This Week in Review: AOL snaps up TechCrunch, effecting
social change online, and hyperlocal minds meet
By Mark Coddingtor? today / 10 a.m.

[Every Friday, Mark Coddington sums up the weeai{sdtories about the future of news
and the debates that grew up around them. —Josh]

AOL continues moving into media The . . .

Internet giant of the '90s, AOL, has been This Week in Review
aggressivelyrying to remake itselas a media company for the 2010s, and it mad@bne
its biggest moves this week wherbdught the influential tech blog TechCrundine

deal wadirst reportedby GigaOM and announced on stage Tuesday at Taokl's
Disrupt conference. AOL also scooped upled video company 5MiandThing Labs
maker of the social media reader Brizzly on theesday, though itouldn’t snatctthe

popular All Things Digital blogging crew away frontne Wall Street Journal.

Given how central TechCrunch’s founder, Michael
Arrington, is to the blog’s success, the first dimes were
twofold: Will Arrington be able ta@ontinue exercising his
iconoclastic editorial voicwvith AOL, and can the blog
remain strong if he leaves? Salon’s Dan Gillmor was
skepticalabout the latter, angast CompangndThe
Atlantic gave reason for similar doubts about the former,
with a list of Arrington’s past criticism of AOL ah
statements by the founder of Engadget, another blog
purchased by AOL, that too many layers of managémawle the company difficult to
work at. (He said things have changed at AOL sthea.) For his part, Arrington gave
assurances to tech blogdguobert ScobleandTechCrunch’s readethat he’ll have
complete editorial independence and has agreddyma for at least three years.

The bigger media issue, of course, is that thislpase signals AOL’s deepening
transformation into a full-on web media company.aAmarketing exemld the New
York Post’s Keith Kelly “Nobody gives AOL enough credit for the massive
transformation that the brand has undertaken.” AAHO Tim Armstrong explained the
rationale behind the deal Aglvertising AgeandBloomberg TechCrunch’s insider,
consumer audience can garner premium ad rateshanicechCrunch brand can give
AOL some cred it couldn’t necessarily get on itsiole alsdold GigaOM’'s Om Malik
that he wants to begin developing platforms in camitation, content and advertising
for other companies to build on, though he wouldtinto details.

The Wall Street Journdhrew a little bit of cold water on the AOL hypsoting that more
than 40 percent of the company’s revenue still ®fram dial-up Internet service and
related subscriptions. Advertisers haven't tothlbyight into the change yet either, the
Journal said. AOL might have come a long way, bstill has a long way to go, too.




Can social media produce real social changeth apiecein this week’s New Yorker,
cultural criticMalcolm Gladwellchallenged the idea that social media is an efettol

of social change and revolution, comparing it with civil rights movement and other
pre-social media large-scale social reform effagisdwell argued that social media is
built on weak social ties, which are good for emgeting new information and amassing
followers of a cause, but bad at inspiring colleetaction. “The evangelists of social
media don’t understand this distinction; they séeibelieve that a Facebook friend is the
same as a real friend and that signing up for admyistry in Silicon Valley today is
activism in the same sense as sitting at a segr@d@atch counter in Greensboro in
1960,” Gladwell wrote.

Gladwell expounded helpfully on his points iclaaton

the New Yorker website, in which he said, amongpth

things, that he holds up the 2008 Obama presidentia

campaign as the “gold standard” for social medeled

civic engagement. His piece generated some thaulgh#fagreement: The Atlantic’s
Alexis Madrigal said héked the article overalbut took issue with Gladwell's assertion
that online networks don’t have leadership or oizgtion.

Others weren’t quite so complimentary: Irideo conversatigrpolitics professor Henry
Farrell and the Cato Institute’s Julian Sancheeedjthat social media’s weak ties could
make it easier to form the strong social ties kbadl to significant action. Auasi-
anonymous Economist corresponderade a similar arguments to both those points,
saying that social media strengthens all social aed that networks’ bottom-up nature
make them patrticularly subversive. Jeff Sondermade similar points as wedhd
pointed out that online and offline social netwotdsd to overlap, so they can’t be
treated as discrete entities.

There were plenty of other avenues (thoughtful smmdewnhat less so) down which critics
took this debate — see thiew York Times featuréor six of them — but the most
cogent points may have come from Expert Labs dire&hil Dash, whaarguedthat
Gladwell is limited by his outmoded idea that timdyaype of revolutions that produce
change are those that come in the form of chansigg;wielding masse&There are
revolutions, actual political and legal revolutions that are being led online,” Dash
wrote. “They’re just happening in new ways, and takng subtle forms

unrecognizable to those who still want a revolutioro look like they did in 1965.”

Helping hyperlocal news thrive Many of the U.S.” hyperlocal-news pioneers gatder
in Chicago late last week for tiock By Block Community News Sumntiosted by
the Knight Digital Media Center’'s Michele McLellamd NYU j-prof Jay Rosen. A
variety of ideas, tips, anecdotes flew back anthfat the event, which was ably
summarized by the Labldegan Garbeas well ag.auren Kirchneof The Columbia
Journalism Review andolly Kreismanof the local-news blog Lost Remote. You can
also check owideosof several of the sessions at the Reynolds Jaemahstitute.




' Garber listed several of the main themes of theegyatg:
| B]ng Developing an intimate connection with a community
g B]DEI( (something of a throwback role for the news media,
~ communty Garber said), building advertising and brandingl an
Mewssummt— finding ways to share ideas with each other. Kisghn
2010 noted the common strain among the participants’
e e description of their own situations: “I've figuredit how
. niter sbxb010 10 O this, but | don’t know how to make it lasBhe also
September 23 - 24 | Chicage  npoted the general tension in the room caused by the
presence of representatives from AOL and Yahoo, two
media companies with large-scale hyperlocal newsans. (Elsewhere this week,
AOL’s hyperlocal Patch initiative waslled the WalMart of newand apotential
steamrolleof hyperlocal startups, though The Batavian's HalM@wensgave some tips
on beating Patch in your own neighborhood.) AftedydcLellantook stockof what
hyperlocal journalists need next.

That wasn't the only hyperlocal news resource tergm this week. J-Lateleased a
reportdetailing what's worked and what hasn't in the fikie years it's been funding
community-news startups. One major conclusion @érdport is thahyperlocal news

sites didn’t replace the journalism of traditional news sources; they added

something that hadn’t been there before(Some other key takeaways: Engagement, not
just content; sweat equity is big; and the busimesdel isn’t there yet.) At Lost Remote,
Cory Bergman of Seattle’s Next Door Meditiered an endorsement of the report

adding that for his startufthe biggest critical success factor for a neigiood news

site is a passionate editor.” And at PBS Idea Mdrtin Mooremade the caster a
bottom-up structure in local news sites.

Media trust hits a new low. Gallupreleased its annual pah Americans’ trust in the
news media, and in what's become a fairly regutauarence, that trust is at an all-time
low. MinnPost's David Braudried to square that findingith Pew’s finding two weeks
ago that people are spending more time with thesnéy guess: Gallup’s survey
measures feelings about the traditional news medide Pew'’s finding of increased
news consumption is attributable largely to new imedurces.)

The Atlantic’s Derek Thompsassked why trust is so Igvand came up with an
interesting hypothesis: The news media is telliagat to trust the news media. Citing
Bill O'Reilly, Glenn Beck and Jon Stewart as exaesplhe conclude%o consume
opinion journalism ... is to consume a product that exists to tell you #t the product
is inherently rotten.” As if on cue, the Los Angeles Times’ Andrew Matoahttled off
a sarcastic litangf things the media has done to confirm peoplelgebthat it's biased.

Reading roundup: Before we get the miscellany, there were a fewlnnews
developments that | want to highlight this week:

— The Boston Globannouncedhat it's planning on splitting its websites iritee and
paid versions late next year. The Globe is ownediliy New York Times Co., and The



Times is also planning to charge for its websitet iyear, and the Lab’s Megan Garber
saw the plaras a logical extension of the Times’ paywall —o# of steppingstone into
the tablet-news world. Media analyst Ken Doctorterasmart analysien the Globe’s
strategy, calling it a plan to retain its printdess in the short run and convert them to
(paid) tablet reading in the long run. The alt-wgdkoston Phoenix, meanwhile, didn’t
waste time irwriting Boston.com’s obituary

— Mayhill Fowler, who gave The Huffington Post oofdts biggest-ever scoops 2008
as a reporter for the Off the Bus citizen-jourmaligroject,wrote a kiss-off posbn her
personal blog announcing she was leaving theestentially, because she was tired of
writing for nothing. The Podired back and Politico’s Ben Smith used the incident to
wonderif the opinion-oriented blogosphere is moving todvaews judgment as the
mainstream media makes the opposite transition.

— After Forbes bought his freelance blogging netwbrue/Slant, Lewis D’Vorkin is
planning on selling blog spate advertisers alongside the company’s news blogs,
Advertising Age reported. Reuters’ Felix Salnmrdictedthe plan would spur a
uprising along the lines of ScienceBlog@EpsiGatehis summer.

Now the three stray pieces you need to take adtok

— The Awl’s Nick Douglagvrote a great posixplaining why online forums are so
underrated as online culture-drivers, and why Raddiecoming more important within
that subculture.

— Stanford scholar Geoff McGhee producddratastic set of videosn data journalism.
Regardless of whether you're familiar with datarjaalism, this is a must-see.

— And possibly the most essential piece of the wédekathan Stray'sase for designing
journalismfrom the user’s perspective. “The news experigrems to become intensely
personal,” Stray wrote. “It must be easy for userBnd and follow exactly their interests,
no matter how arcane. Journalists need to getqieoti at finding and engaging the
audience for each story.” A quote doesn’t do itiages go read the whole thing.




