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Abstract 

loS t cable ews channels have created an In ernet web 

si:e - a companion to the ir news programing . MSNBC is a 

co:1~ boration be wee n a leading software company , Microsoft , 

a~j a leading br oadcast compan y, NBC . The study t oo k place 

' ring a one wee k period between March 23 - 27 , 1998 . This 

s:Llji· f o nd the ews cont ent on both t he web site and the 

cable ch annel were basically the same . If the story had a 

scurce then (he a tt ributi on was the same for the cable 

han . el ' s news show as it was f or the story on the web site . 

There wa s no new or different information . The majo r 

difference between the Internet web site and the cable 

c~a~~el news pr ogram was the use of archival stories on the 

web s ite . There were much more related story links on the 

~eb site . This is one of the strengths of the Internet . 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

This s udy e xamined the emerg 1· ng use of Internet web 

s:tes to disseminat e news . Cable news channels a r e utilizing 

~heir Int ernet addresses to present news in a newspaper- like 

forma Text version s of the day ' s t op stories are 

ac:ompanied by still photographs similar t o those in 

newspape rs . The two research questions that this study 

a~swered are the f ol l owing : First , is there a difference 

between news content on the MSNBC cable news broadcast tha n 

t here is on their Internet web site? Second , is the story 

o~der the same on both media outlets? 

The follow ing de finiti ons and terms are important t o 

this study : 

content Provider Is the term used t o define an Internet 

journali st . 

~N Is a 24 hou r Cabl e News Network . 

CNN Inte ra ctive Is the Web site f or the Cable News Network . 

Is the t erm that applies to persons born Generat ion X 

between 1961 and 1980 . 

~ t t Is an elect r on ic :1 erne Communications network that 

ne two rks and organizational computer 
connects comput er 

~~c::icies around the world . 

. l Broadcasting Company a 24 hour 
Vic r os oft Nationa 
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-,t_ ~ews networ~ , · 

earning software company Microsoft an 
• ~p ~ational Broadcas ing C ornpa ny . 

Ncrl d Wide Web Is a part f th 0 e In te rnet designed to allow 

e sier navigation of the ne twor k . 

~~~s~e~r~-~~~t~i~v~i~t~y Is de fi ned as the interaction between t he 

~~ewer and the content prov i·der . Th e World Wide Web all ows 

the use r to comme nt on the content of the site 

instanta ne ous ly . Interactivity may come through instant e ­

mai or on - line opin i on polls . 

Jow. Load i ng I s the process by which a World Wide Web page 

is cal l ed up on the computer of the user . 

~ treaming Vi de o Is video that is played ove r the Internet . 

World Wide Web Site Is a page on the Internet that usuall y 

:ombines t ext and graphics (pictures ) . The content may also 

coGtain s t reaming vi deo and lin ks t o other sites . 

Link s Ar e highli ghted text that will connect the user to 

another Wo r l d Wi de Web site or another page withi n the site 

itself . 

hapt er I I will examine some of the current literature 

availab le in t he area of news on the Internet . 



Chapt er II 

Review of Li tera t ure 

he Wor l d Wi de Web has made the 

dis r i bu i on o f news f aster than it has ever been . Many 

The spee of 

~elevi si on news ne twor ks · are using the Internet t o get late 

br eak ing news out t o the public only moments after the event 

~a s occu r r ed . Broadcast stations are turning their attention 

to web sites in delivering the news , because of the speed 

a. d the growing number of Internet users(Martin 1996 , 

Shepard , 1997 ) . 

From the beginning of broadcast news there has been a 

r ace to get the news out first . Radio traditionally won the 

bat t l e , beca use it was able t o break in with news instantly . 

Thi s , howe ver , has changed over the years with radio formats 

t hat rel y mo re on popular music than on late breaking news 

(Bli ss , 1997) . Television made great strides with its news 

d i v ' si ons i n an att empt t o win the information race . Yet , 

even wit h t he ever- popular breaking news flashes on 

e l e vis i on , there were still problems . The death of Great 

Bri t ain ' s Princess Diana had the CBS Television network 

f . d an anchor at eleven p . m. on a Saturday s c rambling t o 1n 

nig h . Once the anchor was f ound there were a number of 

needed to make in order f or 9repara ti ons tha t t he producers 

a broadcast t o occu r . Thus , 



4 
c·he r sta i o s beat hem to th b' e iggest story of the year . 

Princess Diana had many det ai l s and condit i ons 
ch nged ins antly . The b d 

r oa cast news stations were unable 

report al l of the i nFor mati on as · th 
~ i appened. They used 

hei r Internet site to report all of th · e pertinent fa ct s and 

so ,e of the backg r ound i nf ormati on relevant to the story 

(Tedes co , 1997) . 

As was the case with the death of Princess Diana there 

are many arch i va l s tories that are pertinent to the main 

s · ory . Television networks have neither the time nor the 

ability t o show all of those archival stories during their 

broadcast . Wo r l d Wi de Web sites offer the accessibility of 

archival f oot age a nd stories that enhance the breaking news 

c nci serve a s Lr ivia f or a cu ri ou s user (Berniker , 1995 , 

Tedesco , 1997 ) . 

Clea r ly t he I nternet has come a l ong way since its 

conception i n the mid 1960 ' s . The original design of the 

i nternet was no t f or audio or video data , but for military 

· ezt - bas ed commun ications(Noack , 1997 ) . Newspapers were the 

~ · t d · a able to utilize the Internet for the :1rs news me 1 

dist r ibuti on of information . Now many papers and magazines 

Wl
. th local and network news organizations to 2re teaming 

b~ild on thei r ind i vidual strengths(Brodesser , 1997 , Noack , 

le of such a partnership is seen 
:997 , !1o~ ess , 1997) . An examp 



in he earning of Knight - Ridders Herald News Leader in 

Lexing on , Kent uc ky and the Market ' s CBS affiliate , WKYT . 

This r oss - media partnership allows both of the 

orga iza i ons to use thei r strengths and create a product 
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ha is superior to the competitors in that market 

(Br odesser , 1997 , Noack , 1997). Cable News Network and Time 

Warner Incorporated ' s various magazines have become 

complimentary within the last two years . CNN found that its 

web site was being bombarded with inquiries into the O. J . 

Simpson t rial after the verdict was announced . The hits on 

the World Wide Web site we re s o heavy that CNN had to divert 

s ome of the traffic to an alternate site using the Time 

Warner Pathfinder site . They were able to accommodate the 

br owsers who were looking up background information 

(Bernike r , 1995 ) . 

The interactivity on the news web sites is a strong 

selling point . CNN interactive allows the user to do more 

research on topics by having links to other news source s 

6 CNN Interactive also allows users to write (Notes s , 199 ) . 

responses in to major stories , such as the Dick Morris 

scandal (Taylor , 1996) . This interaction drew responses 

h floo r of the Democrat i c from delegates on t e 

.a i onal Convention . A world wide web site allows a station 

to get nearly instantaneous feedback from the user (Taylor , 



j_ 0::\6 ) . 
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This may work 
ve r y wel l in determi ni ng t he course of 

a follow - up and which 
s to rie s get more a ir time on the 

br oadcast stat i on . 

CNN i s no t the on l y . maJ or , 24 h 11 our , a - news broadcast 
net wor k t o ma ke ex t · 

ens 1ve use of their web site ; MSNBC i s 

t r yi ng t o revol uti onize t he way news is broadcast . The NBC 

ne t work comb i ned i ts major news operation with Mi c r osoft ' s 

e~t e~sive computer kn owl edge . Combi ned they created a 

network tha t is both a tel evision sta t i on and a comple t e 

news web s i te (Shepa r d , 19 97) . MSNBC is a lso creating a new 

hybri d of j our nal ist who i s reporting over t he Internet 

(Si1epa r d , 199 7 , Rust , 1997 , Ian zit o, 1996 ) . Some of these 

j our na l ist s are bei ng co ined "content providers ." Many 

jou rnal ist s f eel that MSNBC is crea t i ng a new f orm of 

jou r na l ism t ha t will comb ine t he bes t of print and broadcast 

(Ianz ito , 1996 ) . MSNBC and CNN among some others have had 

s ome probl ems streaming live video ove r their web sites 

(Noack , 1 997 ) . The I nternet has been downloading text f or 

many years and does s o very efficiently , but streaming video 

is very new technology . Many users have to download 

upgrades t o be abl e t o have access to the live video . Some 

t a ke Up tp several hours to complete of t~ ese downloads ca n 

(Bern iker , 1995 , Noack , 1997 ) • 

One of the benef i ts that i s growing out of the 



7 

n e r ac tivi y . M NBC is taking advantag e 
,-: :. r. i s f orm an lets their users d · 

:. o 

es1gn their own 

This all ows the user t o choose which story they 

i mportant (Danitz , 19 97 ) . Th e users are also able 

, ke comments on stories and answer survey questi ons 

t:::a r,itz , 1997 , Taylo r , 1996) . User interaction is very 

important to the networks , as it will help them grow toward 

:. te ~r target market . 

~- e average user of t he Internet web sites is described 

as a person from The Generation X (Danitz , 1997 ) . Many of 

t hese use rs are already familiar with the Wor ld Wide Web and 

prefer it over the traditional broadcast news . Other 

~etworks are targeting well educated men in their f orties 

beca se they a ke up a large percentage of Internet users 

(Srover , 1997 ) . To play to the interests of the generation 

X use rs , MSNBC has employed several young journalists 

'. >iartin , 1996) . 

Chapt er III will review in detail the method of the 

research i nto the differences and similarities in MSNBC ' s 

cable news channel and its World Wide Web site. 



Chapter 3 

Methodo l ogy 

The re are many cable telev1·s1· on 
s tations devoted to all 

day news coverage . Recentl 
Y many of these stations began to 

ut ili=e their Internet web sites as - t 
1 

f 
d oo o news 

distribution . This s tudy looked at the difference in the 

information that is distributed on both forms of media . 

the purpose o f th is study the flagship news program on 

For 

MSNBC , The New s with Brian Williams , and the network ' s web 

site were examined . The study critically scrutinized the 

difference in the cab le channel and the web site . The areas 

that we re studied included : the content of the news , the 

order of the stories , and the amount of related subject 

mat ter . This study took place over a one week period , March 

23 th r ough the 27 , 1998 , ezcluding Saturday and Sunday . 

The content o f a story was determined by the amount of 

information that is distributed via the cable station and 

th It t Each fac t and detail that was reported was .e n erne . 

counted and a comparison was made between the information on 

the cable channel and the information given on the web site . 

The study looked t o see if the web site went into as much or 

t k' s news The importance more deta il than the cable ne wor · 

. h ' h form of media is being of thi s was to dete rmine w 1c 

utili zed to delive r the most information . Facts were 
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~e~i ed as names , da es lo t · 

, ca ions , and places . Details 

~ere defined as the reason f or t he 
s t ory and special 

circumstances surrounding the event . 
The t i me that was 

on a story was als o i mportant t o the study . The study 
looked to s ee if the time t spen on a stor y was equi va l ent 

with the amount of infor mat i on on th b · ewe site . It was 

imposs i bl e to measure the stor y and t he amount of time f or 

the cable news stor y t o i nd i cate similarities or 

differe nces . That is why the counting of de tai l s and facts 

was vi t al t o the study . 

Th is s tudy loo ked a t t he or der of t he news items on the 

cable chann e l . The way that stor y or der was determined f or 

the study o f t he web site was t he way it appeared on the 

screen . The stor y that f i rs t appea red on t he screen was 

deemed the l ead s to r y . The l e ad stor y also had the mos t 

space devoted t o it on what MSNBC calls the front page . 

Order wa s t hen ranked i n des cendi ng or der as it appeared on 

the page , fi r st , second , t hird , et c . The contrast of order 

on the cable channe l and the web site was i mportant in 

dete r mi ni ng i f the web site wa s a repeat of the news 

broadcas t on the cabl e channel , or if it was a news source 

un t o it self . 

mat t e r was de f i ned as stories tha t had 
~el a t ed subj ect 

a direct link to t he current stor y . 
An example of this was 



the school sh oo ti ngs in Arka ns as . 
Th e study l ooked t o see 

i f the re we r e an y men ti on s or archi·val 
f oo tage of the 

simila r sh ooti ngs in Mississippi· 
and Kentucky on the cable 

channe l and a r ch i val story links 
on the web site . This 

determined whi ch form of media was better able t o 

i nco r porate related stor1·es 1·nto th b 
e reaking news . With 

MSNBC ' s coverage on the death of Great Britain ' s Princess 

ui ana many visitors to the web site perused through past 

stories and pictu res of t he princess . This study also 

e~amined the difference in the amount of additional 

information on the web site and the cable broadcast . 

10 

The shooting in Jonesboro , Arkansas , occurred on the 

Tuesda y , March 24 , 1998, during the course of the study . 

The coverage of this event will be examined in detail . The 

cable channel had a reporter on the scene and offered 

i nt erviews with eyewitnesses . The details of the 

i nvolvement of t wo underage boys were revealed on both the 

cabl e channel and the Internet . The News with Brian 

Wi l l i a s showed video from the recent shoot ings in Paducah , 

Kent uc ky ; Stamps , Arkansas ; and Pearl , Mississ i ppi . The web 

s i t e offe red links to the complete stories of these other 

si 1.:._ l a r shootings . Both forms of media reported basically 

~h e same facts . Even the web site carr ied the text of the 

. wi· th an expert on child B~-=-- ~n Wi l liams live inter view 
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c s from hi s s t or y that wer e conside r ed 

re~ inent i cl ed he ages of the boys , the number of 

vic ~i s , he l oca ti on, and the age and sex of bot h the 

vi cc ims nd he s hoot ers . The afo rement ioned f acts were 

reported on both the cable chan nel and the web site . As far 

as orde r of s to ries was concerned this stor y was the l ead 

s to r y on both The News wit h Br i an Williams and on the web 

s ite . The o the r s to ries of t he day included : further 

inves t igation into the presidential scandal , the second 

ezecution i n Florida i n one week , and the wi nners of the 

Ac ademy Awa r ds . Bot h f orms of media offered extensive 

: nfcrm2t i on on the pre vi ous re la ted s hootings . 

In Chapte r IV t he res ults of the research will be 

d~s cu ssed . 



Cha p r 4 

Re s l s nd Recomme ndati ons 

~he re were a few small differences from one form of 

- ~ ~i t o te o her . 
Story content remai ned basically the 

Th e fac t s that were b same . 
r oadcast were also written in 

~re web site . The most significant difference was the 

~~~ : us ion of extra infor mation on the web site . 
Extra 

irformation is the r elevant news of the recent past . An 

e~a~pl e o f t his wa s seen wh en comedienne Phil Hartman wa s 

fatally s hot . The re were five links to relevant stories 

:hat in cl ded : o ther Saturday Night Live cast members ' 

deaths , Ha rtma n ' s career , and the fate of his current 

~e l evi si o .. sr ow. There were also related topics f or most of 

~he maj or news stories of the day , especially those dealing 

~ ~ ~~ i mportant news makers such as President Cl i nton . 

Resea rch Quest i on One : Is there a difference between 

content on the MSNBC cable broadcast networks and their 

site? 

There is a d ifference between the informat ion . The 

we b si e , wh ile offering the same information as The News 

. . l offers links to related stories . Brian W1ll1ams , a so 

Re searc S t ory order the same on both Que s t i on Two : Is 
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There were s ome differences in th e amount of 

inf or a i on and number of related stories . 
There was 

~~rcual Y no difference in the order the stories were 

prese ted on the cable broadcast and the web site . 

mhe main problems with the Internet web site and the 

cable channel are minor and can b · e improved with some work . 

The web site and the channel run virtually the same stories . 

I is as if the site is a written version of the cable 

broadca st . The re is little reason for the viewer of The 

New s with Brian Williams to log onto the web site for any 

new info rmati on . The web site needs t o have news that 

cannot be seen on the cable broadcast . There needs to be a 

~reation of original Internet journalism . With the promise 

of a new way of covering news MSNBC needs to commit to 

giving space for its web site to stories that are generated 

specifically fo r the Internet site . This is a new media and 

:here can be significant advances in journalism, both 

broadcas t and Internet , with s ome innovations in reporting . 

There are some very strong selling points to the web site . 

The interacti on it allows with the audience is a perfect 

~~~- ple of the strength of the Internet as a whole . 
There 

t hat allows f or both entities 
is i 1stant feedback on stories 

0 
. d . f or certa in news stories . 

he public ' s esire 



~~:·hers rcng hare he 1 · ,. 
i n~s t o relevant stories . These 

browser to loo k at related t . 
s or1es from the past . 

The Int ernet is a ve r y powerful tool 
t ha t can change 

:~e way the media is viewed . N 
ews con sume rs can now be a 

Pa r t of the news pr oces s s i mpl y by · · vo1c1ng an opini on 

~~~ou gh the web site . This is perhaps the most powerful 

adva age the Int e rne t br ings bot h MSNBC and the viewing 

public . 
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Future s tud ies could be done on the interactivity of 

the web site and the intended consumer . Many news web sites 

are of fering opin i on polls and chat rooms to discuss 

important is s ues in the news . MSNBC airs a show entitled 

Newschat tha t encou rages viewers to e -mail , call in , vote on 

the poll in the web site , and enter the chat room . The 

~Jture of how news d irectors determine the importance of a 

story could be affec ted by this new interactivity . 
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