Extra! Extra!: Newspapers and the Internet 

We set out to investigate the effect of the internet on news, especially in newspapers. Our interest was piqued on this subject because news is an essential part of the way we, as individuals and as a society, learn of the world around us and construct our concepts both of this world and ourselves. Our initial hypothesis was that as the internet became more readily available as a means of communication, fact checking, and distribution it would lead to a homogenization of news reporting, both in content and in perspective. This has and has not been the case.


With the cost of distribution of online content being practically nothing in comparison to print medium one of the effects of online content has been a proliferation of individual stories. This has caused most storied, besides minor local interest pieces, to be carried by most major papers we looked at. Whereas before papers went online they would often report stories on different days, or not at all, we now live in a world where there is simply no incentive to not report a story. There are several contributing factors to this. First, the lack of cost and lack of need to not overfill an actual physical paper, as we have mentioned. Second, the popularization of individual stories as opposed to the traditional popularity of a newspaper as a whole. Michael Scherer, in his article “The Internet Effect on News”, claims that one of the major changes is this very shift from preferring a particular newspaper to preferring particular authors or even articles.1 Because you can read a single article rather than purchase the whole paper readers are more likely to switch sources for different stories. Because many people find news not by seeing their most trusted paper or news outlet but by googling key words on a topic the question of preferred source may not even come up, headlines become even more important in such a case. Revenue for online papers is also mainly created by advertising, with advertisers paying a small fee for each time their ad pops up on the page and is viewed (or ignored) by the reader. To maximize revenue papers must maximize viewership which is done in several ways. Firstly, many articles tend to be written on the same subject (at least for major news) from different perspectives or with different slants. This has the effect first of all of increasing the number of articles which can show up in a google news feed (or on a Facebook news feed for those who use social media to find and share news), increasing the likelihood of a particular paper’s story being spotted, and then hopefully read. Further. on many stories the paper is able to offer in depth and particular types of information that would normally be too specific for a traditional paper. Online stories can offer niche perspectives due to the low cost of distribution and high yield of advertising revenue. For instance, in the instance of the Sandy Hook shooting the New York Times offered not just articles with the facts and speculations of the moment (a topic we will deal with shortly) but also photo galleries for the less literate minds, TV interviews for those on the go, they even offered an article for teachers and parents on how to talk to children of different ages about the events and what they mean for our own lives. This sort of information is possible now because of online distribution. Additionally, for those who want to learn more on a story the paper will have links to similar articles from the same paper somewhere on the page. Even if no new, or at least important, information is gained from this second, third, or fourth article each one generates ad views and thus revenue.

What is the effect of this online distribution to the content of the news itself?
With the rush to be the first to break the story and to stay up-to-date with other news sources we have seen a predictable loss of initial accuracy. When a paper had twelve hours to several days before they would release a story they were able to do thorough fact checking and research but since news can be released at any time of day now there's a pressure to release information as soon as possible, sometimes even before it can be completely validated. Examples of this can be seen with the Sandy Hook shooting earlier mentioned. CNN’s This Just In, a news blog that reports up to the minute information throughout the day on various stories, wrongly reported the shooter’s identity, the number of guns he had, and the identity and location of one of his victims (his mother).2 Similarly, in the shooting of Gabrielle Giffords, they incorrectly reported her as having been killed.3 These stories come but a few years after the death of pop star Michael Jackson, a case initially reported by TMZ, a news/gossip publication of somewhat ill repute. While TMZ was running the story that he had died (it turned out, accurately) many major news companies refused to do so for several hours until they could get further confirmation.4 These could be isolated cases or anomalies but it seems to reflect the American attitude toward newspaper accuracy, if perhaps not the entire truth. Studies show that in a survey of the trustworthiness of 13 major papers in 2002 71% of readers found the papers to be believable, in 2010 this number was 62%, and in 2012 it was 56%. The New York Times specifically went from 58% to 49% from 2010 to 2012, meaning today more people find the Times unreliable than not.5 This is a major shift in the way we view news media, the supposed “fourth estate”.

What implications does this have? Is the media failing us or is this a rise in cynicism? One of the other effects the internet has had on the news is it has taken the writer/reader relationship and flipped it on its head. Yes, the paper still employs professional writers and subscribers or casual readers read their articles or blogs, but they now do more than just that. Modern papers include the reader in the discussion. You no longer need to wait to go on break around the proverbial water cooler to discuss the news of the day with your co-workers, the paper’s site has areas for you to comment on the article or even forums to discuss stories and share your own story or perspective. This is a radical shift. This interactivity is good for the papers, crowd or cloud sourcing reporting is cheap and people who comment on an article will come back again and again to see how people have responded to them and reply back once more, each time providing more ad revenue. Is it also good for us, the readers? This is the critical question. These additional perspectives give a broader view of a story but not necessarily a better one. In her article “What Effect Has the Internet Had on Journalism?”, Aleks Krotoski quotes Yves Eudes, a reporter for Le Monde, in discussing these first-hand accounts by untrained individuals. "I need to know how to write or take a photo and I need to be good at analysis," he says. "Learning how to use tools is different from saying everyone is a reporter. Anyone can make bread, but it's lousy bread. You need to spend time like a true, professional baker to learn to make good bread."6 Could this be the source of the decline in trust people have for papers or is it a growing cynicism about news authority in general? As the number of sources for news has exploded over the years is the field simply to fractious to provide a reliable narrative in the eyes of the modern reader? “The medium is the message,” as Marshall McLuhan said, and this is as true of online news as anywhere else. The internet is involving more and more people in the process of the news (from blogs to comment threads to twitter accounts) but it must do so intrinsically in new ways. The lack of faith and flaws in accuracy of modern newspapers may be an unavoidable cost of the new medium or simply the growth pains of a medium not yet understood properly. It will be up to us find out which is true.
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