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1. Take me to your leader.

It used to be that an alien from outer space would come to earth and ask to be taken to the leader. In the 1990s, the reverse happened. Earthlings visited cyberspace and posed the same question there. As there was no-one but themselves to answer this, a certain amount of debate developed amongst the travellers. 

Content is king, ventured some people way back in the early days of exploration in 1994 when the WWW first really took off as a destination. Content, they said, was what ruled the internet –good content on a website would make people would come. If you were King Content, you could tax the visitors. The system would make money – lots of money. The web as a whole would grow to become the biggest media platform the world had ever known.  And so the websites went up. If you were an "old media" player, you put your content online in the hope of joining the royal family. Although the audiences started coming, they didn’t bring their wallets. They wanted free information. So the model lost some of its credibility because it had no sustainable revenue source. 

Others then took the view that it must be something else that was king. How about community? Internet users, they said, were not interested in dead content, but in live interaction with each other – and with the people producing the content . So, if you could build communities – of all kinds – then you had the recipe for success. This was the magic formula for stickability: i.e. getting people to stay with your site in an environment where there were more and more sites to tempt them away, never to return. Interactive potential was the name of the game – from emails to chat forums to listservs. From a business point of view, this was seen as a way to get enough consistent eyeballs for advertisers to be attracted. Millions of people came to the communities, but the admen remained absent. 

Another C then came to the fore: people argued that commerce was really the killer application. The view was that the internet suited itself to transactions. People could not only read reviews of CDs, and talk about them through online discussion groups -- with only a credit card and the click of a mouse, they could also buy the music directly.  So, the buzz by websites was to look at applications and utilities: things that people could actually do on,  and with, the web, preferably at a price you could charge, or a cut you could take. The beauty of this model was that it was simultaneously a means to attract people and a way to get money. E-Bay with online auctions was just one such example. But this model in turn had limits --- for media, the conflict of interests between independent editorial coverage of stories (like music reviews) when you stand to gain -- or lose -- a commission on sales generated by that self-same story.  Furthermore, people were slow to spend online, and as Amazon.com found, it also proved hard to undercut the prices and delivery infrastructure of bricks-and-mortar retail business. 

Next came the belief that if you were looking for the King of the internet realm, there was so much out there on the web that another C was the obvious answer.  If you could be the Channel through which people went on the Internet, well then you could be THE portal to the entire riches of cyberspace. Yes, there would be destination sites the other side of the gateway, but if you controlled the entry channel to them, hey buddy, you had it made. The beauty of this model was its recognition that on the internet you were not just competing with traditional media operations, but the entire damn plethora of business, government, porn, personal, sports, poetry and every other site you could think of. 

So the idea was that if you were the portal, everyone would come by your place en route to the web, and you’d surely get enough traffic to attract significant advertising. Your site therefore needed to offer search facilities for the web – and more. It should be a one-stop shop for as much as possible before a person jumped off and went to one of the destinations. So, news, weather, email, even sex and romance etc. were called for. Instead of being on the website of the newspaper, the Charlotte Observer.com, you needed to expand and become Charlotte.com -- a much wider information and services business. It would be like East London's Daily Dispatch Newspaper becoming EL.co.za, rather than Dispatch.co.za. 

Some sites - notably seach engine pages - by this point were so desperate for revenue, however, that they began taking shortcuts to profit. In the process they discredited themselves as trustworthy portals: they sold certain words so that return findings on a search engine place a link the buyer’s site at the top of the list. Others continued to set themselves up as being portals that treasured a critical asset beginning with a small c – credibility. They would be trusted advisors recommending you which destinations were worth visiting, and you’d always come back to them for this service. The portal push was an interesting strategy, but there were limits to how many sites could position themselves as "the" gateway to the web. And even if you did successfully build a popular portal, still it seemed that the admen stayed away. 

More recently, with 60 million plus people coming to communities like the Napster website to talk and swap music, there’s been return to the "community is king" model. This time, the model is being driven not only by trying to get stickability for enough defined viewers in order to attract advertisers – but also by a bid to cut the costs of production. There are 3 “c’s” here: “Community-created content” is a current buzz phrase. It means that visitors are enlisted not just as consumers of content, but producers. For specific sites serving technology junkies at slashdot.com and African Americans at BlackPlanet, the model seems to work. Production costs are minimal, but still the advertising isn’t great. 

2. Convergence rules

After all these C’s, you probably need a good dose of another C … i.e. Vitamin C. But there is yet one more C which I believe has endured when most other contenders to the throne are still struggling. The unsuccessful hopefuls have lots of strengths, but they all have a common weakness – also involving with a C. They were too webCentric. To find the King of the Internet, we have to look wider than the web. And what we then find is that the King is not only boss of the Internet, but is also the principle that rules of the whole domain of media in this phase of history. His majesty goes by the name Convergence. It is under his patronage that the pretenders to the throne -- content, community, commerce, community-created content -- will in time thrive, but not in isolation of relationships with his subjects in the "old" media. 

Right now, we can see the other C’s as part of the royal family – as queen, king, prince, princess, duke, baron, etc. If you want to be non-sexist, and if you’d therefore prefer that the monarch be female, no problem. But whether Convergence is to be King or Queen, there is only one sovereign out there. Whether we like it or not, Convergence rules. 

Convergence can mean many things. The common thread, though, is simple: it is about the coming together of things that were formerly apart. Originally, in the context of technology, it was applied to the link between computers and telecommunications -- a joining that ultimately gave birth to the Internet. Many people have thought that the result of this convergence in the Web means that there will in future no longer be distinct media platforms – for example, that television and newspapers will merge on the Internet as a new kind of electronic media animal.  

They’re right that there will be such a merger, but they’re wrong if they think that this will replace the existing divergence where people do consume media in separate forms. Convergence brings media together, and while it creates a new one in the form of the internet, this does not dissolve the old ones.  In years to come, there will continue to be times – just as they are now – when it’s most convenient to have information delivered only as sound, i.e. audio only. At other times, it will continue to be most efficient to use text and still pictures presented in page lay-out in order to convey information, especially abstract information. Full on entertaining of couch potato types will still seek stimulation through one-directional audio-visual programming. 

Yes, these packages of content may come via, and appear upon, different devices to what we know today. They may arrive on handheld cellphone-like devices, electronic paper, intelligent TV sets, or desktop computers, and they may ride upon wired or wireless signals. But they will fulfil the classic functions of radio, print and television, even though they will all be electronic and digital. In fact, the main difference to the past is that in addition to these separate specialised media, there is now -- and will continue to be -- the extra option of seeing them all combined in a multi-media package where the sum is greater than the parts, and where the integration of text, graphics, layout, audio and video are all contributing components of a particular content. In other words, convergence means that there will be true multi-media media, but there will also essentially be single-emphasis packagings with which we are well familiar. 

In short, King Convergence does not kill off old media.  Instead he rules them all, whether they exist separately or together. And while he won't wipe out the separate sectors, he wants them to collaborate a whole lot more - with each other, and with the new multi-media one.  

In fact, the King has even curbed some of the blinkers of arrogant new media which is now beginning to realise that it is not a breakaway separate medium from “old media". As a result, a lot of webmedia are nowadays acknowledging that they are not a vanguard of a completely multi-media universe that will replace everything that came before it.  We typically think that the move of the past five years has been from “old media to new”, but a fair amount of new media is now reverse engineering itself to output in old media platforms and formats. This is a kind of counter-chronological convergence. Examples of it are: 

* Online magazine Salon.com has launched a radio show

* Media news website Inside.com, now part of the Brill network, launched a bi-weekly magazine

* C-Net web-radio is now also on AM

* Using MP3 files, SAFM puts out on radio an audio programme that is originally made for the website of the US media foundation, the Freedom Forum. 

The power of convergence is that while not all distinctions are obliterated, there is a marked coming together. This is notably in terms of technology, in the forms of digitalisation and internet protocols. But it also has a lot of other dimensions - from ownership, revenue, promotions, newsgathering, editing and distribution. Convergence is an unstoppable global trend about interrelationships between formerly separate, even rival, players. 

3. The context of convergence

Where does SABC stand in all this? How does it observe allegiance to the King? When SABCnews.com launched a year ago, it was another initiative in the corporation branching out beyond TV and radio and it followed the founding of the innovative Newsbreak cellphone news service. This also came on the heels of the dissolution of boundaries between TV and radio, and the rise of bi-media.

All this meant the end of the SABC radio vs SABC TV, and an emphasis instead on the corporation as single public broadcasting service, the PBS, that would use its combined broadcast resources to bring new news to the new South Africa. It was Simunye: we are one news operation.  

What the SABC’s entry into cellphones, the web and even petrol station billboards also meant, even though this was not wholly recognised at the time, was the disappearance of the PBS.  In place of the public broadcasting service was emerging a public media service, a PMS if you will. Who is now the one Big Beetle in this new house?  Is there in fact one? If you look at cash, you might say TV. If you take audiences, you’d say radio. But in both cases, you’d still be reflecting a mindset that’s fast becoming redundant. Instead, you gotta get with convergence. And the King does not like giving permanent privilege to any single medium.  

To see what this means, we need to look at the bigger context of media convergence - especially the more recent one. 

One year ago, especially in the USA, it seemed that new media like the Internet were going to eat the old media for breakfast.  Anything that old media could do, it seemed, the web could do better – true multimedia, depth, interactivity, customisation, transactionality, computer-generated audience data, etc. If you were a dot.com, you had no trouble finding investment money. When AOL bought TimeWarner, it only reinforced the pessimism about the medium-term survival of traditional media like print and broadcast in the USA. Even in South Africa we expected Internet growth to eat away at the audience and advertising of traditional media. It seemed like convergence of sound, image and text in the web's rich communications capabilities spelt the death knell of what looked like old-fashioned, narrow and one-dimensional old media. 

Today, we’re wiser.  Some people even gloat that with the “tech wreck” in US stock market it seems that it is new media that’s in danger of dying, while old media remains solid. The dot.coms became dot.bombs.  Many ventures built on hype and illusion are now history. Unfortunately, there are others that had more sure prospects in the medium haul, who have been casualties from the way that the stock market’s exaggerated optimism over for the Internet changed to exaggerated pessimism. In the process, new media ventures have been savaged. The only thing that has not changed is the short-termism of the horizons of brokers impatient for profit. Recently: 

* Murdoch’s News Corp closed its digital media unit: retrenching 225 people. Staff at its Foxnews.com and Foxsports.com were cut by half. 

* CNN.com cut 130 jobs or 17% of its online operation. 

* CNBC.com cut 25%. 

* Knight-Ridder.com cuts 68 - 16% of staff.

* Discovery.com – cut 50% staff.

* NYT Digital – cut 69 people, 17% staff.

* Tribune: 46 people – 7%.

* NBCi: closed entirely.

* APBNews.com collapsed.

So, what happened to the marriage of old media elements in the new medium, when this offspring seemed so weak? Is collapse, rather than convergence, the real King? Was the SABC wrong to go for bi-media production convergence and for multiple media platforms that include the web and other outlets? The answer is an emphatic NO. Here’s why:

i. Technology is coming:

This is the age not so much of information, but of digital communication.  The effect is that the cost of communicating continues to shrink, and the invention and dissemination of communication technology continues to expand.  Whether by satelites, airwaves or fibre optics, megabandwidth will open up the USA and other industrialised countries as a huge market for audio and video content via the Internet.  But bandwidth will improve even here in Africa. This fundamental trend persists despite the stock market’s oscillations. And what this means is that the impact of convergence has only just begun. 

SABC’s expansion accords with this development path. 

ii. People are changing:

To quote a Seattle journalist, Pete Rinearson, “We can choose to be the last of the last generation, or  first of the new one.”  Like every generation of adults, we think we’ve  made it, that the familiar world is and will be like we know it. Not so: racing up behind us are young people – many of whom are making more telephone calls on cellphones than landlines, who are using these devices as pagers and messengers. More and more of them will be using the internet at school or college at least. They will embrace new gadgets and find new ways to use them. We have to keep pace, so that we’re in the place where they will be as they grow and mature into new media markets. SABC positioning is on target here.  

iii. The mission of public service remains:

Embodied in the strategy of expansion, and in content as well, is SABC’s commitment to provide news and information to the South African public. This means finding viable ways and means for the corporation as a whole to reach more people, more often and with more content.  Sure, this idealism needs to be tempered with resources. But that doesn’t mean it is irrelevant. Far from it, the mission makes it imperative that resources are deployed as effectively as possible in pursuit of this core purpose. Using new platforms to serve young people, mobile people, and people interested in South Africa worldwide, is a great way to fulfill the mission. In this way, SABC is dead right to try out new media and convergence opportunities.  

iv.     Being open to change: 

It’s worth remembering that there is always resistance to a new medium – as there was even to the invention of writing. Plato records the Egyptian Pharoah resisting the introduction of literacy. He argued that reading and writing would weaken memories:

“”They will rely on writing to bring things to their remembrance by external signs instead of their internal resources. What you have discovered is a receipt for recollection, not for memory. And as for wisdom, your pupils will have the reputation for it without the reality: they will receive a quantity of information without proper instruction, and in consequences be thought very knowledgeable when they are for the most part quite ignorant. And because they are filled with the conceit of wisdom instead of real wisdom, they will be a burden to society. “

Despite its size and potential inertia, SABC, surprisingly for such a big operation, shows itself open to experimenting, to trying new things. That is a real strength. 

v. New media continues to grow:

Although the growth of media presence on the Internet is slowing or in some cases even reversing, more and more people worldwide continue to get themselves online. It may take a little longer, but in the long run, there is no alternative but that advertisers will follow. This is not because they love the web, but because simple demographics will require them to be there. 

All this means that the Internet will continue to grow and that it ultimately will have the biggest market share of audiences and advertisers. Will it kill off radio and TV as a separate medium? Nope. But it might damage it:. You might not want to know who won the current series of Survivor showing on TV. But if you look at the website -- smack in your face is the answer!

That doesn’t make the Internet king of all the media. Maybe a leading advisor or imbongi. Because the king was and remains Convergence, and the effect of the current ailments of the Internet has been to reinforce and strengthen his leadership.

To sum up, SABC has been doing the right thing in the light of the five reasons of tech progress, a new generation emerging, public service mandate in an age of globalisation, openness to change and new media's still-bright future. No doubt it can do things better, no doubt it needs to refine and amend aspects. No doubt it needs to be alive to further changes and challenges. But no doubt there is no turning back. 

4. The emergence of convergence

Many people think that media convergence is something that is driven by technology. They think that it is technology that brings different media together. But that’s wrong. Technology only makes things possible, it does not make them actually happen. Some convergence can happen even without technological change. It's people who make convergence happen, not technology. Why do they do it? 

The overwhelming reason for convergence is another "C", one derived from a capitalist economy, and going by the name of Competition. This is a force that is now stronger than ever, and one which will keep on driving convergence. It means that former rivals or just separate entities decide to co-operate for reasons of offence or defence. The trend in the USA has been exactly this, and as one alliance is formed, so others are built in reaction to it.  

Take for example, the greater San Francisco area. There, the San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner newspapers co-operate closely with local NBC TV affiliate KRON and TheGate.com web site. In response, the Mercury News and CBS television’s KPIX Channel 5 have begun to share content and to cross market their wares. (Despite this step towards convergence, this reactive alliance continues to compete in separate websites that will draw from the enrichments to each side.) 

Across the other side of the USA, in the town of Tampa, Florida, there has been convergence of print and TV and a city-portal website. The Tampa Tribune newspaper, WFLA TV, and the website TBO.com have very close co-operation between news-operations – and also advertising sales. 

In other words, media enterprises that until recently were stand-alone single platform operations, are seeking and finding partners in other media companies. And this is a trend that is not going to stop. It raises the stakes of intra-media competition, compelling even more partnerships, mergers and acquisitions. But it is also gathering momentum in the face of competition from non-traditional media companies. 

With the falling cost of technology, and the change from the Hollywood Big Studio model into numerous small production companies, a lot of other players can now get into the media business. As a senior staffer at USAToday.com has pointed out to me, there is no reason why Coke – which incidentally now defines itself as an entertainment company –will continue to sponsor TV coverage of the Olympics, when the time is fast coming when it will be able to stream such coverage itself from its website, even in the USA feeding this into cable TV programming. When banking group ABSA starts getting into internet service provision, can its interest in offering users the carrot of content be far off? No wonder that so many media companies are seeking strength through convergence of one form or another. 

Convergence, then, is here to stay.  And not only that, but also to deepen. From a business point of view, convergence means several things: revenue-sharing, cross-ownerships and partnerships, cross-promotion, content sharing, and production sharing. Of course these all have implications for journalism.  

(i) Revenue sharing:

The prediction is that Internet’s revenue model in the coming years will be 2/3rds advertising. As Don Shaw has shown historically, no matter the medium that comes on the stage, the proportion of GDP that goes into media as such (advertising and subscriptions) does not increase. In other words, although the total pie may grow, the advertising slice has to be shared by ever more media takers. Already, many newspapers -  like Independent – have started online businesses for the primary reason of protecting their franchise on classified ads. In future, media companies will need to cover more and more bases, or to partner with other kinds of media, to ensure that they have access to the multiple revenue streams, and especially advertising, that a range of media can generate. 

(ii) Cross-ownerships and partnerships:

Clearly, the imperative here tends to be towards convergence of ownership – otherwise known as a tendency towards monopoly or at least oligopoly.  In the widest terms, the quest is to own both the platforms and the content provision. This has seen joint ventures between Microsoft and NBC in setting up a 24-hour news TV station and a very successful website¸ both branded as MSNBC.  The AOL-Time Warner merger is most of all an attempt to leverage the advantages of cable TV pipelines into US homes, combining Internet service provision with a mass of content through this channel. 

In SABC’s case, it is already a big media enterprise, controlling content and revenue across a range of platforms all of which it owns. As we know, it no longer owns the channels of signal provision or telephone cable. Even so, it has reflected convergence by its partnership with Vodacom in Newsbreak, and SAFM’s recent co-operation with link with I-Touch. 

As with the case of control internationally, questions are raised about the impact on content when there is central control.  Time-Warner (CNN owners) last year unilaterally stopped delivering ABC TV programmes to its cable subscribers when the latter, which is owned by rival Disney,  wanted a better programming schedule for Disney programmes that competed head to head with Time Warner programmes on the cable.  The dispute highlighted how control of a delivery channel can be corrupted to discriminate against vendors of competing content. The US regulatory authorities have insisted that newly-merged AOL-Time Warner may not use their pipes into people’s homes exclusively for their content.  The question of content diversity is a real one. 

(iv) Cross-promotion

Convergence also encourages cross-promotion between a company 's holdings, or between partnered companies' products. Again there are questions about such synergies impacton content such as when cross-promotion begins to drive journalism. This seemed to be the case with CBS news giving inordinate coverage to the CBS programme Survivor. Even cross-promotion that is honestly upfront raises questions: it can become a form of empty booster-ism that is based not on the merits of what is being promoted, but on blind corporate loyalty. Media's invaluable credibility assets can be compromised when cross-promotion becomes crass commercial sell. 

At the opposite extreme, you have the situation in Dallas, where convergence led cross-promotion turn into cross-no motion. The Dallas Morning News used to be accused of being soft in its TV coverage of ABC-affiliate WFAA Channel 8, because both were owned by Belo.  Once an actual partnership agreement was signed between the paper and the TV station, it was decided that there would be too much of a conflict of interests if the paper criticised TV coverage. On the other hand, it would also be queried if the paper criticised other stations' programming. The result was to drop TV criticism from the paper altogether. This is one case when convergence killed content. While it is not uncommon, it certainly isn't the dominant trend. 

Cross promotion even when charting a course between two extemes has its own problems.  It usually needs a champion, or it does not work properly. In situations where the web is one of the platforms in a cross-promotion arrangement (eg. With a core-business newspaper or broadcaster), it is usually the victim in that it gets very little exposure on sister/parent platforms. 

The big question for journalists is what happens when convergence goes deeper than revenue-sharing, cross-ownership and partnerships and cross promotion issues.

5. Convergence in content sharing.

A significant aspect of convergence is content sharing. This is not separate from cross-promotion – in the USA, the win-win partnerships are often where a newspaper gets free TV promos and the TV station gets depth and breadth from the newspaper’s larger newsgathering resources. Often the aspects converge, in that content sharing also entails cross-promotion, and vice versa.

Content sharing is not without problems. Most apparent here is the terms of the sharing. All too often, it is inequitable – especially, in relation to sharing with a website. 

(i) Content suicide:

The core partner here gives away too much in the relationship. If not suicide, it is in danger of "cannibalising" itself, by supplying everything to the weaker partner. Newspapers in the US have found their own scoop get scooped because a partner TV station has broken the news before publication. In turn, TV has sometimes found itself scooped by the very content it supplies to an Internet site, even to its own. This phenomenon is less of a problem than it used to be, because a range of protocols have been worked out, so that not everything is exchanged and certainly not unconditionally. But it is still a tension.

(ii) Cinderella:
The other side of the coin is that the party receiving content from the relationship has to deal with the problem of re-purposing material that was not originally designed for it. The result is that websites often suffer as Cinderella operations left behind while others attend the ball. They typically have to make do with materials generated for other purposes, and they lack capacity to do their own reporting and editing specially for the medium, or even to invite newsmakers along for email discussions. Web staff spend their time struggling too much on rote tasks or repurposing content, and not enough on adding value by enhancing stories with links, images, interactivity and depth -- let alone producing entirely new stories that are specially suited for telling on the web.  

A lot of analysis of the dynamics in content sharing is in relation to the relationship between old and new media. But the same issues often apply to content-sharing arrangements between old and old - eg. Between radio and television, or between a newspaper and a broadcaster. 

(iii) General problems:

Although the goal of content sharing is a win-win one, there sometimes can be a baron-serf character to this form of convergence. is This is especially the case where parent newsrooms and web-offspring are separated. Any editor of a newswebsite in this situation will tell you of how hard it is even to beg and cajole for content, let alone editorial staff dedicated to serving the site. Often the old media producers regard the website as either a fringe show, or as competition. So it hangs entirely on personal contacts, rather than any system, or shared desire to get the message out as broadly as possible. Very seldom do you find TV, radio or print all fighting to get preference for their stories on the website. The problems are exacerbated where -- as if often the case -- it is not logistically or technologically easy to share content. There are also sometimes misplaced and unrealistic expectations that people should supply perfect content pre-shaped for the website, with the result that the site ends up with nothing that is even partly tailored for it, and where it has to rely only on the content it is given or is able to get. 

Web research guru Nora Paul also highlights arrogance as a factor inhibiting convergence in the form of content (and production) sharing.  She urges that people should understand that each media has something to bring to the relationship. Journalists should appreciate each others’ products. The point is that each is different, none is better. Says Dan Bradley, news director, WFLA TV Tampa: “The consumer moves effortlessly from print to broadcast to on-line. The consumer sees how the various media fit together. Now we need to get the journalists thinking in the same manner.”

It is for these reasons of frustration that some people say that radio gets a raw deal from sharing staff or content with glamorous television. The same reasons have also seen some websites break away from their parent medium -- not quite going it alone, but certainly trying to do things their way as an equal.  The feeling has been that this is the only way to really make the platform play independently to its strengths. In this view, the web is not simply a culmination of old media, in other words simply an additional outlet to shovel-ware old media content onto, but a new one. It does not just add up, it combines into greater than sum of parts. It needs to put its stamp on things, not just retread second-hand media products. 

What this means is, from scratch, producing a substantial portion of content (at least a third) that is more than simply a newspaper or television put online. The thrust then is multimedia, interactivity, utility, applications, community-created content. Websites that went this way, appreciating their differences to their parent or sister media, also saw a role for themselves as newsagencies, breaking news 24/7, not on the once a day (print), seven times a day (television) or hourly basis of radio. They went into serving people with continuously updated weather, providing school sports scores for which there was no space in other media, catering to the large percentage (often 40%) of traffic that was people out of the area but wanting information on it. 

It may be for this reason that a recent study done by Harvard doctoral student showed that in the case of newspapers, those sites that are separated from print newsrooms have outperformed those (a slight majority) that were integrated. They have had higher innovation and more traffic. Meanwhile, the other sites have not exploited the leverage of their close connections parent or sister medium, but rather remained attached to its apron strings. 

The same principle probably applies to broadcasting too. Look at MSNBC vs NBCi. The former -- as an independent joint venture by Microsoft and NBC -- has thrived to become the web's biggest newsite. It is packed with incredibly rich content that really exploits the potential of the web -- immediacy, depth, visual strength, animations, interactivity, etc. 

Of course, it does make sense that a dedicated newswebsite has a better chance of doing great journalism, than one that is the new kid on a crowded block with an existing pecking order. But it is also more expensive to run a separated, dedicated site. A site tends to attract a different audience (and different advertisers) to the parent medium, but this is not always enough to cover the costs – especially when it has its own reporting infrastructure. Knight ridder stands by decision to spin off online units from papers, but more broadly the model that you have to create original material is falling by wayside. The problem that looms ahead is where do you stop? What would happen if this model was applied to other media platforms -- if absolutely separate teams were needed for every story for every new platform that comes along? The scenario would be 10 different SABC reporters jostling with each other to report the same story for different platforms, and if you add in the languge factor, you're talking more than one 100 journalists - from one company! -- attending the same press conference. 

As a result of the trends outlined above, the strategy seems to be a renewed push for convergence, to reintegrate the web with the rest of the operation.  The pendulum is swinging back again, but with some differences. This time, it is not to the situation where the web or any single medium was by definition a junior partner. The focus in this moves from convergence as content-sharing to convergence as co-production. SABC has been doing exactly this as regards bi-media, which has not been plain sailing - and even here, the question of how to cope with tri-media (including SABCnews.com) and even quadripartite media is still hanging. 

6. Convergence in newsgathering and production: 

The increasing trend is to convergence in newsgathering and production. This cuts staff expenses. For instance, TV stations can use print reporters for “talkbacks” on air, reducing costs. At SABC, bi-media reporters produce for radio and TV.  But how do you really get radio, TV, web and other platforms to work together?  Two models can be identified - both of which have problems. 

(i). Model 1: Full integration where every one does everything to meet the needs of every platform.  

This model means that especially as regards newsgathering, all staff learn all techs, and that they do the same story several times over so as to serve the disparate platforms. One complexity here is whether one platform is permanently prioritised over others as the core outlet. To do so, means to short-change other platforms in time and/or quality. To not do so, means a mechanical set-up where there is a fixed formula for how the different animals are fed their content dinner. Those left to last at any point in time just have to take what they can get. 

Another complexity is the multi-skilling that this form of production convergence entails. At CNN, the decision to pull the web operation into the main newsroom, has led one senior manager there to declare: "No longer will a reporter work for only one platform: TV journalist at CNN must know how to provide content to radio and online."  The company took a step backwards from having a separate and dedicated focus on building its website. It intended this to be a step forwards – harnessing all editorial resources for all platforms (including the website). But the questions of how to prioritise platforms and how far you can go with multi-skilling still need to be addressed in this model. 

Multi-skilling has also been a mantra elsewhere too. Thus, in the USA some Orlando Sentinel newspaper photographers now carry video cameras. In Tampa, WFLA television camera people sometimes shoot still images. At Bloomberg financial news agency, interviews are routinely taped for radio and web producers, and the reporter doing so also adds some text to go with it, as well as doing a purely text story. Reporters get into the habit, claims a manager there. 

One problem, however, is that if journalists are expected to be versatile enough to serve multiple media, but are not given training, the result will be failure -- setting the whole process back.  Worse, the result will be mediocrity spread across a range of outlets, and excellence in none. 

It is probable that no single reporter can be multiskilled for existing media platforms, let alone those still to come. How many hats can a journalist wear? Not an infinite number. While there are those multi-talented individuals with high competence in several areas, there are also always going to be journalists whose field of excellence is in one thing - eg. In writing, or sound, or graphics, or live interviewing, etc. So, the point is that convergence of skills has its limits. 

The logic for full integration of content production is that no platform will intrinsically suffer from forever having to re-purpose content created for other platforms. But, this model of full integration has serious obstacles of prioritisation and people's capacity, and these are extremely hard to overcome. 

(ii) Model 2: Technology solves it all.

The second model is that journalists collect data for whatever platform they can, and that editors use technology to mould this for multiple outlets. The buzz word here is XML technology, which implies -- in the jargon -- that newsgathering is "platform agnostic".  The idea here is that technology means means that it doesn’t really matter what gets collected for what. There is no pre-purposing, and there is no re-purposing. It is all platform neutral. If you talk “content” rather than audio, video, still images, text or graphics, it’s all one thing, indiscriminately gathered in the lowest common denominator form: digital data. 

The belief here is that text for print can be automatically converted to text appropriate to cellphones or websites, or even converted to audio in different forms for various platforms as well. Similarly, audio can be automated to convert into packages customised for radio, television, cellphone and web. Likewise in principle with video. It's all a question of correctly marking up the digital content, dumping it in a database, and the relevant components will be extracted. 

Lest you think this sounds futuristic, consider these applications. Newsagencies already code their stories in NewsML, which means that as they are received by clients, the headlines, intros, key words, etc., can be taken and processed as desired in 100s of different combinations.  Similarly, the Media Lab at MIT has developed a software programme that will annotate newsagency stories, to localise them. This technology recognises key words in disaster coverage for instance, and will immediately feed in background -- untouched by human hand. Thus, a report on a flood in Nepal, that appears in a Boston newspaper for example, can have a paragraph inserted immediately that says Nepal's population is 2000 times that of Boston (or whatever the figure actually is).  Other software being developed relies on the formulaic journalism around sports reports. All you need to do is add in the data, and it writes the sentences for you about who won, and what the chronology of the match was. 

The problem of this model is that puts too much faith in technology. For example, you certainly can automate that a newsagency feed always will take the intro paragraph of the latest-arriving story and put it at the top of your breaking news section of your website. But, is that story the most important story for your audience? Maybe, you just bumped off one that was of far greater relevance.

Similarly, a computer can convert text to speech and vice versa -- but surely you'd want to edit, unless you want to simply shovelware a transcription service or a computer-voice over delivered script? Yes, it is also possible to put video footage into a database and have clips taken out equally for web and for broadcast. But video on a TV set has a lot of screen real estate compared to that on the computer screen. And video that contains a lot of movement or complicated background does not compress well for transmission on the web. 

The problem with this model, then is that its "one size fits all" ignores the important questions of pre-purposing and re-purposing. It may save costs of having a range of reporters and a range of editors. But it singularly fails to exploit the strengths of different platforms. It's a sausage machine, not journalism. 

(iii) Summing up:

The challenge of convergence is that:

· We can't afford different reporters dedicated exclusively to single platforms if we want to service a wide range of platforms. 

· We can't get everyone to do everything, and even if they could, we would still have to get round the problem of prioritising which platform gets served first.

· We can't bypass these problems with technology that homogenises content and treats platforms in a clumsy undifferentiated way. 

The challenge of convergence is to find a model to integrate newsgathering and production efforts for different platforms, without compromising the specificity of each platform and indeed the needs of the specific audiences that go with them.  

7. Solutions: 

Of course the two models presented above are a little caricatured.  Each has some value in it that can be salvaged. At the same time, there is no third model that invalidates them entirely and produces a perfect solution. There are only the developments of finding ways around the problems. And the starting point is to approach the challenge from the point of view of convergence. The following words of wisdom refer: 

 *  “Convergence is change. Some people embrace it. Others loathe it. If the effort is led or ‘sold’ properly and then followed by effective communication and co-ordination to make the partnership work, the change should be almost seamless. Convergence simply becomes part of what an organization does.” (Tribune company, manager for intergroup development, Keith Hartenberger cited in Gentry, extending the brand, 33). 

* “If you believe in convergence and really want it to happen, you’ve got to plan and coordinate your activities. You can’t just leave it up to individuals to make it happen without some structure.” Steve DeGregorio, senior editor for multimedia, at Tampa, working with all three platforms. 

* “I can’t say enough about understanding the cultural differences between print, online and broadcast journalism. They are completely different animals! The good news is that many of the values are exactly the same. All three are commited to accuracy, enterprise and service to the community. But you have to create opportunities for the employees to witness these shared values and allow trust and respect to grow with the ranks of the organizations.” (Deb Halpern, WFLA-TV, Tampa, cited by Gentry 34). 

Summing up this advice, one can use three words: manage change, find systems, focus on the commonalities. 

What this means is that in the current phase of convergence, managers have to make a strategic decision about priorities amongst platforms. Ideally, if they are forward looking, they will look beyond current pet flagships. This is because amongst the different platforms – TV, radio, phone, billboard, online, print -- none is king. That role is reserved for Convergence. To give permanent privilege to servicing television rather than radio (or vice versa) would be to impose a straitjacket that fails to appreciate the power of the combination of both services (with others too - like web and cellphone) in the broader banquet of services at the disposal of a media operation. 

This means that the issue is not about filling airtime with sound (of whatever quality, mediocre or optimum) and video (whether vibrant or dull). Nor is the issue about filling the web with shovelware or even wonderful multi-media. It is about how you use all platforms for optimum journalism. It is, therefore, about how key stories play best on and across all platforms at your disposal.

To take some concrete examples, it may be that one particular story lends itself ONLY to the web. For example, crime or census statistics do not make for good television or radio.  Thus, where the story entails detailed analysis - and the ability for the audience to manipulate the data themselves, a medium like the web offers text and graphics, plus depth and the opportunity for the audience to digest at their own pace. Unlike this example, most stories of course can -- and should -- be told across all (or most) platforms. The trick then is to decide which platforms are the optimum outlets in terms of story telling and in terms of audience relevance. To give another example: When Pagad supporters burnt Staggie alive, the breaking news might have been best done on the web and then on cellphone and radio. But it is the video imagery that's strongest in that particular story.  Broadcst reporters covering that incident thus needed to be aware of how their coverage could (and might well) play -- across time, and across platform. Accordingly, they ought then to have given graduated dedication to their tasks according to their expectations - bearing in mind of course their skill sets. So, the need in such a case is for nimble and flexible journalists, operating with a holistic view of the full range of platforms in the enterprise for which they work.  

I once asked a US journalist, who is regarded as the leading technology correspondent in his country, how he worked. Specifically, I wanted to know who and what he thought he was writing for when he compiled his copy. This question was because he had more readers on the Web and on Palm Pilots, than in his newspaper. His response was a disappointing one: he said that he thought solely about his print audience when doing a story. Did he not even consider adding hyperlinks that could be especially useful to the online audience reading his stuff, I asked. The answer was negative. That is, in my view, a journalist of a bygone era -- notwithstanding the fact that he covers technology!

This is not to say this journalist should have given priority to his web audience. It is to say that he ought have had the flexibility to figure out which of his copy played best on which medium, and how to enhance his stories to play optimally in each of them. What makes it possible to manage such strategic customisation in covering stories for several platforms is that -- unlike the Staggie example -- most news is in fact predictable. This means, simply, that it can be pre-planned. In this way, it is mostly possible to say in advance what stories are best put on what combination of outlets and over what time frames, and on this basis how journalistic resources should best be deployed. This requires editors who are adept at planning and co-ordination. And it means that sometimes they will deploy a journalist with depth in a single medium; at other times they will send a team covering a range of expertises; and at yet different times bi-skilled, tri-skilled or multi-skilled individuals will be sent.  

In other words, it is not a case of trying for all journalists to be jacks of all trades at all times, but of deploying the right kind of resources for the range of jobs as these are anticipated. It also means that not every story has to go on every platform. Where different strengths from different platform-specific journalists are required, you do not have to collaborate on every story. 

In the USA, production convergence entailing multi-skilled teams (as opposed to multi-skilled individuals) are usually deployed with regular, very visible community outreach projects or investigations. Similarly, the most recent party political conventions in the US were well used for productions where broadcast, print and cyberjournalists sometimes share the work, sometimes work in each others area, and sometimes concentrate only on tailored coverage for their own specific platform.  

In other words, what is being painted here is a working alternative to the two flawed models discussed above. It is a direction (rather than a model), and it  means that not platforms, but stories, have to be prioritised. While platforms can't be neglected, and thus need a basic level of service, this is just daily bread and butter. Adding peanut butter and syrup means being able to shift your staff resources as appropriate. Doing this does not mean that decisions that have to be made on the hop at every news planning meeting. There are systems and templates that can be developed for categories of stories. These can even be profitably formalised -- without becoming rigid and boring formulas. I'm talking about a toolbox, where you know what to use for stories with specific timings and staff allocations for specific platforms. 

The task therefore is to develop scalable systems for covering the entire range of outlets – and for simultaneously meeting the specific needs of each. It is, for example, hard to have a website doing a multimedia treatment each day, or even each week.  But if this platform can count on being given recognition and dedicated coverage when appropriate, the enterprise can keep its head aloft with simple shovelware re-purposing of other platforms' stories for the rest of the time. 

To make this kind of convergence work, different kinds of co-ordination might be required. There clearly needs to be an overview of what plays best where and when. In some US converged media operations, there is a multiple-media editor specialising in developing cross media content. There is a case to be made for an editor-in-chief or overall executive function to play this role. In other cases, with lesser convergence, there are appointed champions who ensure maximum content exchange and rationalisation between mainly separated platform "empires." To ensure that some platforms are not neglected, places like Tampa have a central desk where all are represented. In WBOC-TV in Salisbury, Md: a banner was hung in the newsroom saying “Does WBOC.com know?” . It is about systems to manage convergence. 

US experience shows that the volume of collaboration determines if you need an executive editor, a lower level co-ordinator or perhaps just a liaison person. But either way, it is also clear that everyone needs to be on board. Every frontline journalist needs to understand the name of the game is how stories play across the totality of outlets, not defence of his or her turf. 

Journalistic convergence in this variegated form does not preclude far more intense convergence on the business side. There can be fixed integration systems for cross-promotion, centralised advert sales, common technology and databases, etc.  But a more nuanced approach is needed for journalism. 

What's important about this holistic approach to getting the best out of convergence is that it does not exclude different platforms from trying to further service their own needs by a range of external partnerships. This is also part of convergence. What should be required, however, is a commitment by all journalists to working as effectively as possible with internal partners and colleagues, and to overcoming issues of culture clash or snobbery. 

Conclusion:

The points made in this paper are that:

· Convergence still reigns -- the Wall Street and Nasdaq notwithstanding.

· Competition is ever tougher, and it pushes for convergence at a business level: ownership, revenue-share, and cross-promotion.

· Convergence also pushes for content sharing arrangements, and for shared production processes.

· In these trends, media outlets are:

· Moving away from unequal relationships of old 

· Moving away from separated operations.

· The challenge is to build systems of strategic and scalable story-telling. 

Convergence can't be beaten. But you can tame it. 
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