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Discussion of literature   

 

This section will consider two distinct sets of literature on which this study is based. 

The first are  more theoretical works surrounding the concepts of  digital media, 

convergence and technology within society. The second set provides an empirical 

overview more specific to the layout and function of an online newspaper within 

contemporary media channels. This study may also consider other works that are 

relevant, but not central to its aims. 

 

External agents, determinism and social shaping of technology 

 

In ‘Remediation’ , Bolter and Grusin (1999) plot the constructs of media convergence, 

they argue that new media refashion the old, not from outside as ‘External agents’ , but 

from within current ‘Cultural contexts’ .  Elliot (1988) describes this approach of setting 

technology within context as ‘ Interdisciplinary’ , noting that the progress of technical 

artefacts are part of a larger historical picture with social, political and economic 

relationships. He describes the idea of technology being treated as science,  as 

deterministic and as such, ‘ Inadequate and misleading’ . MacKenzie and Wajcman 

(1985) consider technological determinism in similar fashion, observing that if society 

simply accepts technological change as part of progress, its own responses must be seen 

as passive (Fig. 2.1). Their view is based how society changes technology, making it 

part of our social system rather than an independent factor. Livingstone (1999) 

describes this complex interdisciplinary approach  to technological change as ‘Social 

shaping’ . Pinch and Bijker’s (1984) constructivist  view endorses the social shaping 

concept by arguing that it is not possible to classify science and technology because 

they are both, ‘Socially constructed cultures’  (Fig. 2.2 ). In further denial of the 

deterministic view they suggest a social constructivist approach  that technological 

artefacts are shaped as a consequence of their social environment. This is in keeping 

with the Marxist view that technology is shaped by social ideals and interests in what 

they call, the ‘Social relations of production’  (Bullock and Trombley 1999). Hughes 

(1984) Clouds the distinctions between science and technology further by defining, 

‘Science in part as knowledge about technology and technology as embodied 

knowledge’ . 
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Figure 2.1  The Darlek. A result of 
technology being the prime mover in 
shaping social change. 

 

Figure 2.2  The household refrigerator. 
The humming sound is a by-product of 
human design and as such a  result of 
social shaping. (Schwartz Cowan 1985) 

 

 

The meaning of technology 

 

The meaning of technology has been delineated  by MacKenzie and Wajcman (1985) 

into three distinct categories. The first and most obvious is that of  ‘Physical items’  like 

computers, the printing press (Fig. 2.3), newspapers and motorcars. Social shaping in 

this instance relates simply to how humans transform and construct these technologies 

to realise a benefit. The human activities that contribute to the creation of the above 

technologies form the second category, so what printers ‘Do’  (fig. 2.3) is a technology 

in its own right. It is more difficult to define the effects of social shaping in this context 

bearing in mind that this category is based on society itself. The final category refers to 

the ‘Knowledge’  that humans make use of to create and consume technologies, this 

could include literacy, knowledge of printing procedures or even knowing how to use 
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the Internet (Fig. 2.3). This last category is technology in its earliest form, previous to 

the expression being used to depict machinery.  

 

 

Figure 2.3  Gutenburgs printing press gives a good illustration of the 3 
kinds of technology as laid down by MacKenzie and Wajcman (1985). 
 

Politics in technological ar tefacts 

 

These categories are useful to bear in mind when considering another theoretical 

argument pro social shaping and anti determinist, the social determination of 

technology. This proposes the idea that because technologies are used as a means of 

bringing organisation to a culture, they must symbolize, or at least represent what 

Winner (1985) calls ‘Specific forms of power and authority’ . He goes on to point out 

that technological artefacts can contain political properties in two ways. The first is 

when a device or system is specifically designed from the outset to create authority 

within a given community. The second is when devices or systems grow to represent 

particular political ideals (Figs 2.4 & 2.5) . 
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Figure 2.4  Voice 
of the Mirror. 
Media using its 
technology as  
power to leverage 
political opinion.  

 

Figure 2.5  The 
Sun has a distinct 
political agenda. 
The newspaper as 
a technology is its 
channel. 

 

Remediation  

 

In his influential work of 1964 ‘Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man’ ,  

McLuhan suggested that ‘The ‘content’  of any medium is always another medium’ , this 

idea has been adopted by Bolter and Grusin(1999). They interpret McLuhan’s notion of 

one medium being represented in another as a more complex form of repurposing,  

remediating, or simply borrowing. Furthermore they maintain that newer mediums are 

reliant on their predecessors in ‘Acknowledged and unacknowledged ways’ , thus 

making the older medium an essential part of the new. MacKenzie and Wajcman (1985) 

concur with this idea, suggesting that new technology does not materialize as brand 

new, but emerges from older technologies as part of a developmental path. 

Bolter and Grusin (1999) explain that remediation has two strategies, the logics of 

‘Transparent  Immediacy’  and ‘Hypermediacy’ , like Pinch and Bijker they suggest that 

social construction determines what falls into these categories. Transparent immediacy 

is the idea that a medium or interface can become transparent, thus allowing the user to 

adopt a closer relationship to the content. Examples could include a painting on canvas, 

photographic film, or the cinema. (Fig 2.6) is a multimedia application that invites the 

user to forget the screen based setting in an attempt to become transparent. 

Hypermediacy, a far more important concept for this study,  is a representation in which 

the user is constantly reminded of the medium. Bolter and Grusin sight the Internet as 

an ideal illustration of a hypermediated space (Fig 2.7). 
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Reality and simulation 

 

Within the process of  post modern technological development, and consequently 

remediation, arises the issue of reality and simulation. The cultural space in which an 

online newspaper resides is described as a ‘Post industrial work environment’  (Benedikt 

1994), suggesting the existence of a parallel space that transcends that of physical print 

and direct ‘Paradigms of visual literacy’ . Silverstone (1999) and Poster (1999) argue 

that this virtual space is not necessarily transcendence, rather, an ‘Expression of the 

real’ . Furthermore Turkle (1995) maintains that ‘Substituting representations for the 

real’  is a concept with which consumers are becoming ‘ Increasingly comfortable’ . 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.6 
An attempt at transparent immediacy. 

 

Figure 2.7 
The unashamedly hypermediated space 
of the World Wide Web. 
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Newspapers as vir tual organisations 

 

To describe the development of online newspapers, Maguire (2002), uses two of 

Lethbridge’s (2001) six elemental structures of virtual organisations. The models of 

‘Virtual Face’  and ‘Parallel Alliance’  are the two distinct forms taken by online 

newspapers  on the WWW. The Virtual Face model is an electronic manifestation of a 

non virtual, or physically real, organisation. A Virtual Face online newspaper reflects 

some, if not all, of the physical and graphical formats of its hard copy (Fig 2.8). 

McAdams (1994) suggests that the use of the newspaper metaphor provides a superior 

navigational model.  At a corporate level the parent organisation maintains close links to 

its virtual face (Burn 2001). Bolter and Grusin suggest that all new media have in some 

way been repurposed from older versions, however once a new medium establishes 

itself it will define its own aesthetic values, which leads onto Parallel Alliance. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.8  USA Today print and web 
versions 

 

 

In contrast, the Parallel Alliance Virtual Model operates as a value adding entity to its 

parent organisation (Maguire 2002). The two are mutually dependant and have common 

goals, however the virtual entity is unconstrained in how or when it presents its content. 

A Parallel Alliance model will not use the traditional printed newspaper metaphor, 

tending instead to opt for a layout optimised for screen use. Rayport and Svoikla (1995) 
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described the value adding  activities connecting an organisations raw materials to its 

consumer product as the ‘Value chain’ . Within the virtual world this develops into the 

‘Virtual Value Chain’ , a place in which a companies physical  products are arranged as 

digital information in the ‘Marketspace’ . Using industrial examples they suggest that 

non commercial value adding ventures in the marketspace create added value for the 

customer, and as such increased loyalty. 

 

The physicality of pr int 

 

The challenges online newspapers face in relation to their usability has been well 

documented. Magazines and newspapers have a convenience about their packaging and 

portability that an online reading experience cannot reproduce. The mobile nature, and 

disposability of print makes its consumption predictable and effortless. (Katz 1994, 

Kelner 2000, Wood 2000, Perkin 2001, Lichtenberg 1999). Print is physically easier to 

read, a whole broadsheet newspaper can be scanned for information in seconds, again 

this is not possible with an online newspaper due to constraints placed by screen size 

(Mcadams 1994, Perkin 2001) (figs 2.9 & 2.10).   

 

 

 

Figure 2.9  Stories on the Internet can 
only be read one at a time. Like most 
others over a few hundred words this 
article taken from Guardian Unlimited 
requires the user to scroll. 

 

Figure 2.10  The Financial Times is 
typical of any printed newspaper. The 
reader can view many stories at the same 
time and no further interaction is required. 
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Newspaper organisations have also had their motives behind an online presence 

questioned. Morris and Ogan (1996)  suggest a staking out of territory in cyberspace 

through fear of the unknown, whilst Barringer (2001) describes the early years of online 

newspapers as being ‘Fuelled by the fear that the web would devour profits’ . 

  

Novelty, integr ity and  competition  

 

There is also the idea surrounding the Internet as ‘Novelty’  (Silverstone 1999), not 

wanting to be left behind, or having to create an online presence simply to keep up with 

the competition. (Fulton 1996, Morris and Ogan 1996, Barringer 2001, Nerone and 

Barnhurst 2001). This prompts Boyd and Skene (1999) to enquire, ‘ Is the organisation 

transforming itself, or merely reacting?’ .  Kelner (2000) and Perkin (2001) point out 

that in the printed newspaper, consumers are paying for a product that has been 

conveniently edited. Thus, an antidote  to the late twentieth century phenomenon of 

anarchic information overload (Dix et al. 1997, Greenslade 2003d). Also, consumers 

place trust in the journalistic integrity of a particular newspaper (kelner 2000, Morris 

and Ogan, Greenslade 2003c, Docherty 2003, Boczkowski 1999), and the newspapers in 

turn are levering those trusted brands onto the Internet as ‘Global information brands’  

(Ryan 2002). Brands that represent a set of values, rather than a particular product are 

described by Klien (2000) as ‘Attribute brands’  (Figs 2.11 & 2.12). 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 2.11 An attribute brand  aims to retains 
its integrity across mediums.  

Figure 2.12  A logo or brand is 
universally associated with a set of 
values. 
 

 

Another key point in media convergence is the idea of the Internet competing with more 

traditional mass media forms (Lapham 1995, fulton 2000, Docherty 2003). Bolter and 

Grusin (1999) go further by suggesting that television news has begun to look like the 
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windowed and mediated environment of the WWW. They describe this as the ‘CNN 

look’ , and point out that the non linear nature of hypertext now gives users an element 

of control once the preserve traditional broadcast and print. Bartlett (1998) calls that 

traditional control ‘Point to multipoint’  and theorises that the news medium of  this 

century will combine the power of television with the portability of newspapers. 

Hammersley (2003) asks whether the Gulf War of 2003 could become the first ‘ Internet 

war’ , just as photojournalism became a function of the Spanish Civil War (Fig. 2.13), or 

Gulf War 1991 the ‘Birthplace’  of 24 hour news (Fig. 2.14).  

 

 

Figure 2.13  Photojournalism 
during the Spanish civil war. 

 

Figure 2.14  ABC Online news 
during the 2003 Gulf war. 

 

 

What is more important here is that Hammersley (2003), Bartlett (1998), Bolter and 

Grusin (1999), Nerone and Barnhurst (2001) all suggest visual connections between the 

appearance of printed, televised and online news. During its redesign ten years ago, 

Elements of  USA Today  took inspiration from the format of televised newscasts. In 
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turn, the recent screen layout of televised news borrows from the mediated space of the 

web (Bartlett 1998) . Pavlik (1999), Palser (2001) and Riley (1998) all make a 

connection about newsprint now occupying a screen space in the manner of traditional 

broadcast mediums like television. 

 

Divergence  

 

Lapham (1995) and Morris and Ogan (1996) note that within the new many to many 

communication model, audiences no longer simply consume information but produce it 

too. A shift from one to many mass communication towards a more interactive 

experience between medium and user (Livingstone 1999, Lapham 1995, Bolter and 

Grusin 1999). 

The convergence and diversification of ‘old’  and ‘current’  media into more local and 

specialised forms (Livingstone 1999, Bartlett 1998) leads to some important points. 

Readers of  print newspapers have traditionally shared a mutual space, the amount of 

diverse and volatile news   information available on the Internet disperses readers into 

isolated areas (Nerone and Barnhurst 2001). This results in the reader only having to 

consume news of direct personal interest, making the concept of browsing redundant 

(Figs 1.5 & 1.6). The Internet has, by its hypertextual nature, the potential for highly 

personalised information (Wood 2000, Ryan 2002, Doyle 2002), this may lead to the 

possibility of fragmentation among audiences (Morris and Ogan 1996). Both Morris and 

Ogan (1996) and Wood (2000) stress that such a demassification of audiences has 

possible negative socio-political ramifications. From an American perspective Nerone 

and Barnhurst (2001) disagree, they argue that there is ‘Democratic potential’  in a 

personalised news form, and suggest highly targeted marketing opportunities as a means 

of stabilising ‘Economic position’ . 

 

Pr int Vs Web 

 

Not all parties are convinced by the idea of printed newspapers transforming into a web 

presence. The chief executive of the stoutly Conservative tabloid The Daily Mail is 

quoted by Hodgson (2001) as saying, ‘We have no belief that newspapers will transfer 

themselves onto the Internet’ . Hughes (1984) suggests that new technologies can 

become ‘Stifled’  by organisations that feel their traditional technological space is being 
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invaded, Katz (1994) and Greenslade (2003e) go further by describing a newspapers 

unwillingness to change as, ‘A superiority complex’ . However,  there are proponents 

that see more to the web-print relationship than simply competition. Katz (1994) 

suggests the coexistence of the two mediums in a complementary manner, whilst 

Nerone and Barnhurst (2001) note that online news is not competing with newspapers in 

the same fashion that similar technologies once did. Perkin (2000) and Hunt (2001)  

highlight the benefits of both mediums in an attempt to make the two mediums 

‘Definable’ , and thereby showing that both newspapers and online news are worthy of 

the space they occupy in consumers lives. Further to coexistence is the suggestion that 

the web-print relationship can also be mutually beneficial. Nerone and Barnhurst (2001) 

align the newspapers current anxious relationship to the Internet to the way in which the 

film industry greeted the arrival of the video cassette. After the initial panic, cinemas 

have returned greater profits every year for the last twenty. Ironically, the video 

cassette, and now DVD, has become an integral part of the marketing strategy that sells 

blockbuster films. Wood has noted that newspapers in the United States are 

experiencing increased advertising revenues courtesy of dot.com companies buying up 

daily advertising space. Levinson (1997) proposes that the newspaper need not compete 

with the instantaneous speed of online news because its physical presence as text on 

paper has value in its own right. Along with  Perkin (2001) and Butcher (2002) he 

describes paper as having ‘Preservational’  qualities, suggesting paper as a medium for 

historic documentation (Fig 2.15) , a purpose that electronic text  cannot fulfil.  

 

 

 

Figure 2.15  An infamous example 
of print media capturing and 
preserving q particular point in a 
societies history. 



2. Literature / The Shaping of Online Newspapers as Virtual Organisations – 0009895 / May 2003 
 

 13

Identity and democracy 

 

Placing media, or indeed just newspapers, within a social and cultural context leads to 

the concept of identity construction (Gibbins and Reimer 1999). The notion of 

newspapers having a specific identity is a result of monovocality, that being a 

consequence of the shift towards modernism at the end of the 19th century. Previously 

news had been  distinctly bi partisan and multivocal in content (Nerone and Barnhurst 

2001). Gibbins and Reimer consider media functioning as a ‘Cultural forum’ , in which 

consumers can derive a sense of identity about who they are, and more importantly for 

this study, what and how they want to represent. This identity structure can manifest 

itself either in a personal or a community space. Gibbins and Reimer (1999) note the 

feeling of community that readers from different parts of the country develop through 

reading printed newspapers. However, Riley et al.(1998), whilst acknowledging 

borderless Internet,  has reservations about news organisations encroaching  on the once 

‘Democratic cyberspace’ . She argues that the originally egalitarian space is gradually 

being eroded by institutions intent on building communities to a financial and or 

political agenda (Doyle 2002). Her fears are not without substance, in ‘The State We’re 

In’ , Hutton (1995) accuses Conservative press tycoons of manipulating ownership rules 

so that 70% of all daily papers sold where Conservative through default, rather than 

through market competition.  

Cover price plays a large part in a tabloid newspapers ability to sell units (Fig. 2.16) , 

just as much as brand loyalty and political allegiance (Doyle 2002). The economics 

concerning the broadsheet press are slightly more complex (Kelner 2000), relying more 

on advertising than cover price for the generation of revenue. As with all printed media, 

most  production costs arise from the 

first copy, the usually quite high and 

fixed administration costs. Following 

on, are the variable costs of newsprint 

that are lower but not insignificant 

(Doyle). Perkin (2000) observes that 

online newspapers do not incur any 

variable costs because there is only a 

single copy. This may account for the 
 

Figure 2.16 
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frustration amongst newspaper editors at the prospect of giving content away for free 

(Hunt 2001). 

 

Design 

 

Finally, it is important to highlight some areas of discussion  surrounding the visual 

relationship of newspapers and their online counterparts.  The emergence of electronic 

distribution  methods has been compared to other historical changes within the press, 

notably the arrival of photography and the spread of modern design. Nerone and 

Barnhurst (2001) suggest that online news, like 1930’s photojournalism, is a result of 

technology. Not in a determined sense, but rather as a result of  a larger ‘Move towards 

modernism’ , and like online news, as a gradual process. They maintain that unlike 

broadsheet newspapers the size of the tabloid format constrained the ‘Phases of 

modernism’  (fig 2.17). Further, the size of the computer monitor prevents any form of 

modern design, and as such the emergence of online news indicates the ‘Demise of the 

modern formation’  and the emergence of a true post modern form (fig 2.18). 
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Figure 2.17  Repurposing for a new 
medium. The tabloid format in its new 
environment continues to use a neo-
Victorian structure as an example of 
Virtual Face. 

 

Figure 2.18  The broadsheet newspaper as 
an example of Parallel Alliance. Now 
constrained by the size limitations of its 
new host, can lay claim to a brand new 
style of layout that is truly post modern.  


