
Mass Communication 
and Its Digital 
Transformation

A crude Seth Rogen comedy seems an unlikely candidate to spark 
an international incident that became a cause celebre for free 
speech, increased fears about cyberwarfare, and led to U.S. sanc
tions against North Korea, but that is exactly what happened in the 

final months of 2014 and into early 2015, This curious chain of events also 
highlights'—often unexpectedly—just how much digital media has trans
formed mass communication.

North Korea was vocal in its displeasure about the planned Christmas Day re
lease of the comedy The Interview in which Rogen and James Franco play a pair of 
celebrity tabloid-show producers chosen by the CIA to assassinate North Korean 
leader Kim Jong-un.

On November 24, Sony Pictures, distributor of the film, learned that its computer 
systems had been hacked, in the days that followed, a string of embarrassing emails 
between executives and other sensitive corporate data, including early versions of 
screenplays and executive salaries, were leaked to the public. Sony and some cyber
security experts, including those in the FBI, claim it was a North Korean group, while 
other experts remain doubtful.

On December 17, Sony announced the cancellation of the theatrical release of 
The Interview after receiving threats that movie theaters showing it would be blown 
up, an executive decision widely criticized as a blow to free speech. Another movie 
studio scrapped plans to make another anti-North Korean movie, and Paramount 
refused to allow the rerelease of Team America: World Police, the 2004 comedic movie 
by the makers of South Park. It too made fun of North Korea, and some theaters also 
wanted it to show on Christmas Day.

Less than a week later, Sony reversed itself and announced that The Interview 
would play in theaters that still supported this and be available for rent on 
video-on-demand (VOD). Just before New Year's, several cable and satellite compa
nies announced deals with Sony to show The Interview for pay-per-view, on iTunes, 
Xbox Video, YouTube Movies, Google Play, and other on-demand services, long
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before the usual three-month window between theatrical releases and being shown on 
cable or DVD. Between December 24, 2014, and January 4, 2015, The Interview earned 
$31 million, making it Sony's number one online film.1

Several ironies make this fiasco worthy of its own comedy feature film. First, it was not 
government that threatened free speech but corporate interests, ranging from Sony Pic
tures itself to theater owners who refused to show the movie. Second, the United States 
issued more sanctions against North Korea in early January, even though cybersecurity 
experts were still debating who was actually responsible for the hack. Third, it was re
vealed that even when confronted with a legacy of artificial constraints from an earlier 
mass-communications era, convergence will prevail, especially where the possibility exists 
to release a film originally intended for movie theaters on home entertainment gaming 
systems or iTunes. Finally, a comedy critically reviewed as mediocre at best attracted many 
more viewers—and generated more income— than it likely would have.

The media of mass communication have long played a fundamental role in people’s 
lives. The media inform, educate, persuade, entertain, and even—or perhaps 
especially—-sell. Media can provide personal companionship and public scrutiny. 
They can shape perception on matters great and small. They can function in count
less and increasing ways as extensions of one’s self.

We will examine the nature of mass communication and how it is changing in 
the digital and social media age in a global village connected by electronic net
works. Specific technological advances are producing widespread societal, cul
tural, and economic changes as journalists, public relations professionals, and 
advertising practitioners—in short, content creators and consumers of all kinds— 
face a new world of media symbols, processes, and effects.

Few communications technologies better encapsulate the fundamental as
pects of convergence than two seemingly very different devices: the telephone and 
the television. We will first look briefly at the history and evolution of the tele
phone as a communications device because it touches on almost every important 
issue that we are dealing with today regarding the Internet and digital media, 
Furthermore, the phone continues to be at the heart of some of the most innova
tive changes taking place in how we communicate with each other and how we 
interact with the world and with media. At the end of the chapter, we will take a 
brief look at the television, how it continues to be at the forefront of convergence 
and how it is changing our relationship with the media.

1elephony: Case Study in Convergence
Although nowadays we may take the portability of our cell phones for granted, 
this mobility has important repercussions for a wide range of activities. First, we 
are no longer tied to a specific place when making or answering a phone call. The



question “Where are you now?” when calling a friend on a landline need not be 
asked—your friend is obviously at home; otherwise, he would not have answered 
the phone.

By being able to communicate anywhere and anytime, you are able to coordi
nate with others with greater spontaneity than in the past. Prior to widespread 
use of cell phones, if you had a sudden change of plans (or change of heart) regard
ing a meeting with someone, you had very limited ways to let the person know you 
would not show up. Coordinating meeting times and places among several people 
in a group took much more effort and did not allow for last-minute changes. Also, 
consider how much more we use a phone we carry, as opposed to when you had to 
travel to the location of the phone (e.g., home, a phone booth). This makes us more 
likely to call or text to share information on the spot. It also can mean, however, 
that we are less likely to interact with those immediately around us as we commu
nicate with distant others.

Our familiarity with the phone belies its revolutionary character from a com
munications standpoint. Before the phone, people could not talk directly to others 
whom they could not physically see. In an emergency, the only way to inform the 
proper authorities was to physically go where they were and let them know. The 
phone played a major role in changing our patterns of communication with each 
other and thereby changing social relations. But it was the telegraph, created more 
than thirty years before the telephone, that first revolutionized our speed of 
communication.

The telegraph was the first means of electronic communication, using a series 
of taps on a keypad that represented dots and dashes to spell out words. These 
signals were transmitted over telegraph wires connecting one location to another. 
Telegraph operators were specially trained to code and decode messages, and the 
result was a thriving new industry that grew during the mid- to late nineteenth 
century. This innovative form of instantaneous communication led to entirely 
new kinds of business enterprises, including personal messaging services and 
"newswire” services such as Reuters and the Associated Press.

Telephones adopted the principles discovered with telegraphy but allowed 
voice to be transmitted. Although Alexander Graham Bell is the inventor of record 
for the telephone in 1876, others were also working on how to transmit voice elec
tronically through wires; and there is some evidence that Bell’s invention may 
have borrowed liberally from existing patents of inven
tors trying to build similar devices. Still, after years of 
lawsuits, it was Bell who won out. This parallels the many 
suits and countersuits seen today as companies claim 
patent infringement on Internet or software inventions 
and technologies (e.g., Apple’s $1 billion mobile-device 
patent infringement victory over Samsung in 2012).2

Regardless of who can claim credit for inventing the 
telephone, it was easier for the general public to use than 
the telegraph. Even so, it was not immediately thought of 
as an interpersonal communication device, largely be
cause it was expensive and difficult to connect every single 
household to the telephone network. This parallels the 
"last mile" issue in twenty-first-century broadband, or 
high-speed, Internet connections coming directly into 
homes and touches on the importance of networks in our

As the telephone network spread, telephone lines started to clutter the 
landscape.



communication environment. It also highlights how seemingly obvious uses for 
new communications technologies become apparent only much later. How they 
may be used or adopted is very much an open question that relies not only on the 
technology alone but on a range of economic, social, and cultural issues at the time.

Despite the dramatic changes the phone would bring to communications, it 
was initially either ignored or thought of as simply a novelty. With subsequent 
technological improvements that made it easier to hear and to increase the number 
of voices that could be carried on a single wire, the telephone became more widely 
accepted. The ring of the telephone was a death knell for most telegraph compa
nies, just as later media technologies rendered earlier technologies from which 
they were built obsolete and changed entire industries in the process.

Initially, especially in Europe, the telephone acted as a kind of early radio. Wealthy 
patrons paid a fee to listen to music performances that were sent along the wires, and 
some public venues would pipe in sermons or performances for their patrons.3 For 
several years in Budapest, Hungary, Telefon Hh'mondo delivered news over the tele
phone, with subscribers dialing in at certain times to listen to someone reading the 
news of the day. A similar service was also tried in 1911 in Newark, New Jersey, but 
lasted for only a few months before closing.

Delivering news over telephone wires therefore is not something new with the 
Internet, and it also shows a public desire for information and entertainment "on 
demand,” long before video recorders or TiVo. What was still missing at that time 
was an economic model that could support a business such as telephone newspa
pers. This issue is commonly dealt with today by media companies that need to see 
a return on investments before they are willing to experiment with new ways of 
doing business.

The decision whether to make the telephone a government-run agency or a 
private enterprise was an important crossroad, and the choices made in Europe 
(government) differed from those made in the United States (private enterprise). 
Even into the twenty-first century, these choices have had profound repercussions 
for the actual and perceived development, use, and control of the Internet. And it 
continues to be the case that new technologies often inherit the baggage of politi
cal or social decisions made much earlier.

Leaving the early development of American telephone systems to private en
terprise resulted in many incompatibilities among competing systems. Local tel
ephone companies sold their own telephones, which would often not work with 
other telephone systems. This might have prevented a person from calling some
body who used a competing phone provider. The issue of compatibility between 
systems is still seen today in the form of competing computer operating systems, 
gaming systems, Internet browsers, and other electronic devices, including ebooks 
and tablet computers.

During the formative years of the telephone industry, the U.S. government 
sought to eliminate such incompatibilities in the phone network by granting one 
company, AT&T, a monopoly on the telephone system. This, too, had important re
percussions for later developments in telecommunications. Just as the monopoly 
telegraph company, Western Union, had done in the late 1800s when it became ap
parent the telephone was a threat to its business, AT&T in the 1960s and 1970s tried 
to hamper the development of a new kind of network that would potentially hurt its 
business. The network needed to develop the Internet was not compatible with the 
AT&T system. Even though AT&T realized the new network was more efficient, the 
telephone company feared losing dominance and initially refused to adopt it.



Issues of government regulation and private enterprise, monopoly powers, 
and business interests at the expense of the public interest are still very much 
with us today. How much we pay for services, what companies charge and how 
they set up payment plans, and a variety of other business decisions are influenced 
by the laws and regulations that have been created, sometimes as a result of indus
try lobbying efforts.

Just as payment amounts and methods may influence how we use the tele
phone, social and cultural factors play an equally important role in determining 
whether a technology is adopted. Initially, people do not know how to act or inter
act with a new technology. Consider the classic story of the farmer, for example, 
who in the early days of the telephone went to town to place an order for supplies. 
The store clerk told him to place his order directly with the company over the 
phone, so the farmer dutifully wrote out his order, rolled it up carefully, and then 
jammed the rolled note into one of the holes of the phone handset and waited.

If this seems too silly to be true, recall your own reac
tions when you have to use a friend’s phone or an unfa
miliar TV remote control. The variety of functions seen in 
phones today stretches its very definition compared to 
even twenty years ago. Young people today in much of 
the world would consider a phone that does not take pic
tures or play video games or provide an address book a 
dinosaur. In short, the phone continues to evolve as a 
multifunctional communications device. The so-called 
smartphone connects us to our friends and to the world 
of information and entertainment through the Internet 
via almost 1 billion mobile applications (apps). It provides 
a nearly seamless interface between interpersonal and 
mass communication, as we access via a favorite app a 
review of a restaurant and then subsequently snap a photo 
of our meal to share via Instagram. We might even wire
lessly post our own review on the spot, after which it can 
be seen by potentially millions of people worldwide.

All these aspects of the development and use of the phone—ranging from the 
technical, legal, and regulatory to the economic, social, and cultural—touch on 
the notion of media convergence. But as we will see, convergence is a debated con
cept and has multiple layers of meaning. As we explore this phenomenon, we will 
unpack its many layers and reveal how they encompass some of the most dramatic 
transformations taking place in communications today.

Today's cell phones typically have a variety of functions that have 
nothing to do with the traditional functions of the phone.

Three Types of Convergence
Convergence is known broadly as the coming together of computing, telecom
munications, and media in a digital environment. It is important to study and un
derstand convergence because what might first seem like wholly technological or 
media issues profoundly influence our economic, social, and cultural lives as well.

There is some disagreement among scholars over a single definition of conver
gence, an indication of the far-reaching consequences of the changes taking place 
in mass communication today. Indeed, many transformative forces for which we 
have still to develop adequate descriptions are in play, changes whose effects are

convergence
The coming together of computing, 
telecommunications, and media in 
a digital environment.



FIGURE 1-1

also uncertain. For now, the term “convergence" seems to come closest to encom
passing many of these forces. Some argue that convergence has already occurred, 
and in many respects you could say that is true. But we believe that convergence is 
an ongoing and dynamic phenomenon that continues to shape the world of tradi
tional media.

We can look at three main categories of convergence as in Figure 1-1 as ways 
to frame our understanding of the changes taking place today in the media indus
tries: technological convergence, economic convergence, and cultural convergence. 
As you will see, these three categories actually overlap in many respects.

TECHNOLOGICAL CONVERGENCE
Perhaps the most easily visible aspect of convergence is the rise of digital media 
and online communication networks. Technological convergence refers to specific 
types of media, such as print, audio, and video, all converging into a digital media 
form. Such types of convergence are becoming increasingly apparent in news or
ganizations, for example, where today’s journalists often need to be able to tell 
stories in text, audio, video, and even interactive media.

Three Types of Convergence and Their Influence on Media

Technological Convergence

Digital media often change the very nature of their traditional counterparts 
and affect how we use and perceive them. For example, although you can look at 
an ebook on a Kindle as simply digital print, the fact is that a Kindle ebook alters 
the reading experience. One obvious way is that because of its storage capacity, 
you can easily carry many books in one device, allowing you to move back and 
forth between books or for cross-referencing passages quickly. Furthermore, you 
can change the text size to make reading more comfortable, look up words, anno
tate and index sections, and even purchase new books on the spot through a wire
less Internet connection. Precisely because users can alter the look and size of the 
text they are reading, the notion of page numbers also becomes meaningless on 
a Kindle—much to the chagrin of students who realize they need to cite



quotations taken from a book. You can even share your high
lighted passages with others, making book reading a collabora
tive experience.

Most of these activities, such as looking up a word you don’t 
know in a dictionary, already occur with printed books. The sig
nificant difference, however, is that a single device now allows 
for all these actions, eliminating the need to carry a separate 
dictionary or permanently mark a book. Activities that used to 
be separate or cumbersome are now easier and folded into the 
media experience. Not simply a matter of convenience, these 
changes fundamentally alter how we interact with our media.
We may be far more likely to look up a word on a Kindle than if 
we had to walk to the shelf to get the dictionary, for example.
The music, television, and film industries, which we will look at 
in later chapters, provide other examples of how our media use 
changes thanks in large part to changes in technology.

This form of convergence, although highly relevant for to
day’s communications professionals, is not the only way to 
think of convergence. The changes that come from new tech
nologies also affect business models and established industries, 
which often see the upstarts as threats to their dominance. These fears can be 
valid, as sometimes these new companies become larger and more powerful than 
established ones. Google, founded in 1998, is a case in point. Because of the im
portance of networks in today’s world, it is often advantageous for a company to 
control not only media content but the means of distributing that content through 
the networks, which is part of what economic convergence is about. In August 
2015 Google itself announced that it would change its company name to Alphabet, 
with Google simply being one part of a corporation that exists in many other fields 
besides just media and technology.

Ebook readers such as the Kindle and the Nook have 
transformed the reading habits of people around the world, 
not to mention the book industry. CRITICAL THINKING 
QUESTIONS; How do you think ebooks are influencing the 
notion of books and reading? Are ebooks better or more 
useful than traditional books? Which would you rather read, 
and why?

ECONOMIC CONVERGENCE
Economic convergence refers to the merging of Internet or telecommunications 
companies with traditional media companies, such as Comcast with NBC Univer
sal. Traditional media companies have grown fewer and much larger in the past 
fifty years through mergers and acquisitions, a process we define as consolidation, 
not convergence. Economic convergence occurs when formerly independent media 
enterprises further the success of one another because they fall under the same 
corporate umbrella. Entertainment companies may own news stations; large cor
porations traditionally outside of the media business, such as GE, may purchase 
media companies like NBC. This can result in conflicts of interest when corporate 
parents don’t want some aspects of their businesses covered in the news or when 
a news outlet gives prominent coverage to a movie produced by a studio also owned 
by the corporate parent.

Economic convergence also has important repercussions for the nature of the 
media, telecommunications, and computing industries. A telecommunications 
company that also owns a media company can speed the transmission of its own 
content and slow the content from competing companies, thus influencing cus
tomers to watch more of its own material. It could also control the type of content 
its customers see by blocking material from certain websites.

consolidation
A process whereby traditional 
media companies have grown 
fewer and much larger in the past 
fifty years through mergers and 
acquisitions.
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Steve Jobs
The cover of Time magazine on February 15,1982, featured 
26-year-old Steve Jobs as symbolic of America's risk takers, 
one who "practically singlehandedly created the personal 
computer industry." Jobs personalized his high-tech 
microprocessor devices by having form meet function 
with eye-catching yet minimalist designs that placed the 
digital world at the user's fingertips.

His singular talent was not necessarily for invention but 
for recognizing how to create what he envisioned from what 
was available and then finding talented people to do so. In 
1979, at Xerox's PARC facility in Palo Alto, California, Jobs saw 
the future of personal computing—a graphic user interface 
operated by a mouse, the distinguishing feature of what 
eventually developed into the Macintosh computer in 1984.4 
Similarly, decades later, Jobs repurposed for the iPhone a 
lightweight, damage-resistant glass that Corning had 
created but never placed in production.

Not content to create devices that manipulated the 
existing world, Jobs changed the world so that people 
could better use the tools he created. The iPod (2001) did 
not introduce any radical new technology, but the 
accompanying creation of ITunes forever changed the 
music Industry. Cellular technology was hardly new when 
the iPhone (2007) brought about a transformative

convergence of tele
communications and 
the Internet. Unlike ex
isting tablets, the iPad 
(2010) enveloped 
computing, telecommu
nications, digital pub
lishing, and even 
television and movies.

Jobs ran his corpora
tion as a closed system, 
convinced that only Apple could ensure the quality and in
tegrity of its products. Although, for example, he encour
aged anyone to develop apps for use on Apple's mobile 
devices, such apps are made available only with Apple's 
approval. Jobs's business model delivered Apple from 
near bankruptcy In 1997, and made it the most valuable 
company in the United States shortly before his death 
in 2011.5

Jobs was fond of saying he did not believe in giving cus
tomers what they wanted; he gave them what they did not 
know they needed.6 In his mind's eye, that need was digital 
convergence made possible with smart devices that almost 
anyone could use and enjoy.

The Internet is not causing this type of behavior, as numerous historical ex
amples exist of media owners censoring content or blocking public access. But 
what makes this issue more significant and prominent is the combination of con
solidated media giants and ever larger audiences. Despite the explosion of chan
nels and media content, our choices may be narrower than they appear. Consider 
the increasingly frequent temporary blackouts of channels as cable companies and 
media conglomerates fight over television licensing fees and let their agreements 
lapse. Over 3 million households on the East Coast missed the first two games of 
the 2010 World Series as Cablevision and Fox Networks fought over the terms of a 
new licensing agreement and Fox channels were suspended for Cablevision sub
scribers. In late 2014 and into early 2015, satellite provider DISH Network stopped 
carrying Fox News and Fox Business channels because of disagreements over li
censing charges.

As both sides accuse the other of working in bad faith and both sides try to gain 
public sympathy through advertisements, websites, and social media, determining 
a winner in the court of public opinion is difficult. In a cultural shift, the relation
ship between the audience or public and media producers is also changing.



CULTURAL CONVERGENCE
Culture refers to the values, beliefs, and practices shared by a group of people. It 
may refer to a population at large, such as Americans, or to various subgroups 
within a larger group who may share certain ethnic, social, or professional tradi
tions and practices, such as Irish Americans, video gamers, or corporate attorneys.

A powerful aspect of cultural convergence occurs through the globalization of 
media content when, for example, an HBO series such as Sex and the City becomes 
wildly popular among female office workers in Thailand; or when a Mexican tele
novela, or soap opera, finds avid mass audiences in Russia. The popularity of such 
shows across a variety of nations speaks to some aspect they possess that foreign 
audiences identify with or aspire to, indicating that there may be more in common 
between a young professional woman in Bangkok and one in New York City than 
one might imagine. In the context of cultural convergence, a significant concern is 
the impact of global media on multiculturalism, or the diversity of culture, espe
cially internationally.

But we can also look at cultural convergence from the perspective of how we 
consume, create, and distribute media content. The shift from an audience that 
was forced to be largely passive and silent, simply consuming content produced by 
large-scale media companies to a public that can now produce and share content

© INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

Crying in a BMW
Television dating shows have become very popular in 
China, offering viewers a titillating mix of sharp tongues, 
attractive young women, discussions about sex, and 
rampant materialism. In the most popular show, If You 
Are the One, produced by Jiangsu TV, a female contestant 
won notoriety when asked by a bachelor if she would 
like to ride on his bicycle with him. She said she would 
"rather cry in the back of a BMW" than smile on the back 
of a bicycle.

Another female contestant told the panel that If 
anyone other than her boyfriend wanted to hold her 
hand it would cost the person $30,000/ These kinds of 
comments—combined with on-screen and offscreen 
scandals—have drawn the ire of China's television cen
sors who claim shows like these are corrupting China's 
youth with vulgarity and crass materialistic values. As a 
result, some shows were canceled, and those that stayed 
on the air toned down the more flamboyant aspects of 
the programs.

The popular dating shows form part of China's bur
geoning commercial television Industry. When China's

state-run television allowed commercial stations in the 
1990s, it may have created a dragon it cannot now fully 
control. Periodic attempts to set strict guidelines that dis
courage materialism among Chinese youth have had 
doubtful effect. In April 2012, Chinese media reported 
that several people were arrested for their involvement 
in a scheme in which a 17-year-old teenager donated a 
kidney because he wanted to buy an iPad and an iPhone.8



with others cheaply and easily is one of the major themes of this book and a crucial 
component of cultural convergence.

Although mass communication will continue, in the sense that media compa
nies and others will continue to produce messages for large audiences, a significant 
trend involves more personalized and frequent messages tailored to the needs of 
individuals. Furthermore, what was traditionally considered interpersonal com
munication, such as email, can also be widely distributed by individuals through 

online networks, making the dividing line between interpersonal 
and mass communication increasingly hard to distinguish.

The ability of companies to better target people with personal
ized advertising and messages by tracking their online activities 
raises important issues of privacy, consumer rights, and media 
business economic models, Whether people will become more 
active in media production and more engaged in civic or political 
activities than in the past remains open to debate, with some schol
ars taking an increasingly critical look at how media corporations 
and companies in general are turning online public participation to 
their advantage. In one future, there is an engaged public who uses 
digital media and online networks to further interactivity and de
mocracy prevails; and in another, there are established media con
glomerates and other powerful economic forces that hijack public 
interests for their own ends. Such tensions and concerns will shape 

Digital technology has allowed more people to create the nature of the Internet and digital media use far into the twenty-
professional-quallty videos and other media content. first century.
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