The Pleasures (and limitations) of Reading Online 

By Adrienne Kebbell
The title of my talk is ‘the pleasures of reading online – and tonight I hope to give some credibility to that title. I became a librarian because I love books. I will always love books, and shiny new magazines and journals. But there aren’t any newspapers or magazines in our house today – because we can find them online. 

I would like to introduce you to some of my favourite sites – look at what I like about them - and at their limitations. 

· I will begin by looking at some of the compelling reasons why I choose to read online

· I will then show you a range of sites – and point out the main features of each 

· And I will conclude by looking at changes taking place in this environment - and where they might lead.

In this session I will be concentrating mostly on newspapers and magazines rather than books. The view at the last Society lecture on ‘The changing face of modern publishing’ was – as most of us suspected - that the tools and technologies for reading books in a digital format are not good enough yet, nor are the charging issues resolved. 

I love reading news online – where browsing is made easy and the news comes in print, sound and video. A quick scan of the headlines of the Dominion and the New York Times first thing in the morning gets the breakfast conversation going. And when I get back to my laptop I am continually enticed by options to view ‘more photos’, watch a video, or just to read the sage comments of an Op-Ed writer in the NYT.

Ted Kennedy’s funeral - http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/30/us/politics/30kennedy.html?_r=4&scp=10&sq=ted%20kennedy%20funeral&st=cse - caught the imagination of my generation, so I was pleased to not only be able to read the New York Times article, but to watch the complete videos of Patrick Kennedy’s and President Obama’s eulogies.

Because I love books I constantly peruse book reviews and currently have over 100 new books on my wish list! These have come from the Guardian Weekly, the Spectator, the New Yorker, the Listener, Arts and Letters, the London Review of Books … and I still haven’t left my chair in rural Te Horo.

When I am browsing online I am delighted by all the links to related articles - or to alternative views on a particular issue – again often in a variety of media. And then there are all the conversations going on in the blogs … which I am sometimes tempted into.

So we are already seeing a merge between reading, viewing and listening towards multi-media resources. 

I used to hate it when friends said “did you hear Kim’s great interview with …” or “Chris Laidlaw talking to …” and it was always the one I had missed. This is no longer a problem now that I can replay most radio and some television missed programmes – at my leisure and in my own time.

Greatest incentive to read online is that much of it is (still) FREE:

	Title
	Print Cost NZ$
	Digital Cost NZ$
	Notes

	New Yorker
	$180.65
	Free
	

	Economist
	$390.00
	Free
	Limited access from Oct

	Guardian Weekly
	$279.00
	Free
	

	Spectator
	398.294
	Free
	1 week delay

	London Review of Books
	$205.92
	Free
	

	Listener
	$155.00
	Free
	Many articles delayed for 3 weeks

	Dominion
	$400.00
	$276.00
	30% free on Stuff

	New York Times
	N/A*
	
	

	Annual cost
	$2,008.86
	$276.00
	


* but found an offer for 50% off for delivery via Times digital reader.

As a Librarian I have long been familiar with online access to academic journals. But these were not free – the universities and libraries paid large subscriptions so their clients could access hundreds of journals, many of which were online. 

Newspapers and the more general magazines came online almost by default because they were published and stored in accessible digital formats. And they were free almost by default. But a shift to charging for these has begun. 


Reading online is EASY. It is easy to get daily notification of new articles by email or ‘webfeed’. New articles are loaded all the time to daily and weekly publications giving even more immediacy and currency than the print version. 

It is convenient to save newspaper and journal articles for later reference. In the printed newspaper I often found the article I had just read difficult to find again!

And it is interesting to follow different perspectives on an issue across diverse publications (e.g. Relations with Iran in the UK press and the US press).




3. So now I would like to show you some of the online publications that I enjoy - and very briefly look at some of the features of these:


· Firstly see my Google Library where I store my book list, and can annotate
http://books.google.com/books?as_list=BDe64YqEQ7vGKi_rP9evxARoUsiEen5AEa-ZecPx-LnGXlNMeOdU&hl=en

WEBFEED HOST

· Bloglines - http://www.bloglines.com/login?r=/myblogs 
Every day I get webfeeds from a number of publications and I use “Bloglines” to collect and manage these feeds with options to view or save articles [most publications offer ‘RSS’ or ‘webfeed’]


NEWS

· New York Times - http://global.nytimes.com/ 
Instead of webfeed I have the NYT headlines emailed to me daily. From here I can go directly to any article or to the index for today’s issue.

· Fairfax Newspaper Direct - http://fairfaxmedia.newspaperdirect.com/epaper/viewer.aspx 
We have a digital subscription to The Dominion which also offers a conventional view of the paper with easy navigation and options to enlarge, email, print OR LISTEN TO each article. Alternately the Stuff – http://stuff.co.nz - view has about 30% of the Dominion articles along with articles from all the other Fairfax papers. 

· BBC World News - http://news.bbc.co.uk/ 
This is constantly updated throughout the day and offers more depth that the broadcasts. I like to check the ‘One Minute News’.

NEWS COMMENTARY 

· Guardian Weekly - http://www.guardianweekly.co.uk/ 
Formatted for online browsing, but again content is limited. Previous issues accessible but also limited

· Economist - http://www.economist.com/world/international/ 
Articles added daily - but access is now restricted. Does anyone read the whole issue?

· The New Yorker - http://www.newyorker.com/ 
Unmistakably the New Yorker in appearance – Most of the content is there PLUS some topical audio and video interviews and discussions. Short fiction is my favourite before-bed reading

· The Spectator - http://www.spectator.co.uk/ 
The Spectator has just begun a one week delay for the online version – presumably in reaction to a loss of subscribers to online readers

· The Listener - http://www.listener.co.nz/ 
Many articles here held back for about 3 weeks, but the TV and radio section is there – the rest has to be read later!

ARTS & LITERATURE

· Arts & Letters Daily - http://www.aldaily.com/ 
A rich aggregate of articles from a great many sources world wide. It looks a bit forbidding, but time spent on this site is very rewarding

· London Review of Books - http://www.lrb.co.uk/ 
Not the full content – but there is plenty of good reading here in current and previous issues

ONLY ONLINE:

· Scoop - http://www.scoop.co.nz/ 
Scoop is NZ’s hub for press and media releases – intended for the professionals - but there for everyone to catch the very latest news

· Salon - http://www.salon.com/ 
Salon is a similar site with all the latest US media wires - and a wealth of articles freely contributed by journalists and writers (some of them noteable)

· Frame - http://www.framemag.com/ 
An art and architecture focussed magazine designed for screen viewing.

OTHER 
Cuisine - http://www.cuisine.co.nz/ 

· Actually I do have some magazines … random volumes of Cuisine are gathering dust in a corner – because it is so much easier to find their recipes online!
4. Failings, frustrations and fears of online access:

The experience we have when reading online is determined both by the hardware we are using, and the software that is providing the delivery format – and there is clearly plenty of room for improvement in both of these. 

The sensual appeal of a beautiful book is missing. 

While Apple - with its Mac and I-Phones - appreciate the need for an appealing piece of hardware with really cool software features, most web delivery tools are of a more functional or industrial nature. 

Our online screens need to become as beautiful and seductive as the publications that are designed for print.

What we are seeing online is usually the print publication minimally adapted for viewing online, and this is often not appropriate for screen viewing. Much more thought needs to be given to the look and feel of web delivery, whether to a computer screen, I-Phone or E-Reader. 

This issue of design is currently getting a lot of attention world wide.

However there are a growing number of magazines that are primarily digital - and these do make beautiful viewing online. 


5. Everything we do on the web is of course better with broadband 


· The advertising that provides the main (or only) revenue can be ‘in your face’ (but there are ways around that).


· Many publications are no longer putting all their articles online – being limited by copyright and ownership issues, or publisher policy.


· If no longer free then alternatives to full subscriptions are needed, but for now paying for single or selected articles is difficult – especially for individuals, although discussion is happening on ways to package pieces and parts of magazines and journals for casual readers.


6. Of course the online environment is constantly changing – and the future is impossible to predict. 

I am delighted that I can access so much wonderful free reading on the web – but like everyone else I find it difficult to imagine how ‘free’ can be sustained! Just in the last month the Spectator and the Economist
 have announced changing policies with less content freely available online, and we can expect this to become a more widespread trend.

I have been following the arguments for and against ‘information’ and ‘ideas’ being freely available online but there is no solution in sight! 

A number of possible models are being talked of … and I would like to quote from three recent articles


· As glossy magazines struggle, Ann Moore of Time Inc wants technology to be the solution, not the problem. Ever the optimist: http://www.economist.com/people/displaystory.cfm?story_id=13362043 


· In Free: The Future of a Radical Price Chris Anderson suggests that “information wants to be free”. http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/books/2009/07/06/090706crbo_books_gladwell

· And in A better pencil Dennis Baron, a professor of English and linguistics at the University of Illinois, looks at the way technology is transforming our lives. http://www.salon.com/books/int/2009/09/19/better_pencil/index.html
Ever the optimist by Ann Moore of Time Inc in the Economist 26th March 2009 

http://www.economist.com/people/displaystory.cfm?story_id=13362043 (You will not be able to see this story unless you are an Economist subscriber.)

THERE are few things that unnerve Ann Moore, the chief executive of Time Inc, America’s largest magazine company, as much as young Americans’ “shock” when they hear that her firm will have to start charging them. “Real reporting takes time and money and effort,” she says. “Somebody does have to pay for the Baghdad bureau.” A recession is a difficult time to convince readers that they need to start paying for information, particularly because Time Inc, a division of Time Warner, a media giant, has long made its articles available free online. But a new model is needed, and Ms Moore is trying all sorts of things in her effort to find one. On March 18th her company launched Mine, for example, a new concept that allows readers to go online and select articles from eight titles, for delivery in print or online as a free, personalised magazine. If this proves popular, the company may start charging for it. This nifty scheme highlights Time Inc’s eagerness to attract readers to its magazines—but its ambivalence about adding a price tag.

As the boss of a company which oversees 120 magazine titles including Time, People, Sports Illustrated and Fortune, Ms Moore faces the difficult task of keeping magazines relevant as household budgets shrink, the appeal of free content online grows, and advertisers reduce their spending. At some of her magazines, such as Time, advertising revenues are down by around 30% compared with this time last year, according to Media Industry Newsletter. Ms Moore has had to tear up her company’s five-year plan and draft a new two-year one instead, focusing on two things: internal reorganisation and innovation.

Ms Moore is a self-described “magazine optimist” who thinks that holding a glossy magazine beats looking at a screen. Magazines may indeed be better placed than newspapers to cope with the recession and readers’ shift towards the web. But given the woes of America’s newspapers, many of which have gone bust or shifted to scaled-down, web-only operations, that is not saying much. And despite her love of print, Ms Moore is not afraid of technology. In February Time ran a cover story entitled “How to Save Your Newspaper” which crystallised a growing belief within the industry that providing articles to readers free online is not sustainable, and that a switch to paid access will be necessary. Ms Moore thinks her firm can lead the way in this shift from freebies to fees. This month Time Inc said it was considering the introduction of a hybrid (or “freemium”) scheme, making some People and Time articles available free, but charging for premium content. But this approach has been tried before, notably by the New York Times, which later abandoned it.

Another possibility is that readers may be prepared to subscribe to content on portable devices such as Amazon’s Kindle e-reader or advanced “smart” phones. Ms Moore says it might make sense for her company to subsidise such devices if readers agree to sign up for enough material—an approach that would make particular sense for Time Inc, with its wide range of titles. Ms Moore is already talking to makers of e-readers about working together. The music industry, she notes, missed out because it was afraid to embrace technology. She is determined not to let the same thing happen in magazine publishing. 

Priced to Sell: Is free the future? by Malcolm Gladwell. New Yorker, 8 July 2009

http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/books/2009/07/06/090706crbo_books_gladwell
At a hearing on Capitol Hill in May, James Moroney, the publisher of the Dallas Morning News, told Congress about negotiations he’d just had with the online retailer Amazon. The idea was to license his newspaper’s content to the Kindle, Amazon’s new electronic reader. “They want seventy per cent of the subscription revenue,” Moroney testified. “I get thirty per cent, they get seventy per cent. On top of that, they have said we get the right to republish your intellectual property to any portable device.” 

Had he read Chris Anderson’s new book, “Free: The Future of a Radical Price” (Hyperion; $26.99), Amazon’s offer might not have seemed quite so surprising. 

Anderson is the editor of Wired and the author of the 2006 best-seller “The Long Tail,” and “Free” is essentially an extended elaboration of Stewart Brand’s famous declaration that “information wants to be free.” The digital age, Anderson argues, is exerting an inexorable downward pressure on the prices of all things “made of ideas.” Anderson does not consider this a passing trend. Rather, he seems to think of it as an iron law: “In the digital realm you can try to keep Free at bay with laws and locks, but eventually the force of economic gravity will win.”

A better pencil by Dennis Baron

http://www.salon.com/books/int/2009/09/19/better_pencil/index.html
A professor of English and linguistics at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Baron seeks to provide the historical context that is often missing from debates about the way technology is transforming our lives in his new book, "A Better Pencil." His thesis is clear: Every communication advancement throughout human history, from the pencil to the typewriter to writing itself, has been met with fear, skepticism and a longing for the medium that's been displaced.

Q. You talk about John Updike’s fear about living in a world where no writer is ever paid for his work. When there is this much material online for free, while it’s easier for people to express themselves, is it harder for writers to live off their writing now? If writing becomes a hobby rather than a profession, what does that bode for journalism or even fiction writers? 

A. The economical model is changing for journalists, no question. But I think that’s got less to do with the fact that people other than professional journalists can put stuff online. People are getting their news from other sources, from online news aggregators or directly from news sources rather than buying print. I think historically, professional writing is a relatively modern concept, and writers had to have independent incomes for most of history in order to be writers. They’ve had to have patrons. They’ve had to have day jobs. So what else is new? Most fiction writers don’t make a living from their fiction. A few do, but most of them have to get teaching jobs or some other kind of job to pay the bills. 

The economical model for publication is changing, but how it is changing and whether it is good or bad or simply inevitable, I can’t say.

Also:

‘Insight’: Sunday 11 Oct ’09 - Media Mayhem / Written and presented by the BBC's Peter Day.

Insight last Sunday looked at the impact the recession is having on the media. Shrinking advertising coupled with continuing technological changes are demanding new business models, and are forcing Internet publishers to consider charging for content. Can this succeed or is the end of traditional media and journalism in sight? [Not available online]


So – I suggest you enjoy the free reading while you can – and not just the few examples we have looked at tonight but any of the hundreds of other papers and magazines on the web.

� “Beginning October 13th, we will be limiting access to certain sections of the Economist to subscribers only.”





