to use the cd-rom again after the first viewing.
(v) Use of Media Elements

(a) Introductory sequence
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A flash and video introductory sequence is used, purely for aesthetic value. The Flash contributes as a good intro because it gives a quick overview of what the portals are. The video is not very effective because it does little to transmit information. Moreover, the video quality is noticeably low.

(b) Aural Elements

No sounds effects or music are used throughout the product. This works to the product’s advantage because it is less distracting. 

(c) Text

The font used is clear and easy to read. The text works well enough to inform the viewer what the company is and what the services are about, without the support of audio.

(vi) Effectiveness of CD ROM

The title has achieved its purpose of informing the viewer and does so with an aesthetically pleasing interface. The packaging is very special and eye-catching. Because of its compact size, it can easily be given out to users at events or mailed to potential users. However, the information is rather limited and does not encourage repeated usage. 

Conclusion:

On a whole, all five CD ROMs are functional and have no major problems.

Starhub and SCV are examples of good multimedia presentations that utilise multimedia elements effectively to reach out to their target audiences. Although they are greatly different in style, they have managed to use the different elements to capture the attention of the target audience and are quite effective.

On the other hand, SAF and Can pale in comparison to them. As CD ROM presentations, they did not use the multimedia elements to their full potential. They do not engage the target audience due to the lack of content (can) and dry material (SAF).

For Grammar games, it was an interesting presentation, but the flaw lies in its definition of its target audience and its Americanised content.

However, all five can improve by adding in more interactive elements to make the presentations more engaging. For instance, the SAF presentation could have added some marksmanship games. But of course, they would need to consider the purpose of their presentation and their target audience before adding in other multimedia elements.

-End-

Appendix

(i) Elements chart
CD ROM
StarHub
SCV
Defending Singapore
Grammar

Games
Can.com.sg

Intro sequence
*
*
*
*
*

Control panel
*
*
*

*

Video
*
*
*

*

Audio
Narration
*
*
*
*



SFX
*
*
*
*



Music
*
*
*
*


Photos
*
*
*



Animation
*
*

*
*

Text
*
*
*
*
*

FAQ

*




Site map



*


This table shows the various multimedia elements in each CD ROM presentation.

As we can see from the table, can.com.sg has the least multimedia elements, whilst SCV has the most. However, the use of elements does not correspond to the quality or attractiveness of the presentation. For instance, Grammar games, with just simple 2 dimensional animation graphics managed to reach out to its target audience just as well as the more sophisticated-looking Starhub or SCV CD ROMs.


In addition, quality is more important than the number of elements. For instance, SAF presentation did not have quality audio, something which it depended on to make the presentation interesting. 


Thus, it is not so much of the number of multimedia elements used, but rather the quality and the effectiveness of the elements that is important.

(ii) Flowcharts

The following diagrams illustrate the flow of events in the various CD ROM presentations.

1) Starhub

2) SCV MaxOnline

3) Defending Singapore in the 21st Century

4) Grammar Games

5) can.com.sg


Discuss the issue of convergence in relation to multimedia & digital broadcasting as new technology. What is the relationship & difference between the two? Discuss in relation to some local webcasting.

Tutorial Group 2: Foo Huey Yih, Lim Ching Mun Rosalyn, 

                             Ling Chung Kai Marc, Sun Sheau Huei

Introduction

Convergence, in the case of technology, is defined as the fusion of two or more technologies. The driving force behind such convergence is digitization, which makes possible the conversion of analog information to computer-readable (digital) formats, bringing about increased compatibility, and blurring the once clear-cut boundaries between platforms. The use of a common binary code means that ways of transmitting, storing, searching, organizing, combining, and presenting information are beginning to merge. This, is turn, makes media convergence possible, bring about the integration of all media forms.

More specifically, we see three primary dimensions in the concept of convergence: the proliferation of digital technology infrastructure, an expansion in the forms and uses of content, and growing overlap among previously separate markets, industries, and competitors.

Multimedia involves the use of various forms of traditional (e.g. video/audio) or new (e.g. digital animation) media to give an interactive experience. Digital broadcasting refers to the transmission of information (data, video or audio) through various forms of digital mediums to reach out to masses. They can be in the form of digital terrestrial, cable, satellite and digital phone lines.

However there are implications to digital convergence and the alternative view to the above is that a hybrid technology is emerging, rather than network or industry convergence. An example used to explain this hypothesis would be the Internet which uses telephone network facilities but is based mainly on installed computer capacity. Evidently this has grown out of a computing culture, and is more a form of hybridity than convergence.

Thus multimedia, digital broadcasting and webcasting can also be seen as hybrid industries instead of converged ones.

Multimedia and Digital Broadcasting

Early efforts in the digital convergence can be called multimedia, in which audio, visuals, text and hypertext  co-exist and complement each other within one platform such as a CD-ROM or the Internet. Today however we use the term “mixed media” for presentations that combine text, graphics and audio and “multimedia” to refer to computer applications which use multiple elements.

In recent times, the conversion from analogue to digital signals has pervaded the broadcast sector, with many countries experimenting or rolling out various stages of digital broadcasting. In UK for instance, there are about eight million digital broadcast subscribers (DTT, DTH, D-Cable) now, and full conversion from analogue to digital broadcast is expected in 2006. USA also let known that complete switch-over is expected in 2010.

Digital TV can be broadcast to TV, personal computers, portable mobile devices and devices in moving vehicles. It also offers superior picture quality and comes in either the current resolution called standard definition digital TV or high definition TV(HDTV), which has over five times better resolution than current analogue TV.

Unlike current analogue TV, multimedia content developed for CD-Rom can be shown on digital TV. Multimedia content is also much cheaper to produce than standard TV programmes.

As a result of such technological advancements (infrastructure), media convergence is hastened and we shall now examine the issues surrounding multimedia and digital broadcasting with regards to this emerging trend.

Issues

I. Content: 

A. More Content, More Choices, More Convenience

With convergence, consumers can now have access to large amount of information and content. In the early days of multimedia, one could only tap into the basic audio, visuals, and text files that were conveyed in CD-Rom format. 

Today multimedia can be streamed off the Internet. For example Singapore ONE is one of the first few implementations of multimedia broadband networks and applications in the world. It delivers interactive, multimedia applications and services to homes, businesses and schools throughout Singapore. Combining digital broadcasting technology with its broadband delivery network, traditional bandwidth limitations of the Internet have been overcome. Viewers can choose to watch TV on the net just by logging on from the Singapore ONE website to “Woof!”, Asia's Pioneer TV network on the web. Finance programmes and even live video traffic updates are offered.

Broadband technology's high-speed and high-content capacity means that Singapore ONE easily handles multimedia content, such as CD-quality audio, near broadcast-quality video and interactive 3D graphics, enabling users to enjoy an amazing array of new and innovative services in a rich, real-time environment. 

Despite the seemingly arresting qualities of this new initiative, Singaporeans do not seem to be catching on to the Singapore ONE network. Reasons could include the single-mindedness of the Singapore Government in investing toward an extensive and expensive infrastructure that provides more bandwidth than consumers seek. Subscription costs are substantial and most people do not see the necessity for frills like richer, more exciting and interactive content, which includes entertainment- and news-on-demand, distance learning, on-line shopping and other electronic commerce services, video conferencing capability, government services, as well as faster Internet.

In the case of digital broadcasting, consumers in the near future can watch infinite number of TV channels across the different platforms, namely Digital Terrestrial (DTT), Digital Satellite (DTH), and Digital Cable (D-Cable), due to the compatibility of digital signals. When digital television with in-built digital-analogue converters reaches critical mass, true convergence will occur as consumers can now access content in all three platforms. At the present, digital TV content is limited to the digital service one subscribes to. A DTH subscriber for example, cannot gain access to D-Cable content because of the different set-top box (converter) used. The level of ownership of digital television therefore decides how successful convergence truly is, and the choices we have in the future. 

Besides increased choices and content, it is now more convenient to receive multimedia and digital broadcast content. With convergence, we can receive multimedia and digital broadcast information through an assortment of platforms such as PDAs, Laptops, Personal Computers, Digital Television and Mobile phones. The compression technology of today has enabled big files to be stored in a single application programme and this means that we can choose the kind of multimedia and broadcast information we want anytime, and anywhere as information is now portable and mobile.

B. New Content Providers

With media convergence, there is a demand for new content providers who are not only capable of coming up with quality content, but who do so with technical feasibility in mind. In the digital age, one who is trained in the field is inclined to include all the technical tools and fancy applications which may not be user-friendly enough for most people.

Thus it is imperative that the multimedia creators have a clear idea of the characteristics, demographics and wants and needs of their target audience. This is to tailor the product in a way that harnesses new technology, but at the same time keeping the target audiences preferences and needs in perspective.

C. Interactivity

Interactivity refers to how the user is empowered and becomes active in the process of  accessing information. Thus discretionary choice on the part of the individual is increased as one can choose to an extent the outcome of his activity with the application programme or content.

In the face of convergence in multimedia and its delivery through means of  broadband digital webcasting, interactity is brought to new heights. Where traditional interactivity on the Internet meant minimal sound and animation effects (due to bandwidth limitations), the online experience is enhanced when broadband digital webcasting comes into the picture. Users can make their way through three dimensional worlds, turning on every axis. Object surfaces can feature photo-realistic rendering and content such as educational courses have embedded video. 

II. Economics: 

D. Monopolies; Entry Barriers and Convergence

The market structure is likely to change as convergence takes place. Technological convergence between the telephone, television and PC would produce new economic opportunities as new digital products challenge monopolies in areas like telephony. More global players in the form of conglomerates would dominate across geographical and space.

This convergence of the three technologies has given birth to a new breed of industry based on multimedia communication. Recognizing the significance of this budding industry, Communications Minister Mah Bow Tan said that multimedia is becoming the leading industry of the 21st century and hence “Singapore must nurture this industry now.”

Barriers to entry in terms of franchise are also disappearing. For example if someone wants to operate a radio station in Singapore, the person needs a license which is hard to get. But if one puts radio programmes on SingaporeONE as an audio streaming service, it is easier to achieve and also less regulated. Then again digital broadcasting makes over-air transmission less scarce and therefore possible relatively cheaper. Economic power is also likely to shift from control over scarce distribution channels to control over scarce intellectual property as alternative delivery mechanisms proliferate.

Having looked at the issues convergence that pertains to both multimedia and digital broadcasting, we’ll now look deeper into the relationship and differences between the two.

Relationship & differences between the two

I. Media & Medium


From the definitions given in the introduction, it is not difficult to discern that multimedia essentially describes a type of media content, that of combining elements of audio, video, text, animation and interactivity, whereas digital broadcasting is a mode of transmitting data. The fundamental difference between the two is that both exist at a different level of the communication process, with multimedia as ‘a kind of message’, and digital broadcasting a mode of relaying message. This difference then, also marks out the relationship between the two, with multimedia being one of the types of content that can be broadcasted digitally.   

II. Uses & Interactivity

Multimedia is basically a packaging of various media into a medium (CD, DVD ROMs) to deliver video, audio, text and pictures and interactivity to provide information and entertainment. Digital broadcasting on the other hand, is a relatively new technology that also bundles all these media experiences through one medium, be it a digital set top box or through broadband ADSL technologies. 

Thus, we can see that the use of multimedia and digital broadcasting is similar; that of providing information and entertainment, and increasing edutainment. An in-depth comparison of both would reveal that the most significant difference lies in how each is used; more specifically, the level of interactivity inherent in each. 

Multimedia enables customization and non-linearity. It is able to create a hypermedia product, which allows user to explore information in whatever sequence he or she desires. Early prototype interactive movies released on CD-ROM like “Wing Commander III” and “Under a killing Moon” have alternate storylines that allows viewers to choose from. Borderbund’s highly successful children CD-ROMs and MS Encarta are also very good examples of Edutainment multimedia products.

Unlike multimedia applications, digital broadcasting is still under development. In fact, the word “broadcasting” suggests that it is a passive, one-way, one-to-many transmission of information, video and audio. Currently, the level of interactivity offered by programmes through digital broadcasting (in Singapore) is basically zero. 

This, however, may soon change. With the present development in technology, interactive movies are already in production. It will be a matter of time before such interactive movies will be made available on Digital Pay TV platforms. Already, Singnet is already carrying out its trial of 300 users in Ang Mo Kio of their ADSL Video-on-demand service. The company hopes to launch Singapore’s first VOD system in Singapore by the end of next year. Although video-on-demand is currently available in many countries, many do not consider it to be truly interactive. But due to the upstream transmission capabilities of Interactive TV, the provision of interactive movies is already technologically possible.

When this is happens, the word:”broadcasting” will be a misnomer, as Digital Broadcasting will develop into a 2-way interactive media. Already, this is happening as Internet access is intimately related to the broadcasting and telecommunications industry. Telephone lines can transmit Pay TV using ADSL technology not unlike Singtel’s Magix service. Cable companies like SCV provide Internet access through their HFC television access points. While we do not have satellite broadcasting locally, US companies like DirecTV provides broadband Internet services through satellite DBS technology. And in the future, 3G technology will enable PDA’s and handphones to receive information at wired broadband speeds, making portable video conferencing a possibility. Such media conglomerates are called Full Service Networks (FSN), offering not just cable channels but also Internet access and an easy to use Interactive TV services for the non-computer literate users.

In the future, there might not be an attachment of a particular medium (Terrestrial broadcasting) with the media (TV or Radio), but a common infrastructure of what is already known as cyberspace. And when FSNs reach out to a greater number of people, interactivity will finally be available to the masses. When this happens, a higher level of interactivity that surpasses that of current multimedia applications will be available. And that is community. The highest form of interactivity will be easily available to even the non-computer literate. Such cyber communities already exist today as online newsgroups, emails, bulletin boards etc.

As such, relationship between the two may change from one in which both are substitutes of each other, to a complementary relationship in which both can work hand-in-hand to provide content. the relationship between them is set to become closer as digital broadcasting helps in enabling multimedia application distribution in a cheap, convenient and timely way. 
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