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Abstract

Policy makers, industry leaders, and concerned citizens alike all face vexing questions about the changing nature of emerg-
ing technology and its impact on journalism, media and society. Research on this topic has never been more critical in the
U.S. and around the world. The need is especially acute for engaged scholarship in this domain. By bringing their research
into the broader public arena, engaged media scholars can contribute to policy debates, shape industry practices and poli-

cies, and enrich public understanding.
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This thematic issue of Media and Communication is
devoted to an international examination of the conse-
quences of technological change on media and society.
This editorial seeks to articulate why this focus matters.
In doing so, it examines why technological change is a
crucial area of inquiry in media research and why taking
an international perspective is essential.

Media and technology always have been intertwined.
Carved in stone or metal, Caesar’s Acta Diurna of an-
cient Rome was arguably the world’s first newspaper.
The use of papyrus as a medium of printed text enabled
a more portable form of news and information distribu-
tion throughout the Roman Empire. The development
of movable type in the 15th century enabled the print-
ing of books and laid the foundation for the Renaissance.
The optical telegraph allowed Napoleon to disseminate
messages hundreds of kilometers in a matter of minutes
via a system of semaphore communications using line-
of-sight towers built across France and much of Europe
in the 1790s. The invention of steam-powered printing
in the 19th century enabled the first true mass commu-
nication. Later the advent of photography and moving
pictures, the electric telegraph, wireless communication
and electronic television enabled new forms of mass me-

dia utilizing voice and image, and a more modern form
of public communication emerged. The invention of the
Internet, World Wide Web, and a host of digital technolo-
gies based on electronic computing and its miniaturiza-
tion have ushered in even more sweeping changes to the
media landscape. The rise of social media, mobile plat-
forms, and artificial intelligence in the 21st century has
brought even more change.

It is not a matter of technological determinism. Tech-
nological developments by themselves do not necessar-
ily produce changes in the media system. A classic exam-
ple is the development of 8-track audiotape. In the late
1960s it emerged as a new media format for recording
and distribution of audio, music especially, but the ad-
vent of the miniature cassette recorder swept it aside.

Rather, the characteristics or qualities of a particular
technology have enabled certain media capabilities. But
often it has been a matter of how certain innovative peo-
ple have put those capabilities to use that has shaped the
particular media form. For example, New York City pub-
lisher James Gordon Bennett was among those who saw
the potential in the new steam-powered printing press
to reinvent the 19th century newspaper. He and others
reimagined the then-elite newspapers of the day to cre-
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ate the Penny Press, daily printed products available for
one cent to many thousands of readers, and thus give
birth to an era of mass media. In the late 20th century, in-
ventors such as Steve Mann and Jaron Lanier envisioned
the potential to employ miniaturized digital technologies
to design a wearable computer. Today’s immersive plat-
forms such as augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality
(VR) are the direct descendants of their pioneering work.

Nor is it a simple matter whether the changes that
result will be beneficial or detrimental to society. Broad
cultural, economic, and political forces and institutions
are in a dynamic relationship with how media and those
who own or control them utilize new technological capac-
ities. For example, as Carey (2009) has noted, the advent
of the telegraph played a key role in the development of
modern America.

In one of the most famous paragraphs of our most fa-
mous autobiography, Henry Adams located the pre-
cise moment when ‘eighteenth-century troglodytic
Boston’ joined industrial America: ‘the opening of
the Boston and Albany Rail-road; the appearance of
the first Cunard Steamers in the bay; and the tele-
graphic messages which carried from Baltimore to
Washington the news that Henry Clay and James K.
Polk were nominated for the presidency. This was
May, 1844’. (Carey, 2009)

In the 21st century, the disruption of media fueled by
digitization has led to wide-spread economic and jour-
nalistic restructuring in the news industry. Many daily
newspapers have ceased printing, some converting ei-
ther entirely or largely to digital distribution, and some
have closed operations entirely. Recognizing a fire sale,
large publicly traded hedge funds such as Alden Global
Capital have become major owners of news organiza-
tions (i.e., local newspapers) across the U.S. As of this
writing, the hedge fund MNG Enterprises, better known
as Digital First Media, has bid about $1.4 billion to ac-
quire the Gannett company, owner of USA Today and
local newspapers in 109 markets in the U.S. (Garcia-
Roberts, Penzenstadler, Snyder, & McCoy, 2019).

These hedge fund owners are often less concerned
with using digital technology in innovative ways to pro-
duce quality local journalism, and more committed to
producing the greatest financial return for each invest-
ment dollar. They often liquidate assets (e.g., reporters)
to increase their profit.

Largely as a consequence of these shifts, a recent
study shows that there is an expanding news desert in
the U.S. (Abernathy, 2018). Some 1,300 local U.S. com-
munities now lack a source of original local journalism.
These communities were formerly served by at least
one local newspaper. The emergence of digital behe-
moths such as Google (owner of YouTube), Facebook and
Twitter have siphoned off the advertising dollars that
once served as the financial foundation of local newspa-
pers. These social-media giants now dominate the adver-

tising marketplace not only in the U.S. but also in much
of the world. They do not dominate China, but that coun-
try has its own social media and digital giants such as
WecChat that increasingly control almost every aspect of
the media and communication system.

Technological change continues to disrupt media and
society across the globe. The impact is seen in virtually
every aspect of life, from the arena of politics and pub-
lic affairs, to the interpersonal relationships among fam-
ily, friends and the wider public. Never has the need
for research been more acute. The consequences can
be seen in at least four broad areas. First, the meth-
ods of production, the ways journalists and other media
practitioners do their work, are shifting. In just a matter
of a few years, virtually every journalist employs a mo-
bile device, for example, in their reporting, whether it
is to take photographs or capture video of news events,
or to conduct voice interviews, send and receive text
messages with sources or editors, or search for infor-
mation via Google, or navigate to a location, mobile de-
vices are indispensible tools in modern journalism. Sec-
ond, the content itself of journalism and media is dra-
matically shifting from traditional forms designed largely
for analog media (linear text stories for printed newspa-
pers and magazines, audio or video reports for terres-
trial broadcast television and radio) to digital, mobile,
networked media. Whether in immersive formats such
as AR or VR, downloadable or streaming formats such
as video, music or podcasts, textual narratives with em-
bedded clickable links, or interactive audio formats de-
livered via smart speakers such as the Amazon Echo with
Alexa or the Google Home, the on-demand world of me-
dia content bears less and less resemblance to the quaint
media content of the 20th century. Third, the nature
and extent of public engagement in the media sphere
is completely transformed. Increasingly gone are notions
of a passive audience. In its place is an active, participa-
tory media user who is almost as likely to upload con-
tent as download or stream it. Fourth, structural shifts
are as profound in the media environment as seismic
events inthe Earth’s volcanic Ring of Fire. Economic trans-
formations, pay media, new content producers such as
Netflix and Amazon, are just a few examples. Regulatory
shifts are underway, whether in the form of the Federal
Communications Commission’s dispensing with Network
Neutrality, or the European Union’s introduction of the
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Moreovetr,
the internationalization of media in the 20th century has
become much amplified in the 21st century, as many
companies, including America-based motion picture pro-
ducers, now generate as much or more of their revenue
from outside the U.S. as within its borders.

Certain topics are especially urgent. Mobile and
social communications, artificial intelligence, and data
sharing have converged to push privacy concerns front
and center. While industry leaders have been focused
largely on strategies for innovation and commercial de-
velopment, critically important questions have remained
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unanswered. Among them is what will be the price of pri-
vacy? Will the mass public be forced to choose between
protecting their privacy and accessing information?

In this context, it is crucial that media scholars de-
sign research that is not only reliable and valid but that
also helps address the big issues of the day. Society
needs such research, that is—the evidence-based intelli-
gence that media scholars are creating as a field. Scholars
should consider and articulate the wider implications of
their research. It should not be satisfactory to leave the
findings of media investigations only on the academic
shelf, asimportant as that may be. It is not nearly enough,
not anymore, if it ever was. Academics studying media
need to be engaged scholars. As a field, it is essential to
ensure media research informs and shapes public under-
standing of and public policy on media as they develop.
From freedom of expression in the digital age, to the role
of media in a democracy, to who owns user data in a con-
nected world, legal and policy decisions revolving around
the media in all their forms should be informed by the
best of media research across the globe.

Media scholars should also bring their research find-
ings to industry. Not only is media research a valuable
resource, but it also can help hold industry to a sustain-
able and credible path.

An historical research footnote is instructive here.
In 1972 a report from the Associated Press (AP) re-
vealed to the world the horrifying abuses of the 1932
Tuskegee Syphilis Study (Centers for Disease Control,
2009). Without their knowledge or consent, hundreds
of black male research subjects were deliberately in-
fected with syphilis and left untreated. When finally re-
vealed, the lessons from this monstrous investigation in-
formed policy makers and scholars on the importance
of the ethical treatment of human subjects of research,
and lead to legal, regulatory and organizational changes
to ensure those rights would be protected in future re-
search investigations.

In recent years, scholars, policy makers and mem-
bers of the public learned that Facebook user data have
been routinely exploited for economic gain and possi-
bly for political influence and propaganda. These revela-
tions should serve as a digital-age wake-up call for me-
dia scholars around the world. Media scholars should
commit to conducting research that brings insights be-
yond the boundaries of the academy and into the board-
rooms, newsrooms and production studios of media en-
terprises around the world. This engagement between
media scholarship and media industry is vital to help
shape industry practices and culture and ensure they are
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not only optimized for innovation and profit, but that
they are also held to the highest of ethical standards.

The 20th century journalist Edward R. Murrow (1958)
offered this admonishment to broadcast news directors
about the then new medium of television:

This instrument can teach, it can illuminate; yes,
and even it can inspire. But it can do so only to
the extent that humans are determined to use it to
those ends. Otherwise, it’s nothing but wires and
lights in a box. There is a great and perhaps deci-
sive battle to be fought against ignorance, intolerance
and indifference.

In the 21st century, research can be the instrument of
media scholars around the world to fight for a more en-
lightened, ethical, and technologically driven, global me-
dia system.
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