WHAT’S NEXT FOR NEW MEDIA  

HIGHLIGHTS

•   “The Web is owned in a legal sense by lots of different kinds of owners. Controlling the Web is a different story. Today, we have a decontrolled media environment. Places where de-control is just happening now are key. Users can veto what the owners think,” said Jay Rosen, associate professor and former chairman of New York University, Department of Journalism.

•   “With the Internet, 99.9 percent of everything is junk. What’s appealing is creativity in the message, in the relationship and in the delivery. Be respectful of people on the other end. Find a new way to do it,” said Josh Bernoff, vice president at Forrester Research.
•  “If it’s about conversation, it’s about relationships. It’s a philosophical thing.” said Rick Murray, President of Edelman’s me2 revolution while explaining how the me2 revolution wants to  “kill” the word, pitch, at Edelman. 
  
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Moderator Julia Hood, editor-in-chief, PRWeek, opened up the discussion of future trends in new media by asking panelists to help identify “what’s a fad, and what’s real” in terms of delivery platforms.

Josh Bernoff, vice president at Forrester Research, said that his firm believes that traffic “matters a lot more than buzz” when determining which new technologies are likely to catch on. Other considerations include: Has the platform spread virally? Is the platform “built on stuff that’s already there?” Does the platform satisfy some sort of human need – to communicate, to get together? 

Rick Murray, president of me2revolution, added that his group is focused on education and works with Edelman clients to come up with new solutions to leverage new media.  He looks to Steve Rubel’s group to identify trends that fall within three pillars of time -- within six months, 6-18 months, and 18 months and beyond. The me2revolution tries to find early adopter clients, place bets on specific technologies within the 18-month time frame and then waits to see what happens.

Jay Rosen, associate professor and former chairman of New York University, Department of Journalism, said he tries to “follow the right bloggers” and relies on industry pundits like Steve Rubel and Jeff Jarvis to identify which new technologies will last. Rosen adds that “deeper methods” include seeking mediums that are “changing the world”. Using the example of the inception of the Worldwide Web, Rosen says “the cost for people to find each other, share information and collaborate is falling dramatically, every time I see that show up, it’s significant.”

Rosen added: “Changes of balance of power between producers and consumers is potentially significant. Anything that makes good on the original principles of democratic change [is also significant]. I pay attention to the places where things flip over to where there’s no power after all and sort it from all the hype that people in PR produce.”

Craig Stark, assistant professor, department of communications, Susquehanna University, asked  panelists how they feel ownership plays into the balance of power between producers and consumers, citing that Facebook and MySpace are owned by large corporations. 
He asked, “How does that affect content placement?”

Bernoff: The approach of] Facebook: build whatever you want on it. Any platforms that put restrictions on openness are at a disadvantage. YouTube [tells the industry], ‘We take down stuff objectionable such as child pornography.’ What about copyrighted information? Even with corporate ownership, traffic depends on openness.”

Rosen suggests that a value of a site is the “part that’s owned and part of what people bring”. 

Rosen: “The Web is owned in a legal sense by lots of different kinds of owners. Controlling the Web is a different story. Today, we have a decontrolled media environment. Places where de-control is just happening now are key. Users can veto what the owners think.”

Rosen cites the recent controversy over at peer-to-peer news community site, Digg, where a hacking code was posted content and pulled down by the site administrators. Users demanded that Digg repost the content, and the company buckled.

An audience member asked Steve Rubel to comment, since “two of three of you [panelists] mentioned that you go to Steve”.

Rubel identified Open TV as a future trend. He comments, “Every time I’m asked what’s next, I think [to myself}, ‘What’s absolutely fascinating in the next five years?’ Television is a closed platform by now. You can’t get content without getting through gatekeepers. Turn television into an open platform for anyone. Invest the $299 in the Apple TV device. I watch my friends that produce, brands [as they] begin to create channels, content networks like the old Texaco/Uncle Milton [Berle] model. Open TV. If I recall what you [Josh Bernoff] wrote you weren’t that bullish.”

Bernoff explained that he was Forrester’s analyst on television for 10 years and replied, “There are two camps: ‘everything is going to the Internet’ and ‘you’re crazy, nothing’s going [to the Internet]’… High definition content to TV through the Internet is not easy due to bandwidth issues. Problems are all solvable in the long-term not short term… Entrenched resistance will break down when Major League Baseball or Sheryl Crow starts to deliver through a direct channel. It will be three to five years. It’s coming, but don’t hold your breath.”

Murray added, “We’re advocating a pretty radical shift in messaging into conversation. Embrace conversation. Any structured conversation will decrease forcing how we rethink the go-to-market approach”. He contended that the PR methods such press releases, pitching, b-roll and major media hits are essentially the same as peddling, and they are not conversations. Murray stated, “Conversations require you to think and act all the time”. 

Rosen: “I think Edelman Is absolutely right to lay siege to the message… dead on because the world is changing in so many ways. Part of the reasons why the message brands built up the way they did [is because brands] are hard to deconstruct brand when there are few speakers and very few number of channels… Now, the cost of defending the message is huge. [The public] can go and discuss the message, undermining what [PR professionals and brands have put together] for weeks.”

Rosen declared the “ear of omniscient” communications is over, as he illustrated how messaging is constantly being challenged in the world of politics today driving “message people [to capture] tools of new media… The message is dead but the message industry is like an army, you can’t defeat that.” 

Bernoff offered the audience the “secret to effective PR: use your brain” by understanding who the recipient of your message is and what he/she cares about. 

Murray pointed out that public relations firms need to “hire people out of college that are passionate about the business they’re in, that care about what they’re doing”. 

An audience member commented, “When pitching a blogger, citizen journalist, etc., there’s a common thread. Winners that emerge are those that focus on quality. Lines [between journalists and bloggers] get even hazier.”

Murray responded that the me2revolution is trying to “kill” the word, pitch, at Edelman. According to Murray, “If it’s about conversation, it’s about relationships. It’s a philosophical thing.”

Randy Hines of the department of communications, Susquehanna University, believes that the “distinction between advertising, direct, promotion and PR will go away”.

Questions from the audience:

“Technology allows us to send more of the same sh-t faster but to more outlets. Building relationships and clients, how do we work with clients in a time frame? Some things on the Internet are instantaneous. Does relationship building, does it limit how you plan?”

Murray: “MySpace programs and the like look at 8 to 12 weeks based on advertising. We tend to plan out a week’s worth of activities. We don’t know what we’re going to do for weeks 7 to 12. We don’t know where the conversation will lead. Big channels like Wal-Mart are planning 6, 8, to 12 months in advance. It’s very difficult to think from a year and a half out from a client’s perspective. Hopefully, they have a contingency pot.”

Bernoff: “With the Internet, 99.9 percent of everything is crap. What’s appealing is creativity in the message, in the relationship and in the delivery. Be respectful of people on the other end. Find a new way to do it.”

Bernhoff: “Listening first. PR people (need to) engage you…(He liked Richard Edelman’s approach of) Transparent advocacy. I haven’t heard enough about listening today and the value of that. The future of PR to be successful effective and transformative. Advocate to the company, help them understand what the stakeholder or market or community needs. Do it transparently. Companies are not doing enough with listening.”

Bernoff asks Murray what percentage of Edelman resources are toward pushing messages and what percentage is about understanding people.

Murray agreed that PR agencies need to “do much better of a job of listening” as he believes the percentage ratio is 20/80.  He believes that the “Internet offers us deep, rich and full insights that we didn’t have access to before. [Informational] nuggets help to position brands, name and define products. Listening is being done by senior [PR executives], pushing [of messages] by junior people. We need to change that.”

Murray: “So research-based is three-quarters and 25 percent is execution. We are more oriented intellectually toward understanding the audience. Assumption is that the Internet is free or relatively free. If I were a regulator, there’s more opportunity for taxing the vehicle itself, tax of popularity, tax on terrorism. Is [the Internet] going to be free?”

Rosen: That’s a major open question. I have had the sense since starting my own blog in 2003 that freedom of openness wouldn’t necessarily last. Fight to keep it open, Net neutrality is on… My message to PR – entire genealogy lifecycle is coincident with age of mass media.”

Rosen explained that PR emerged after 1917, when advisors were hired to help shape public opinion to the war. The messages were all constructed on moving messages over the media over to people who suddenly counted becoming “part of governing not governors”. He closes his statement with, “Whether it remains that with the change in platform [remains to be seen]. It’s hard to change DNA than change clothes.”
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