616 future is a contrary creature. It has a habit ch
creeping up on us and doing the opposite of what
we expected. A few years ago, everyone gleefully
sneered at the ruins of the first Internet boom and
its grandiose promises. But, just as we stopped
laughing, a second Web era arrived unannounced,
as bewildering as the first.

Broadband, wi-fi, and wi-max were cheaper,
zippier, better. Even the Internet, it appeared, might
be a stopping oft point on the trek into cyberspace;
Internet protocol television (IPTV) was perhaps
the destination.

Traditional media companies scurried to adapt.
News Corp. owner Rupert Murdoch—a latish
convert to the Internet’s potential—paid more than
$500 million for the social networking site MySpace
as part of a billion-dollar shopping spree. Newspapers
beefed up their sites and offered podcasts.

Prosperous online businesses started eyeing
traditional media. The Japanese Internet shopping
site Rakuten gets 8 million hits a day and is worth
$8.9 billion. Rakuten—which translates as
optimistic—sells airline tickets, clothes, and
electronics. It recently bought a stake in a television
station. Livedoor, another Japanese site, took over a
radio station.

In some ways, it is the Far East that is leading the

way. Super Girl, a Chinese talent contest for female

singers inspired by Pop Idol, attracted 800
million votes by mobile phone. China has
only 400 million mobile handsets.

Strangely, some of the more outlandish
predictions of the first Internet boom no
longer sound crazy. Around $1.5 billion of
WPP’s 2005 revenues of $10 billion were
now Internet-related. It is growing. Our
online business will rise from 15% of our
work to 30% within 10 years. Around 20
WPP companies ply their trade specifically
in interactive.

Traditional media point the finger at
online to explain their revenue declines.
But, in truth, many publishers and
broadcasters have only themselves to blame.
They cannot continue to hike prices for
advertising at more than inflation and not
expect competition. The free classified
advertising site Craigslist, for instance, is
threatening big city newspapers in the U.S.
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This is a form of socialist anarchy against which it is
hard to fight.

Equally, giving away content to compete with
other Web sites isn’t the answer. That is tantamount to
saying: “These people want to eat my children. I will
stop them by eating my children myself.”’

Giving away content is mad. If you have a
worthwhile brand that the consumer values, then
charge for it. Condé Nast’s Togue brand, for instance,
is very powerful. In an Internet-driven world, people
trust it. Media owners are missing a trick if they do
not charge. They might argue that they're just
interested in advertising, not subscriptions. I don’t
believe that is true.

Commoditization is the biggest danger for
traditional newspaper and television owners. If their
offering is indistinct from rivals, if their brand values
are weak, they will not survive in the digital age. I
don’t believe, however, that most traditional media
and traditional advertising will become
extinct, but they will adapt, and the
boundaries will become blurred.

Sometimes the past still holds clues to
the future. So here is a little history lesson.
The Internet isn’t the first brave new media
world. In the mid-1950s, commercial
television was introduced in Britain to
compete with the state-funded BBC.

The new channels would be funded by
advertising, something never seen on
the BBC.

Few agencies were ready. Some
responded by setting up separate television
units. They hired people from film and
entertainment. The results were not
pretty. The work tended to be
technique-driven—a lot of singing and
animation, rather too many jingles. It was a
long way from the wonderfully persuasive
advertising the new medium was
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