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Introduction:

There is a yawning international divide between Africa and developed countries, but that’s no signal for sleepiness! By understanding trends in the USA in particular, media leaders in Africa can prepare for the changes that will come to the continent, and pre-empt some of the negative consequences for the industry. In particular, this means grasping how the traditional business models for media are breaking up within the context of the Information Society’s new emerging architecture. The shift of the Web into 2.0 mode, and new news production implications this entails, should be registered. Finally, the Internet will find its way into the Africa media environment via mobile wireless devices like cellphones, and African media leaders should be preparing for this already emerging scenario.

1. Trends in the USA

At a recent conference in the USA called NewsTools2008, participants contributed to a wiki list of the “top 10 disruptions reshaping journalism”. First was “trust and quality measurement” – in a context of growing question marks over the mainstream media and competition by bloggers and websites by various institutions and hosts of “user generated content” (UGC). Other points mentioned were: gaming networks, data mashups, aggregation, tagging, geocoding, widgets and feeds, open mobile, identity and authentication. These terms are not only alien to most African media players – but to most of the world’s counterparts as well. Yet they need to be learnt, because a disruption by whatever name can turn your world upside down.
At two other (linked) conferences in the USA earlier in 2008, the following agenda constituted the programme: 

· E-Commerce Revenue Solutions

· Great Interactive Ideas

· Social Networking - How to Build it, Grow it and Bring in the Bucks

· Serving Readers & Advertisers through Search Marketing

· Managing Citizen Commentary and Contributions

· 5 Things You Should Do in 2008 to Immediately Improve Your Web Site 

Who convened the events with this focus? The answer: the Suburban Newspapers of America trade association and the print industry publication Editor & Publisher. As is obvious, there was nothing in the proceedings about increasing circulation, better page design, selling ads into special supplements in the local paper, etc. Print was as good as dead, the interest was in new things that could be grown from the corpse.
So why the obsession with online? The reason is in the facts outlined in a report, the State of the News Media 2008, by the Project for Excellence in Journalism: 
· Newspapers in USA ended 2007 with 8.4% less circulation daily, 11.4% less Sunday than 2001. 

· Print newspaper ad revenues experienced their worst drop in more than 50 years.

It wasn’t much better in television. Network TV news programs averaged 23.1 million viewers a night, a drop of 5%, on 2006.  
And the trends began to hit staffing levels during 2008. In the first seven months of 2008, an estimated 4500 jobs were cut at US newspapers (http://snurl.com/3047y). Layoffs like this do not amount to a business model, however, and some papers realise that. Thus the Wall Street Journal did an “editorial reorganisation” with 50 redundancies and 95 new hires. Expansion like this goes into web operations. In general, according to “The Changing Newsroom” report of July 2008, the cuts are affected sub-editing positions and photographers for the paper, and the expansion is in videographers and web-only editing. 
These changes reflect transforming audience habits in the USA. Increasing numbers of people there now get their news online.  In fact, there are more people than ever before reading content generated by US newspapers, but this is not via newsprint. And meanwhile, the revenues from the paper product are falling. 

2. Old business meets a new era.

What this signals is that the long-standing business model of the media is breaking up. That process is due to the digitalisation of the media, which has untied the link between content and particular physical formats. It is all data now, and it can be played out (even converted – eg. from text to audio) in full or in part, and upon numerous platforms.  The traditional industry entailed a horizontal integration of processes largely under the control of each single media company. For instance, a newspaper would own most of its information-gathering operation, its editing and packaging processes, its dissemination operation, and even a loyal audience. Today, in the USA, this is being unbundled, disarticulated and dispersed.

· Information gathering: this is now distributed, in the sense of including UGC (like the online Mail & Guardian’s Thoughtleader platform which is said to attract more web traffic than the news site).  Via embedded links in a media house’s own site, information can be sourced and published that comes from sources like YouTube.

· Editing: there is increasingly global outsourcing (Reuter’s UK now gets subbed in India), and there is user editing (eg. via wiki format) and user ranking (showing audience, rather than editor, prioritisation choices).

· Packaging: this is now spread across several outlet platforms, and there are also numerous third party aggregators – meaning that much content is consumed outside of its original packaging (eg. a search engine takes a consumer direct to a story without any entry through the frontdoor of the site).
· Distribution: through technologies like RSS feeds, the dissemination is broken into discreet items (eg. headlines only). There is increasingly a trend to get content out via other people’s platforms, and to get users to re-circulate it as well.

· Consumption: Instead of a consistent audience, the bulk of consumption is through links, and especially through search engines and recommendations.

This profound change means that although audiences in the USA are moving away from traditional print, and towards online, the same model and relationships are far from being replicated in that environment. In old media economics, subscription and advertising pay the content generation bills.  On the internet, subscription revenue has proved very difficult to get, and the problem is that advertising for newspapers online is not on a par as it has been in print. There are several reasons for this: in some cases, the advertising is slower to migrate than the audiences; in more cases, the defined audience that a newspaper could previously deliver to advertisers is now much more fragmented, transient, promiscuous and geographically dispersed. In addition, the web means a fundamental reversal of the model of advertisers seeking out consumers. Online, it is much more a case of consumers seeking out advertisements on their own terms, and avoiding them on their own terms as well. This is most apparent in search-term related advertising – and here news content has been eclipsed by Google in terms of its utility to bring advertisers and consumers together. Summed up by the Project for Excellence in Journalism, ““The crisis in journalism may not strictly be loss of audience. It may, more fundamentally, be the decoupling of news and advertising.” 
3. Expanded architecture of public information 

What lies behind all this is a much bigger picture of change in the architecture of the Information Society. Two interrelated dynamics have meant an exponential explosion of the number of players who traffic in public information: internet-isation and media-tisation.  As Buzzmachine.com blogger Jeff Jarvis points out, this creates a new “me-sphere” where the individual consumer is now surrounded by thousands of information choices – and the person’s news consumption is no longer mediated by a few media institutions. In this environment, professional journalistic content is devalued by the enormous supply of content from other quarters. It is an architecture where the ease of coming on board increases by the day, and the culture in this space is one of free content – with many contributors prepared precisely to give away content for a range of reasons, and to cover their costs through other means. Whereas the old media dispensation gave journalists a monopoly on a scarce commodity, what is scarce now is human attention. Competition for this is unprecedented. 
Part of the dawning of a digital day is the rise in recent years of Web 2.0, and its dimensions of social networks and the semantic web:

· The individual consumer is now increasingly able to access communities of like-minded people, meaning that instead of isolated searching or surfing, the model is now to get content surfaced to you through the recommendations of others. A focus group study of young Americans reported one young woman as saying, in response to the question of how she finds out what’s going on: “If the news is important enough, it will find me”. Indeed, through her online networks, it does. 
· From the Internet of separate documents to the Internet as a database. What contributes to social networking, but is much wider than it, is the evolving structure of online data heralded by blogs. The beauty of this is that content is accompanied by meta-data, which highlights keywords and provides categories as well. This allows unprecedented linkages to be made between content items that were formerly disconnected – for instance, there can be a feed for all content contributions online that get tagged with the same keyword (eg. “African media”). It is this trend that enables meanings to be mined, and the Internet to appear to be more intelligent – in a word, the emerging “semantic” web. There are software systems (like OpenCalais) which seeks to automate an amount of taxonomy by extracting and categorising names, facts and events from unstructured text, but content producers still have to decide on more abstract labels (like whether a picture symbolises flight, or a particular story is about racism).
· The value-add in a Web 2.0 world also comes from user contributions (often from users within particular online social networks and communities). It is not just the “old suspects” who are putting content into cyberspace. 

· In the old days, the mantra used to be “content is king”. As Cory Doctorow has observed, nowadays it is “conversation is king”. The challenge for traditional media houses therefore is not just to enable conversation (eg. by offering readers a blog platform); but how to get their content to be the substance of the conversation. 

Certainly, in this vibrant environment, responsiveness and openness replaces the old notion of publishing as giving a lecture or a sermon. Rather it is an ongoing conversation of elaborating and discussing stories as they unfold. The Project for Excellence in Journalism has declared that there is no single or finished news product anymore. In their view, news is shifting from being a product — today’s newspaper, Web site or newscast — to becoming a service — how can you help me, even empower me?

4. New news production
Many news rooms deal with the new opportunities by adopting a model similar to that of a news agency. The Associated Press agency itself has formalised a three-step flow (although there is no inevitable progression in the case of every story; some stop right at after the first stage.  The model is:

· Step 1: news alert headline for breaking news, and possibly then:
· Step 2: short present-tense story mainly for web & broadcast, and then: 
· Step 3: details and format the content for different news platforms – eg. possibly as a textual news analysis, multi-media
This has been further elaborated by blogger Paul Bradshaw in terms of the tensions between speed and depth. Speed treatments of content in a digital era lend themselves to the forms of: Alert (mobile, email); a draft (blog); an article/package (print, audio, video forms). Depth can be covered more slowly through: 

· Context (hyperlinks, embedded content - widgets)

· Analysis/reflection (article/package in various formats)

· Interactivity (flash, chats, forums, wikis)

· Customisation (RSS, ratings, social networking)

(http://onlinejournalismblog.wordpress.com/2007/09/17/a-model-for-the-21st-century-newsroom-pt1-the-news-diamond/)
Some people might argue that it is not even conversation that is king, but the Content Management System (CMS) that is used by a media house, because it is this functionality that enables the news diamond to be delivered. Drupal (an Open Source system) is an increasingly popular CMS, being used by Al Quds, Die Welt, Die Ziet, New York Observer, etc. It has been said that it can give 90% of the power of a high-end proprietary service. 
Then again, the people operating a CMS need to be in charge. Content needs to be input with meta-data, and that requires producers to know and understanding “taxonomy”. According to Paul Bradshaw (http://onlinejournalismblog.com/2007/10/08/online-journalism-job-of-the-week-keyword-manager/) The Guardian newspaper last year advertised for a Keyword Manager “to look after the labelling of our content”. The job was working across text, cartoons, video and podcasts.  At the Telegraph, there is a position called “head of comment and community”. At the NewsTools2008 conference, an organogram had titles like “beat blogger” and “community weaver”. The term “community gardener” can sometimes be found. Then there are “mojo’s” – mobile journalists often filing instant information (in various formats, including video) direct from a cellphone.
5. Mobile future calls for media to get moving
Although cellphones are just one kind of mobile devices, they are the most common – and the most ubiquitous. According to a Reuters report last year, some 3.3-billion people used cellphones, even more than watched television. Of course, especially around Africa, most of this is for interpersonal communication, rather than to receive or send content on a mass communication basis. Cameras are becoming standard in many cellphones, and in due course, the functionality of these devices will include capacities such as WiFi access, the ability to receive digital broadcasts, and even built-in miniaturised data projectors.
What this means is that the “form factor”, the small size of cellphones, is not a long-term deterrent to such gadgets being used for media purposes.   As it is, many young people do not seem put off by small screen size or poorer quality audio on their ring tones. Another obstacle that will be temporary is the different software that operates different makes of cellphones. Initiatives like Android, a Linux-based operating system by Google, will in time overcome inter-operability blockages.
People’s habits are also likely to change.  The advent in November 2008 of digital broadcasting in South Africa, will encourage consumers to invest in handsets that can receive DVB-H transmissions which will give them audio and video without the same costs of service and congestion that are associated with a similar content being distributed via 3G.   Those who follow football will be especially encouraged to upgrade by 2010. 

However, cell phones on not merely devices to receive content on, they will increasingly also be sources of video being posted online.  Much may be very amateurish, but even that will be competition for traditional media, including newspapers, who seek to put professional video online. The challenge will be whether the traditional media can integrate and host such user generated contributions.

What is also a challenge the traditional media, is that mobile opens a whole new market for location-based services. Imagine a potential media consumer entering a new city and looking for information.  Drawing on its archives, a media house is well placed to provide information about crime spots, information, entertainment, traffic, etc.
What may constitute a lesser challenge is the business model for online mobile media. Cellphone consumers are accustomed to paying, and will probably continue to do so.  Even though they will be able to access some content that is free to them, and paid for by advertising, or circulated just as UGC. The media players will make their profits out of a mix of advertising and subscription, although in this they will find themselves fighting with the cellphone providers, and even hand set manufacturers, about who gets what dividend from producing and distributing content on this platform.
6. Conclusion:
As indicated at the outset, there is a yawning digital divide in international terms.  But the tsunami of digital content will not pass Africa by.  The time for creative responses is now.  Don’t wait to see what the cost of fuel does to the economics of newsprint and distribution. By doing business as usual, will simply see the continent’s media industry decline as other players, with their different agendas and social roles, seize the opportunities. New investments and reorientations, experiments (often small) with digital dreams, re-thinking relations with audiences and competitors, getting up to speed with new technology – all these are the new order in the changing ecology of media worldwide. 
