Convergence and Singapore Media

In October 2009, Newsplex building will be MediaCorp’s new icon, the facility that will showcase the only tri-media newsroom convergence in the region, further boosting Singapore’s efforts of turning the Lion City into South East Asia’s media hub.
The robust and stable technology and communication infrastructure development in Singapore is one big consideration why MediaCorp is integrating its products. 

Infocomm Development Authority (IDA) of Singapore in its Statistics on Telecom Services for 2008 revealed that as of June 2008 household broadband internet penetration is at 85.6 percent, while mobile penetration is at 127% of the 4.6 million population.

Connectivity and technological advances in this city-state have changed mass communication, media companies and media landscapes. The media is facing incredible challenges today with pressure coming from everywhere. Technology is part of the reason as it has changed Singaporean’s media consumption.

ComScore, Inc. (NASDAQ: Scor), a leader in measuring the digital world recently released its first report on online usage in Singapore. The report showed that in February 2009 more than 2.5 million people in Singapore age 15 and older accessed the Internet from home and work locations, consuming an average of 1,785 pages of content and accessing the Internet an average of 21 hours per person. (add table 1)
In fact, among those whose media habits have shifted more to the screen is Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong.

Interviewed over Channel News Asia last February, Lee said “I watch the news on TV most evenings, usually the eleven o’clock news. In the morning what I do, I watch – I get the news on the Internet. Mr Browser is open and I always have 3 or 4 news sites, CNA is one of them and the Singapore newspapers and BBC and couple of others. And that’s the first thing I look at every morning when I get up. I read the print newspapers after that. But now with the big screen and with better software, you can get a very good impression of the print newspaper on the screen. I think my habits may migrate even further onto the screen.”

Technology and changing media consumption are just part of the reasons why changes in Singapore’s media are taking place. But the turning point of Singapore’s media landscape is when government deregulated the media market. Government announced in 2000 the introduction of “controlled competition.”

For a long time Singapore’s two media giants, Singapore Press Holdings Ltd. Co. (SPH) and MediaCorp Pte. Ltd (MediaCorp), ran all print media and operated all the broadcasting, respectively, enjoying duopoly.

SPH publishes 14 newspaper titles in four languages (English, Chinese, Malay and Tamil). It also publishes and produces more than 100 magazine titles in Singapore and the region. All of its newspapers have Internet editions.

MediaCorp has television, radio, newspapers, magazines, movies and digital media. It has over 55 products in four languages (English, Mandarin, Malay and Tamil), including online classifieds, Internet, TV-on-demand and High Definition TV broadcast.

In the deregulated media market, SPH was granted licenses for two television channels, TV Works – English language channel, and Channel U – the Chinese language counterpart. MediaCorp was issued with a newspaper publishing licence and began publishing the free commuter tabloid, Today, in competition with SPH’s broadsheet, Straits Times.

The new media landscape in Singapore led to the emergence of a new form of journalism – convergence journalism. SPH called it “Amphibious Journalism” while MediaCorp called it “Newsplex”.  

Convergence being an ongoing process makes defining it difficult. Others see convergence as a result of changing media consumption brought about by technological advancement, while others view it as a way to address declining newspaper sales, fragmented audience and stiff competition for advertising income.

Others call it integration, synergy, cooperation, collaboration, multiple-platform journalism, and cross-platform journalism, among several others.

What is convergence?

(INSERT CLIP OF FELLOWS THOUGHTS OF MEDIA CONVERGENCE)

Whatever one defines convergence the fact remains that it is not a "one size fits all” system. Convergence varies depending on the country’s media laws, available technology, type of audience, newsroom culture and the kind of society.

Gil Thelen, former publisher of Tampa Tribune in Florida, defines convergence “as a company that operates on multiple platforms to both serve the public interest in terms of news and gains market share in the process.”

Convergence is an editorial strategy to engage whatever device the user (audience) turns to in order to access that information.

In Southeast Asia some media companies have embraced technology advances in doing journalism. Among those considered as leaders are the Maeil Business Group and Joong Ang Ilbo in South Korea, Global Mediacom of Indonesia, Ming Pao Group in Hong Kong, Singapore Press Holdings in Singapore, Star Publications in Malaysia, and Philippine Daily Inquirer in the Philippines.

Convergence in Singapore

SPH started convergence in Singapore through its “Amphibious Journalism”; however, it didn’t last long because the television ventures were closed down.  

During the time of “Amphibious Journalism”, SPH print journalists were appearing on the two SPH-owned television channels discussing varied topics. Others were reading the news on TV while reporters were simply reporting. It indeed revolutionized journalism.

There was no official statement from SPH when asked why the venture failed in 2004, but Patrick Jonas, deputy editor of Tabla, one of SPH publications, who was around during the time of “Amphibious Journalism” said, “The experiment failed mainly because Singapore did not have a population large enough to support two networks. 

The media deregulation in Singapore’s market resulted in heavy financial losses for both companies and efforts for more media competition was stopped at the end of 2004.

SPH ceased to operate its two television channels. Channel U, the Chinese language channel resume its operation but under MediaCorp TV Holdings, which has again dominated Singapore’s TV market. But SPH gets 20 percent share of MediaCorp, TV Holdings, which also operates Channel 5 and 8 and TV Mobile. 
MediaCorp’s Today was merged with SPH’s Straits Times in 2004 giving back the print monopoly to SPH.

However, the failure of SPH “Amphibious Journalism” and the media market deregulation did not stop MediaCorp from trying to pursue convergence in its own house.
Dr. Chitra Rajaram -- a seasoned journalist, former editor of SPH’s Tamil Murasu, and once managing director of GolinHarris, a PR consultancy firm, who also was in academics for a while – was hired to head MediaCorp’s media convergence under Newsplex.
MediaCorp has talked about convergence for a long time and they see it as the way to go because of the company’s multi-platforms, but didn’t have one person who solely focuses on it. 

“Picking somebody outside MediaCorp is easier and I don’t have any affiliation to TV, radio or the paper. I am coming in as neutral so it was easier for me,” Rajaram explained.

How is MediaCorp doing Convergence?

Under the existing MediaCorp structure there are different newsrooms for television, radio, print (newspaper and magazines), interactive media (online and mobile), productions and enterprises. 
(insert mediacorp image) source: http://www.corporate.mediacorp.sg/structure.htm

Under the new Newsplex structure there will be one business desk for all platforms called Bizplex, one sports desk called Sportsplex and Newsplex for the general news. Interactive Media will come in different as well as the foreign correspondents and language TV stations and other products.

Rajaram started merging the business desks of Channel NewsAsia, 938Live and TODAY in August 2008.

“It was really like moving mountains because people have been doing the same thing for years and years and their mindset had to be changed,” Rajaram recounted.

The business desks of Channel NewsAsia and 938Live, which are housed in one complex, were moved to one place where they sit together and work together. The business desk of TODAY came in a little later because they were moving from a different location.

“It was not easy because first, you have to tell people they have to move office and sit with people they don’t know and in their mind they are competitors and second, the versioning for every platform is different,” Rajaram said.

In the Bizplex experience, Rajaram said it was easy for television and radio journalists to share because the writing style is almost the same but it was a bit of exemption for print because print is more detailed, in-depth.

One notable observation in the business desks integration is the sharing of stories. Now, not all three reporters are going out to cover an event. One goes out to cover and the others focus on their own exclusive stories, working on in-depth features thus improving content, Rajaram said.
The sports desks of the three platforms were merged end of 2008. “That was even better because the boys who write for the print media now hosts radio talk shows and they are so excited,” Rajaram said.

On April 1, 2009, Rajaram started merging the general news desks and now it is called Newsplex. She said merging the general news desks is the greatest challenge, "but I am finding it more and more working because people are sort of responding and seeing the value of sharing stories."

How did you handle the cultural differences? What were the challenges and how did you manage?

People are the biggest challenge, Rajaram said. “I started talking to people, try to do a buy in and that was the challenge -- like we had a retreat, talk to them. Until your house is put together it doesn’t really work.”

Talking to people in groups like town hall discussions or informally meeting pockets of journalists in canteen while having lunch have to be done to explain how convergence works. 

She said there is a need for a strong information campaign about convergence among the journalists for them to understand and appreciate it.

“People had been doing one platform for the last 15 to 20 years and suddenly I am telling them – do something else – it's tough,” she said.

The younger ones are enjoying it; some of the older journalists are still a bit skeptical. Some have seen the results of convergence, some haven’t. 

Resistance to convergence happens because of fear – doing three platforms. “There is more learning to be done and some unlearning too, but once we start giving people time, they adjusted,” she said
In any reorganization, harmonizing titles and positions of people is a tough job. “When we transferred people over, nobody got a title that is lower than what they are. We have worked on the titles that are reflective of what they do and their seniority in the company also being considered,” she pointed out.
If you are executive editor, you are executive editor of Newsplex of Bizplex or Sportsplex and not Channel NewsAsia or 938 Live or TODAY.

What are their benchmarks for success?

For SPH, convergence is a success when they are the first to break the news online and still get an exclusive of the same event for Straits Times.

MediaCorp on the other hand is just starting convergence but so far Rajaram said Business and Sports desk are working fine and there is so much sharing of stories right now and resources are maximized. 

Was it the strategy of MediaCorp to integrate newsrooms by section? 
“Yes, it's like a black cat in the black room, we have never done this before. The foreign media have done it like The Daily Telegraph of U.K and ABC of Australia, but we are the only ones who is gonna do all three platforms,” Rajaram said. 
"Eventually we will also be doing Internet, but we want to do things phase by phase, we don’t want to bring everyone together and create chaos," Rajaram said, adding that in the Newsplex a person from the Internet will sit down and will be the one to push content to the web.

How was Telegraph doing it?

(insert video of daily telegraph) 

What about technology and other infrastructure?

Their will be new building to be constructed like the new newsroom for entire Newsplex and there will also be software, Rajaram said.

The new Newsplex newsroom will be completed by October 2009. This is going to be the new icon of MediaCorp, she added.

At the moment all three platforms are using different software. The press is under Prestige, radio is under Dolly and TV is using ANTS.

"Technology can be very expensive so I am looking at two companies that can offer these. They will give us a preview and sessions and all that. I am also very prudent, you know don’t want to spend unnecessarily,” she explained.

"We do it as trial basis and software can come later. Don’t forget that with new software you need to train people and it has another cost factor,” she added. 

“I see convergence as cost efficiency whatever savings can be used to other things to get our resources to better use," Rajaram said.

From Amphibious to Strategic

After the failed “Amphibious Journalism”, SPH is now adapting a strategic convergence of its media products – Straits Times print and the AsiaOne Network which covers a whole suite of online platforms, including Asiaone, STOMP (Straits Times Online Mobile Print) Razor TV, Straits Times, The Business Times, Zaobao.com and Omy.

Peter Khoo, SPH Assistant Vice President for Branding and Promotions, said SPH go beyond print in a lot of ways, one is the newspapers online version. Khoo said the strategy is very simple – breaking news like fire must go online and the strategy is to put online whatever content the competition (television and radio) will have. 

Exclusive interviews of the cause of the fire or interviews of victims can be held off for the next day’s issue of the newspaper. “The strategy is to be the first to put out the news online,” he said, adding that the public trusts Straits Times whether the newspaper or the online edition.

Learning from experience, Khoo said SPH is not converged online. The different SPH products have their respective editorial teams.

“I think it is ridiculous to ask a reporter to shoot high definition video, take high definition audio and at the same time write a relative piece. I think it is a bit crazy,” Khoo said.

With the development of new media, would print journalist still be relevant? Khoo said “digital natives”, journalists who were born during the internet age, don’t have the experience of the “digital immigrants” like the traditional journalists – those born before the internet age.

There may be an abundant supply of digital natives but nothing beats the experience of digital immigrants, Khoo said.

Multimedia journalist

MediaCorp’s Rajaram said multi-skilled reporter is happening in Newsplex. “My aim is bi-platform. I don’t expect them to do all three platforms. So far a lot of them are now doing it today – a TV package and a radio package at the same time.”

A press reporter covering an event takes a camera crew with him/her and writes the story for press. Somebody could repackage it for TV as long as the crew is there to take the sound and video.

But critics say a multi-skilled reporter is actually losing one’s niche. “I don’t think so. I think it’s more enriching if you want to make the effort. Nothing comes easy,” she added.

"Reporters doing radio reports have to be cleared through the voice panel and same for to TV. We train people," Rajaram said.

Jeremy Wagstaff, a columnist/writer/commentator for The Wall Street Journal, BBC World Service based in Singapore and a journalism professor at the National University of Singapore, said multi-media reporting is not just about learning the technical skills. 

He said it is also learning the skills as a journalist by being able to think quickly, ask questions quickly, summarize quickly, and figuring out the headline and the lead quickly.

In the existing setup, journalists become specialized and hide behind their specialization. They have a traditional view that their expertise or their knowledge of the subject and their contacts apparently give them special dispensation; put them in an ivory tower that means that is what they are being paid for. 

Wagstaff said traditional journalists need to be reminded and encouraged that, that is not just what they are being paid for; they need to be able to think outside of the ivory tower. The way to do that is sort of a carrot and stick. 

The stick is that they are going to lose their jobs if they don’t continue to learn, open their eyes and minds to learning these skills. 

“Most journalists, their argument is, what is the incentive for me to start writing more online? If I am the editor I would say what would be the incentive for me to continue hiring you and not hire somebody who is willing to do this,” Wagstaff explained. 

He further said, "but then you need to talk about the carrot, you give people something dangling in front of them to make it possible. So you need to train them how to think like a wire service journalist in terms of giving them the mental tools to be able to think more quickly on their feet.” 

"Take pride in being able to put things out officially, recognize their contributions so that if they do get the story before the rival newspaper they are rewarded – lots of recognition for that. The other thing is you need to give them the available technology like laptops, video and audio recorders and encouraged them to make the best use of the technology if they show the willingness to use it," Wagstaff said.

Business Model

Economic viability of convergence is one thing MediaCorp is hoping to achieve with a convergent newsroom through multi-media or bundled advertising. Is there a business model for it? There is none, and MediaCorp is in the process of developing its own business model based on its media products and Singapore’s media consumption.

Good journalism attracts enough advertising to sustain the journalism and the need to make profit. Return on investment is a question always attached to the discussion on convergence.

Convergence from the editorial point of view is to expand audience across media platforms and from the marketing standpoint it is to reach as many people as possible. The editorial’s aim of expanded market reach is ought to be translated into increased revenue.

In theory, convergence makes financial sense but in practice the case is tough and it differs in most markets, said Colin Chong, Vice President Integrated Media of MediaCorp.

Multimedia advertising is not new. In fact in 2003, the International Newspaper Marketing Association (INMA) published a booklet designed to show that one of the most promising opportunities for publishing companies was to develop a multi-media advertising strategy.

INMA defines multi-media advertising as the integrated use of multiple media in a single advertising campaign.

The strategy involves running a campaign simultaneously across some combination of print (newspaper or magazine), broadcast (radio or traditional television or interactive television), wireless, the Internet, and some emerging platform.

MediaCorp’s convergence on the other hand is introducing a creative concept – a solution type of advertising campaign to Singapore advertisers and media consumers.

Under Chong’s integrated products are 10 television channels (news and languages), 13 radio stations and 14 newspapers and magazines.

Chong, who has been on MediaCorp’s media sales for the last 15 years, said the challenge is so big because no one has actually done it for all platforms.

Before the integration, each MediaCorp product has its own sales people who are familiar with the product itself and these sales people from the different products go to the advertisers for their advertising placement. 

Chong said with the integration all of the sales people from the different products will have to be familiar with all the 37 different MediaCorp products from radio, TV, press and mobile. 

The creative concept strategy is to help advertisers with their media campaigns using the different media platforms of MediaCorp. The strategy will provide solution to the media requirements of an advertiser without going to an advertising agency. The creative concept is part of the advertising package.

To Chong, this is an uphill challenge because you have to train the existing sales people to be familiar with the different products across multiple platforms. They have to be familiar with the different radio and television programs as well as newspaper supplements and magazines.

Some of the sales people resigned because they feel it’s too much for them. The new ones are more open-minded because they came in with fresh ideas, expectations and no biases to one platform or product.

Chong said staff training is just one part of the challenge; another part is to sell the idea to advertisers who are so used to the old way of advertising. Introducing a new thing at the time of recession and declining advertising budgets makes the job more difficult.

Educating and changing the mindsets of advertisers and the consumers is tough, Chong said. And right now not a single advertiser sees the advantage of buying from an integrated product package.

SPH’s Khoo said the problem is not just the advertisers but the people in the advertising industry, the media buyer and the people placing the advertisement.

Advertising agencies allocate the advertising budget of an advertiser to the different platforms. Most ad agencies, Khoo said, prefer the newspaper because they get 15 to 17 percent commission per ad placement a day compared to the 2 to 3 percent commission from online advertising per month.

But Nielsen Company reported recently that advertising spending in Singapore fell to 6.4 percent in the last quarter of 2008. The total ads spent for TV, print, outdoor and cinema, but excluding Internet, in those three months amounted to S$525.1 million, down by S$35.8 million. 

A report from the Channel NewsAsia.com said with fewer advertising dollars available and Singaporeans spending more time at home, outdoor ad displays are expected to suffer. 

Print ad spending is also expected to decline, as classifieds are pulled back during lean times. But all is not lost. 

More money is expected to go into direct marketing efforts such as in-store promotions and digital ads.

A Business Times report said recently that in 2008, Singapore's online advertising industry was estimated to have raked in $190 million in revenues, representing a year-on-year growth of 33.7 per cent.

Paid search advertising, by far the largest online advertising segment, accounted for 44 per cent of Singapore's online advertising revenues in 2007. This segment is expected to continue growing at a CAGR (compound annual growth rate) of 22.1 per cent between 2008 and 2013.

"The youths of Singapore are hooked on the internet," says Frost & Sullivan analyst Kamlesh Kalwar. "They form the largest chunk of active internet users and have been one of the primary drivers of online advertising in recent years." (insert table on percentage increase in media consumption of singapore’s youth) 

New analysis from Frost & Sullivan finds that the online ad market, which was worth $142.1 million in 2007, is forecasted to reach $413.5 million by end-2013, growing at a CAGR of 19.5 per cent from 2008 to 2013. 

Among the sales teams and sales packages conceived as multi-platform offerings are the Topeka Capital-Journal in Kansas. They sell packages that incorporate radio and television advertising. The Tampa Tribune has been successful selling packages across media. The Telegraph Media Group also provide integrated multimedia solutions

Driving the move toward multi-media advertising -- for both media companies and advertisers -- is the number of "media touchpoints" that have emerged in the past quarter century. 

Instead of media consumption habits that are consistent and easy to track over time, Martha Stone in her report on "Embracing the Power of Multi-Media Advertising", argues the "touchpoints" have created new media options from which consumers can choose -- ranging from traditional media like newspapers, radio, and television, to the emerging media such as wireless telephones, personal digital assistants (PDAs), kiosks, electronic billboards, web sites, interactive television, teletext, e-mail, and others.

Is convergence the future of Singapore’s journalism?

While Singapore is investing heavily on infrastructure to turn the city-state into the region’s media hub, less if not none has been done to make the media independent. The Reporters without Borders ranked Singapore’s media 144 out of 173 countries.

Government sees the media as subordinate to government so it cannot be considered as the fourth estate and there is control of the press, said Tan Tarn How, Senior Research Fellow at the Institute of Policy Studies. 

Tarn How said government has legal control over the press which means licensing is required to operate. Media are also considered government properties meaning government has ultimate control of the media company and even has a hand in the selection of key editorial staff.

Government’s control has developed a virus in media, called self censorship, which is incapacitating the industry’s role as watchdog. The failure of the traditional media gave rise of the new media (online publications).

Independent websites are getting popular as the alternative source of news, analysis and opinion by Singaporeans.

Tan Cheng Han, Dean Faculty of Law of the National University of Singapore interviewed over Channel News Asia recently said, “Web 2.0 has had disintermediating effect in the Internet. On the one hand empowered individuals and on the other hand cost traditional media to lose much of what was a monopoly over the dissemination of news. In that sense we are seeing a shift in the terms of balance of power or influence. I think things have to be recalibrated, traditional media had to take into account that the blogosphere contain a multitude of other views and they also put out news that traditional media has not in the first instance put out itself.” 

Traditional media has to react more and government also has to adjust in so far as relaxing some of the restrictions on the use of Web 2.0 technology in the context like election for example so I think all these lead to legislative changes, Han further explained.

P.N. Balji, Director of the Asia Journalism Fellowship stressed that the real problem in the Singapore media landscape is going to come not from the readership but from within the editorial leadership itself, who might have become ‘dinosaurs’.

Balji observed that there has been no evolution in Singapore reportage in the last decade, with writing styles and news presentation unchanged since he started out in journalism in the 1970s, and noted that there is no real difference in the way broadcast and print media present issues to the public then and now. 

He attributed the predictability of editorial style and content to the increasing editorial focus on advertising at the cost of editorial work.

Balji said local media, while competent and professional are not preparing Singaporeans for the big story that is brewing. To take the Lehman Brothers saga for instance: when the story of the bank’s collapse first broke on a Friday, the Financial Times subsequently covered the issue on Page One for days. 

Meanwhile, the story was buried in the Money pages of The Straits Times. When the story grew in prominence, The Straits Times did not carry it on the cover page of its Money section, which instead had a story on how paper diaries are being superseded by their digital cousins. 

This example shows how Singapore readers cannot be more discerning if “they cannot see what the local media should be doing” in journalistic terms.

Balji noted that editorial content in Singapore media is indeed undergoing a change, but he was unsure if current changes bode well for the industry. Content is going downstream, and there is a general trend of sacrificing depth for breadth in terms of content. While “gems” or important information do exist in local reportage, one has to spend some time to ferret these “gems” out as they are not presented as starkly as they should be. 

Balji said while there were ‘pockets’ within the journalistic community that is dedicated to better reportage, this is not widespread enough to constitute a trend.

Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew made comments during a Young PAP (People’s Action Party) – youth branch of PAP – on his scepticism of censorship issues.

“We have created a society which is totally educated. You are all able to go on the internet. So all this censorship and so on makes no sense to me. We’re going to have Wi-Fi throughout the whole city. We cannot stop this. If we stop this, we stop the progress. We are marginalised.”

The Minister Mentor’s comment however, never developed into a media policy. So much has been changed on the government’s policy on the arts, culture and theatre but nothing has been done to liberalise the press and assert freedom of expression as a recognized right in Singapore’s constitution.
We need to understand the media industry and the relationship between the old media and the new media, or we will lose our relevance as professional journalists.

Convergence is just the vehicle, the result of technology advancement but journalist should not be confused for what matters is good reportage, context on stories, story hierarchy, in depth follow up of stories and the basic principles of journalism -- fairness, accuracy and timeliness --  for content is king. 

Content developed from a free press and delivered through converged platforms is a great future of Singapore’s journalism.

