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Given haw easily material can he produced and distributed on the World Wide Web, vast
amounts of information have been made freely available online in the last few ypears.
However, this overfoad of data is increasingly met by aftention scarcity, as users divide their
attention among more and more sources. This leaves many websites struggling for
audiences. Sites with commereial interests have more means of afiracting visitors, leaving
non-profit erganizations with even less chance of reaching wsers. This paper explores what
the domination of commercial interests anline means for the visibility af non-profit content
on the Web. In addition to discussing how simply being on the Web does net astomatically
fead fo user visits, the paper makes specific recommendations to site owners on ways of
achisving greater popularity.
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Although te interner and its antecodents have besn arovnd for decades,
the network has only diffused significantly in the last few vears. Iis
growth has been especislly large since the emergoace of graphical
browser software for the World Wide Web in 1993, A boom in the
amenmt of Information available on the Web quickly complemented the
acceloration in the mumber of users. Today, there ave over two billion
Web pages available for browsing,! with several mitlion pages being
added daily.® Flowever, search engines index no mote than 15% of ail
Web pages, and even the largest (‘metasearch’) engines only account for
a combined coverage of about 42% of alt pages.” These figores suggest a
great discrepancy between what Js physically available on the Web and
what is within the reach of users. fieations of

is papes looks at the 1mpl
this discrepancy for the accessibility and prominence of public interest,
not-for-profit content on the World Wide Web.

Production and distribution of
information online

The vast amount of material that has been made available in the past few yaars on the Web is
proot of how easily anyone with access to the network can use it as a communications device.!
The internet has the potential to crests arenas for more voices than any cermanication medium

The term ‘garckeeper’ rofors w poinss that function as gates, Blocking the
flow of sorne material while allwing other fnformaden to pass drough ®
Studies on e maketing of culnue offer an insight into where the
fmportant decistons are made in the process of Suding an audience for a
product. Research an books” news publications® and popular nwsic records”
has explored the wle of gatekeepers in infloencing the types of cnftural
products that ate produced and disributed on the market. With previous
media, the costs of producton were so high that a vielly inportant
gatekeeping step was the decision shout what products shomld be produced.
Studies have documented the strategies that fivns adopted (o deal with the
wncertainty of large investments in culiural products ™ The conuson theme
iy all these analyses is that individual creators of culteral products have to go
thrugh bath producers and distriburon of thelr produsss to get atention
on the market. The finad link in the dismibotion chain — supermarket
merchandisers, disc jockeys, movie critics, book review editors — can be a
key clement m attracting people’ attention to materal.

Beeruse the barriers to enlry are so low on the Web, a hage amount
of information floods the market, For many users. the tsk of navignting
riwough the vast number of options 18 ovenwhelming. Alchough there
may be numerous high qualiey snd imporant public titerest sites on the
Web, there is no guarantse that anyone will fAnd their way o them. This
aceonnts for the rise of the navigational sites and content chissification
services on which most Web users have come o rely It is these
gateckeepers of the online world that mereasingly determmme  the
differevce between material that is accessible and the matenal that is
merely available.

before it, by dramatically reducing the cost of replicating and distributing information, Writers,
musicians and visual artists no longer have to raly on large production agencies end distributors
tn get their wark out to the public. Politicians and activisis can reach citizens without having to
go through media giants, or the difficuity of postering end pamphleteering step by step, impeded

hy geographical fimits.
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But the Web is not just abowt promaring oney own work oz
products; it is alse shout the mteractive exchange of
nformation, as i the form of online discussion forums,
This ease of both posting and tetrieving information has led
many to speculate sbout the potential effects of the Web on
all spheres of life, and it political, soctal, cubraral and
ceonamic consequences. By allowing z vast reduction in the
replicarion and distribution cosis of a product — whether
text-based, aundio, video or multimedia ~ the Web puts
product dissemination within reach of the individual and
reduces the harrier between the creator of information and
its materialization. Not ounly can you create 2 product eastly,
you can make numerous copies of it ar very low cost.
Moreover, heeause it 18 no longer necessury to franspert
these items physically, you can allow access from abmost any
geographic location, This has led commenmtors o suggest
that individuals can compete on equal terms with
organizations, and atmact oaffic o thelr websites without
the benefit of corporate packaging.” But [ would Hke 1o
argue that the problem of attracting and, more particulasly,
resaining the attention of Web users cawses individual
creatars of content Lo rely on ‘gatckeepers’ 1o channed their
roaterial toward nsers. And the gatekeepers of the World Wide
Web are the services that categorize online information.

lThe rise of portal sites

Although the Web only became a popular communication medium in the mid-1990s, the publicly
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accessible segment of it alrgady contains over two billion
pages.” With the rapid growth of available content, finding
information became increasingly complex. To address this
problam, Web contept classification services such as
Yahoo! developed, soon beceming popular and {eventuatly)
profitable. Initially, these sites worked in two ways: they
either featured 2 search engine to find sites {eg Excite,
Lycos) or offered a list of categery directories where staff
from the search site's company manually compiled a list of
featured selections {eg Yahoo!l.

These sites grew steadily and started offering new services
o atrract and keep site visitors. As one company described
itself “The Company seeks to draw a large manber of
wiewers to its websites by providing a one-stop destination
for identifeing, sclecting and accessing resources, services,
content and information on the Web' ® By anpmenting
their services and contimmng to be the most visited sites,
these pages increasingly became known as the point-of-
entry sites or “portals’ on the Web. According wo ane report,”
by 1999 ¥ahoo accounted for over 30% of all search engine
page referrals. Given that 20-50% of all Web users visit one
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of the most popualar websites,™ these sites play a potendally iwmense
role i allocating user attention.

The most popular websites grew out of eatlier search sites, and the
home pages of browser seftware such as Nerseape and Interner Explorer
(E). Fuittally, these home pages did nor offer much bevond software
upgrades, bur they later learnad the wicks of search sites. Today,
Netscape’s Netcenter and Microsofts MSMN.com are each much more
than a resource f{or browser software upgrades. They both offer
catcgorization of Web content i addition to many other onling services
such as free email accounts, free Web space for personal home pages, chat
groups, discussion forums and news about current events, entertainmont
and sports. Microsoft consolidated all of the company’s sites {le software
site, [E browser information site) inte one megaportal in an attempt to
increase traffic across all of its sites and make the resulting portal one of
the most papulir entry pages on the Web™ Various reports document
the ongoing and even increasing role of portals in contriburing to asers’
browsing habits online. For vxnml.ﬂf‘, research from 1998 showed that
30 60% of users de not change the default hamepage of their browser, "
Later research' shoswved that uvsers had become no more active in
changing their defaudt homepages, with 62% staying with the initial
page i a 1999 study. This poinis o both Netscapes Netcenter and
Microsofty MSMN com becoming prominent pomnt-of-entry sites,

America Gnline (AOL) is another major piayer i channelling users’
atention on the Web. However, AOL constitites 2 special case, given
that it consolidates access and congent sexvices. A separate paper could
be written on the gatekeeping Amctions of AOL, as they are arguably
evens more restrictive than those of website portals. Por the purposes of
this paper, it 15 impoertant to signal that AOL plays 4 significant role in
the online world by directly affecting users' online acrions. When users
log on to AOQL, they are presented with AQL proprietary content. It
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may make surfing the Web easier, but it also allows portal companies to
trace your movements and offer you more mrgeted advertising,
Muorecwver, the elfectivencss of ads can be measured imore acourately than
by many other mediz. In addition to posting paid advertisements, portals
showvease Hnks to pages of partner sites, frors which they nuy devive an
income.® It is important to remember that much of what is prominendy
featured on popular navigation sites is there for commercial reasons.

l Locating content online

How the publie uses a communications medium depends very much on how it ks organized end
regulated. For example, in its early years {1899-1910s}, radio was a one-to-one medium that
neople used to communicate with each other personatly.” By the 1828s, however, it had come
under government regulation, and breadcasting was more comman.

The organization of the industry influenced how the pepulation later
used radio. For example, educanional and religious institntions were
piven access fo lower quality speetrum than commeresal entities, making
them less appealing stations for Hsteners.

Organization of online content may similarly influence how peeple use
the Web. We have already locked at howe this has evolved in recent years;
the next impartant step s to identify the seays in which vsers may locate
content online, The process can be caregorized arcording to whether or
not you have previous knowledge of a page, [n the case of a previously
known page, these are a fow of the ways you can find youor way back:

» Use the browsers defaul page
»Type in the address or URL {(Uniform Resource Locator) of a
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takes extra effort to launch the browser and explore the
general content of the Web. According to one report, AOL
users spend less than 20% of their online hours ourside of
AQOL® which demaonstrates the ability o AOL wo sarget and
focus wsers’ oniing attention to {5 own content,

The goal of any online commercial venture — in this case
portal companies ~ 15t make a profic. The guestion of how
this may bLe done has been the topic of debate and
speculation over since commiercial interests appeared on the
aetwork in the early 1990s. Government support for media
content is rate in the United Stares ™ This leaves the burden
of financimg to other potential sources sach as individuals
{eg users paving suhsvr%pricm fees for services), private
fonndations or corporite sponsorsup So far, the trend has
heen towards the latter. Most online sesvices are funded
through advertisements by venture capitaiists or through
corporate cross-subsidization, where the proftable division
of a company covers the costs of the online undertaking,
Buz w justify funding, websttes must artmer and keep
vishtors — and encovrage thent to stay and revisit frequently.

Clompandes wse viarious strategies to maximize  their
popularity. They collect information on the nember of
visitors to their sites. If they can induce you to segister, they
can abso collect demographic information about you.
Registering with a portal and personalizing your browser

previously visited page.
+ Use an eniry from your bookmark kst

Alrermatively, you may prefer to go to o Web page you have pever visited
hefore. Here are some of the ways this might bappen. You migho

*Try to guess the address of 2 Web page (eg by using the word of the
sought mformazion in the URL).

120 an open search with the help of a search engine, by typing certain
terms inta 2 search form {or in the new version of Internet Explorer,
which comes with a built-in search engine, ryping the term 1 the
location bar itself).

Click on a directory category and find links through directories and
subdireetories.

Click an an advertisernent.

Reeall an address from exposure through another medium (eg radio,
relevision, newspaper of billhoard ad).

Use browser add-ons for link recomsmendstons (eg NeoPlnet or Alexa}.
Click on a link in an email from a friend/colleagoe/mailing bist that
contains a site recommendation.

« Click on 2 link fom the contents of another page.

-

-

-
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relatively straightforerard and vield objectively refevant and
good results, bue this would be a misconceprion, In fact, the
results of such queries are far from mndom or exclusively



based on the quality and relevance of the resulring pages’ content. Search
engines systematically exclude (i some cases by accident, in others by
design} certain sites in favour of others.® Marcover, people varely take
the wouble to come up with refined search algorithms. A 1998 study
amalysing almost one billion gueries on the Altavista search engine
shiowed that in 85% of cases, wsers only viewed the first sereen of results,
with 77% of sessions gontalning ooly one query®” Tnformation
prominendy displaved on poral sites — whether because of its high
content value or for commercial reasons -~ therefore s a good chance
of being the destinarion of vistors.

Nor do Web users always realize when they are ollowing a commuereial
lead. Adverts do not ahways make their commercial mortives explicit,
while links resulting from the partnership deak deseribed earlier are evep
harder to identify as having pecumiary motives, Therefore, many users

~may not be aware that they are bemg pointed to sites not necessanily
hocanse they offer the most relevant or highest guality information, bur
becamse they bonght their way to the wop of users’ screens.

Unforminately, information on the specific activities of users at the big
portals is proprictary wnd kept highly confidential by navigation service
companies. Consequently, it s hand 1o know what proportion of visitors
to such sites mse category directories versus search engines to locare
information. We ako hck detafled information about people’s browsing
strategies in general. However, some staustics do reinforce the
importance of portals in people’s Web sesmons® fr s also clear that
several of the search routine options idenufied sbove may occur via
portals. The next step is to examine the implicadons of commercialized
portals for the accessibifity of not-for-profi, public interest sites.

I implications for non-profit sites

Given the hewildering amount of information now available on the Web, itis understandable that
content classification services have emerged and gained popularity ameng users. But if
commercial interests drive all the best known and most widely used portals, where does it lrave
‘not-for-profit websites? What is the use of their content being avaitable if it is not accessible?
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To address this problem, a publicly ov philanthropically
funded internationat ports] may have to be established, ro
ensure gquality ‘programroing’, with sufficlent educational
materials and lmited commercial input, This nsight follow
the model of American poablic brosdeasting, which became
an importnt complement to commercial broadcasting on
radio and televigon. In a similar spiri, o peblic poveal might
uphold the egalitarian and democratic principles on which
the World Wide Web was fzst establisbed™ An imporant
caveat hers is that in so far a3 commerial poctal sites are the
primary avenue through -which most users enter and
explore the Web, it i likely that non-commercial siees will
be harder to find than commercial enes. The mere crcation
of 2 non-profic partal is therefore not enougl; it would have
to be complemented by an aggressive advertising campaign
to fet users know of its existence.

549,

i
o -pralt weBSAS i 3¢ 38 af conuns il alekepars |

This is not to say that creators of not-for-profic websites canmot emulate
the strategies of commercial sites. They may not have the same resources
to spend on advertising and financial partnerships, but there are other
ways to gencrate publicity and site exposure, This section briefly explores
some of the strategies that are casily sccessible to not-for-profit |

» One important way to gan exposure is ta have cross-hinks with other
sites. These dont just atract visitors Lo your sile; they also get you
noticed by search engines. Some, such a5 Google, rank search tesuts
according to how many other Web pages link to yours. One way to
convince other sites to link (o your own s to offer mural linking.
Even if they are rivals, it% betrer than no linking at oL

* You need more than high quality content o attract visitors and link
partners; your site also has to look good. Puncrionality and usability
ton are significant to the populacity of 4 site, Although non-profis sites
cannot often afford o hire top quality Web designers, you can glean a
lot from free onfine site design guides. A ‘cool’ ook may not impress
older or more acadermic visitors, but it won't alienate them cither i it
is well organized and easy to navigare. Such qualides will increase links
directed 1o the site and possible interpersonal recomumendations.
The value of word-of-mouth Wformation dissermivation cannot be
emphasized cnough. Email is the most connon use of internet
services. Peopld correspond with friends and colteagues and can easity
attach a recommendarion abiut 2 swebsite. Thas, it s imporaant to ofler
an appealing and easy—to-use site that can cater (o many different
visitors with <difforent online experiences,

There are also technical wavs to increase your sites accessibility. Online

guides (uch as hup/Awwwsearchenginewarch.com)  exphin how

placing key words or hidden code in the docwment can help search

engines mdex the page or relevant searches more effectively However,

search sites can also pepalize pages thar oy ro trick the system, so it is

impormant o incorporate coding vips legitimatedy It can also be helpful

ta subaniz the page to scarch engines. Results may not come guickly,
as some sites take months w index a site®

» Many cormmercial sites keep mailing lists of interested visiters, o
disseminate informarion as basic as potices abows when a site i3
vpdated, By offering such an option, site developers can keep in
contact with people who have thown an intial interest in their sites.
An even betier stmtegy 13 to offer users periodic mailings of
mformation. This achieves ewo goalss 1) ¥t helps disseminate the
organization’s message: and () It reminds people of the site and can
draw them back for new visies,

» If the site 3 the online component of an organization that has offline
commumeanons devices (eg pamphlets, publications), it is Important
to prominestly feature the Web address on these resonrces. Any press
releases and conmmunications should alse include this information.
Oversll, keeping budger constraints I mind, an  aggressive
adversisement campaign b to be kept at the forefront of creating a
websiee, Without visttors, the time, money and offort spent on creating
the site will have linde payoff.

.
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This paper sets out to show that as information is proliferating on
the Webh, so the relative stiention of users to any one source is in
decline. | have identified portal sites as the most significant
gatekeepers between creators of enline content and users.

An ofi-quoted phrase by entine media experts is that if fon the
irternet} ‘content is king, then diswibution is King Kong'.¥ This
shows that distributors of online content are aware of their role in
allocating user attention to Web content. Although production may
be mere within the reach of many users, distributing infermation 1o
a large public and thereby cailing people’s aftention to it is key in
gaining an audignce.

Conclusions

Featuras of the new medium — the low costs of storing, replicating
and distributing materials ~ have ehanged the locus of the
gatekeeping activity in the production and dissemination of
ifformation. This ability to allocate user attention to producis
reguires us to re-evatuate how we approach the intemet in relation
to sther media. Although the widespread publication of not-for-
profit public interest information is much easier than in other
media, it is important to remember that just being on the Weh does
nat automatically result in wide pepularnity, {f such materiatis to
enjoy the audience & deserves, its publishers must be resourceful
and imaginative. BEyond making information available, they have to
pursus strategies to make it easily acoessible.
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a scenario for 2005

Lucian Bann
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A new generation of digital communications is making cultural resources available to all,
using an open neiwork (the internet] and the peer-to-peer technigue. In their use of digital
compression these websites correspond exactly to the Napster.com model, whose activities
forced music catalogue owners to rethink their strategies and regulatory authorities over
copyright material. From a paper pregared for the Council of Europe, this article considers
the devefopment of the content industry in Eprope by 2005 In anticipation of pew
applications such as tele-education, tele-medicine, tele-detection and tale-surveillance,
using a combination of IP finternet Profocal, DVB (Digital Video Broadcasting) and MPEG
standards. We also examine tie fnterplay of the various political and industrial interests
involved, using in particular the technrque of ‘'scenario mapping’
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