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Preface

PREFACE

From 1996 until 2001, I worked on a Ph.D. project on the theme of The news as
hypertext. As the project progressed, I became convinced that the problems which 
I was addressing in this work would also be of interest to people who are not in 
the habit of reading Ph.D. theses. This impression was reinforced by the number
of invitations I received from editors, teaching establishments and professional as-
sociations throughout the research period. Therefore, I decided to extract the most
significant issues from my thesis and to supplement them with contemporary mate-
rial that was not included in my scientific work – and then to present it all in a sim-
plified and more reader-friendly format. The result of my labours is this book, which
I wrote in 2001 and the spring of 2002 after successfully completing my doctorate.
My thesis itself has also been published as a book. 1 My intention is for the two 
books to complement one another on the market, to meet different requirements as
regards theoretical examination and discussion. I have primarily intended this book 
for students of journalism. However, as all publishing and communication on the 
Net is subject to all kinds of shared conditions, this book may also prove useful to 
other students – and authors – who are involved in Net-based communication. For 
such readers, news reporting can serve as an example genre, demonstrating prin-
ciples that are also applicable in a more general context.  
I wrote the book as an introduction and a portal to reflection and greater study of
specific fields. The chapter about hypertext (Chapter 3) in particular contains a more 
theoretical approach to the subject than the other chapters. In the context of a jour-
nalism course, this chapter may perhaps be of most relevance in the second year. 
Even though I have written the chapters as parts of a logically developed and coher-
ent whole, they can also be read as more-or-less independent texts. 
I would like to thank Pressens Faglitteraturfond (The Norwegian Professional Lit-
erature Fund) and Norsk faglitterær forfatter- og oversetterforening (The Norwegian
association of authors and translators of professional literature), which both sup-
ported this book project financially. My thanks, also, to Rådet for anvendt medie-
forskning (The Council for Applied Media Research), which supported my original
research project, and to my colleagues and the management of Agder University 
College for providing such an excellent working environment. Finally, a big “thank 
you” to Inger and the boys for a crucial and inspiring home base. 

Kristiansand, 30 May 2002

1  See Engebretsen 2001 
in the reference list at the 
back of this book.
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INTRODUCTION
CHAPTER 

1



Journalism is simplification. Story-telling. Angling and focusing. Or what? How
about a form of journalism that comprises equal measures of shading, displaying 
multifacetedness, viewing multiple perspectives and chasing down associations? 
Journalism of this kind is often sought in the context of social debate.2 But it is 
difficult to produce such journalism using the traditional news media, because it
demands a great deal of space and requires forms of presentation that these media 
simply cannot provide. The digital online media present a stronger range of options,
with technological advances promising a potential renewal of the journalist’s art. At 
the same time, they invite both readers and writers to chase the traditional goals of 
speed and actuality: first with the latest! What is most important? Can qualities as
incompatible as speed and thoroughness be combined?  
This is a book about online journalism. It is not about how to run an online news site
with the assistance of specific computer systems, production routines and business prin-
ciples. Nor is it a general manual of journalistic method or a guide to electronic informa-
tion collection. There are other books that provide excellent introductions to such areas.3 
This book is about how to handle journalistic communication in a hypermedium.  
Because an online news site is a hypermedium, even though this is not always im-
mediately apparent in the news products distributed through the online news sites 
today. So what exactly is a hypermedium?  Anyone who has ever surfed the Web 
or loaded a CD-ROM into a computer already has experience with hypermedia. 
These are quite simply media in which texts can be mixed with pictures and audio 
and video clips, and where such units of information can be linked together and 
organised through the application of hyperlinks. It is also possible to use a digital 
hypermedium to distribute standard newspaper articles or to transmit radio or TV 
programmes. However, this would be rather like using a Formula 1 racing car to 
drop the kids off at school –  it gets the job done, but there is something not quite
right about the relationship between task and tool. 
Here, I have made a comment about my own position in relation to the theme. My 
view is that online journalism still has a very long way to go before it “finds itself ”.

3 See the bibliography at 
the back of this book.

2  See, for example, Jour-
nalistikens etiske dilemma 

(The Ethical Dilemma
of Journalism) by Mats 
Ekström and Stig Arne 

Nohrstedt. 
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CHAPTER 1 Introduction

No-one today can state with any certainty what will constitute good online jour-
nalism in 15–20 years. However, there is plenty to say about the conditions for the 
development of the new digital text types, which means that we can also comment 
on the direction development is likely to take. 
And this is what I intend to do in this book. I will be describing some of the crucial 
conditions of the framework for the practice and development of online journalism, 
and I will be presenting examples and models of innovative news formats before 
going on to discuss some of the their consequences. My intention here is not to 
dictate a specific direction for development, but rather to contribute to informed 
experimentation and testing of new journalistic forms and processes. It is surely 
only through daring experimentation that online journalism can be developed into 
an independent, individual yet fully functional genre. 

Technology, texts, users

The conditions for the development of online journalism can be loosely illustrated
with a triangle, the corners of which are the three elements that are in a state of 
constant interaction. 

Media technology itself represents the framework that defines what types of texts
can be produced, and how they can be distributed. Each media technology has 
its own particular opportunities and limitations. This applies to everything from
rune stones to digital TV. Unless you have a good understanding of the technologi-
cal potential of your chosen medium, it is unlikely that you will have the oppor-
tunity to make maximum use of it. Such potential is presented – in a completely 
non-technological manner – in Chapter 2. Since the opportunities presented by 
links constitute such a central aspect of all online publishing, I have chosen to 
devote a separate chapter to this area of the technology. As such, Chapter 3 deals 
exclusively with hypertext. 
A good understanding of a particular medium is inextricably linked to an under-
standing of how the medium is used. What kind of habits have the users of the medi-
um developed? And what user needs does the medium help to satisfy?  Perhaps most 
importantly of all: how deeply are these habits ingrained? Are they fixed or flexible?
Media habits that have been developed over the course of several generations take 
a very long time to change. Conversely, when a new medium is being established, it 
takes time for the habits to “take hold”. Therefore, there is plenty of room for experi-
mentation; in fact, users expect a degree of experimentation and testing. The habits

Illustration 1.1
USERS 

(habits and needs)

TECHNOLOGY 

(possibilities and limitations)

GENRES 
(text, forms and functions)
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and needs of the medium users must also be viewed in the context of other cultural 
currents – the “trends of the time”.  We will be taking a closer look at this perspective 
on online journalism in Chapter 5.
The text types or genres that are developed within a specific medium must therefore
be evaluated on the basis of the opportunities and limitations of the media technol-
ogy on the one hand, and against the background of the users’ habits and needs 
on the other. We have to remember that both the producer and the receiver of an 
online news story are users of the digital media technology. And that both parties 
have their own habits, wishes and attitudes. As regards the producer, there are two 
important challenges in this field: firstly, to find out what the receiver needs; and
secondly to develop a conscious and critical approach to own routines and ways of 
thinking. The latter often proves to be the greater challenge.
In the three chapters that are particularly centred on text and genres, I have chosen 
to focus primarily on news and news production. Chapter 4 presents examples from 
contemporary production of online news, along with suggested models for those of 
tomorrow. Chapter 6 describes the actual work process that leads to such products: 
How can you think? How can you write? What do you have to consider? Finally, 
Chapter 7 discusses what genuinely new aspects online journalism brings with it 
– and what is simply a continuation of traditional journalistic values. 

CHAPTER 1 Introduction
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In the introduction, we saw how the development of texts and genres is linked both to 
the possibilities offered by technology and to the needs of the user. A change to any one
of the corners of the triangle will always affect the other corners. In recent years, the
“technology corner” has undergone some particularly significant changes. This chapter
will take a systematic look at the technological terms and conditions for  communicat-
ing content on the Net. We will attempt to sort the opportunities and “tools” that make 
up what we can call “the technological potentials of online news sites”.

Literature concerning the Internet and the World Wide Web is packed with con-
cepts that can easily confuse. Much is written about interactivity, about multimedia 
and hypertext, about interfaces, search engines, bandwidth and so on ... The content
of some of these concepts – such as interactivity, hypertext and multimedia – seems 
to be rather unstable. Other concepts are more readily comprehensible. 
The fact is that the vast majority of the concepts used to describe the opportunities
offered by the new technology have to do with old and familiar media functions. All
communication media, irrespective of whether we are talking about telegrams or 
e-books, have to provide solutions to three fundamental problems. Firstly: it must 
be possible to store the information, retrieve it and distribute it. Secondly: it must 
be possible to present the information distributed in a sensible and understandable 
form. And thirdly: in order for  distribution and feedback to take place, there must 
be opportunities for contact in both directions.  
Each medium has its own particular solutions for these media demands. And it is 
these solutions that separate one medium from the next – not the extent to which 
one medium is easier than another to read on the bus or on the toilet. It is important 
to differentiate between fundamental media differences and temporary  media differ-
ences. The fact that many people read online news on large, heavy computer screens
with poor resolution may apply today, but surely not tomorrow. The mobility, flex-
ibility and stability of screens are developing rapidly, and the advantages enjoyed by 
hard-copy newspapers in this context may not last for much longer. In contrast, the 

CHAPTER 2 Technology’s terms and conditions
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fact that hard-copy newspapers cannot differentiate between the storage and presen-
tation of information is a fundamental and unalterable difference between the hard-
copy newspaper and the online news site. For the hard-copy newspaper, this means 
that it cannot provide more information than you can actually see on its pages.   
The table below presents an overview of the technological potential of the online
news site. The table differentiates between technologies which can primarily be
linked to storage/distribution, presentation and contact. The columns are not intend-
ed as final, conclusive lists, but they do show some of the subsidiary technologies
essential to the application of the fundamental media functions.

Many of these concepts have gradually become common property, or at least, they are 
well-known to most people involved in the production of online news sites. However, 
even if you know what hypertext means and understand how a database functions, 
you may not necessarily fully understand how the technologies can best be used to de-
velop the online product even further. To support each basic function, the online news 
site features subsidiary technologies that radically separate this medium from other 
news media. Moreover, every one of these technologies may have a crucial role to play 
in the development of online news into a particular and exciting form of journalism. 

2.1  STORAGE AND DISTRIBUTION

2.1.1 Databases
Similarly to the hard-copy newspaper, the online news site is a media product. But 
it is a product distinguished by continuous change and development. What is online 
news today is not to be found in the rubbish bin tomorrow. On the contrary, it can 
be reused as valuable background information for tomorrow’s news. The option of
reuse is backed by the digital storage systems. Most online news sites keep all their 
published articles sorted and organised in databases so that every single piece of 
content can be retrieved and reused. Articles can be used by journalists looking to 
place the events of the day in an historical setting, or by the reader wishing to search 
through old articles to find information about a specific theme.
An online news site is not an issue but a database that is open to the public – a da-
tabase that grows from day to day, and from hour to hour. And everything that is 

Illustration 2.1
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• E-mail
• Debate/
   Chat forums
• E-bulletin boards

Contact
Storage and 
distribution

• Databases/
   Filing systems
• Hyperlinks
• Search engines

Presentation

• Multimedia
• Design tools
• Hyperstructures

CHAPTER 2 Technology’s terms and conditions



Martin ENGEBRETSEN14

published finds its way into the database, which thus becomes more and more use-
ful and valuable.
So what are the crucial factors that are to allow the database to be used to develop 
online news and Web journalism? I would pick out two aspects: 

a) Firstly, it is important that the database present a user-friendly face to the 
world. A database packed with content needs an interface to help users to find
what they are looking for with the minimum possible delay. It is important to 
remember that the database does not simply contain old and irrelevant material 
– the interpretation we often give to the word “archive”. The database also con-
tains today’s articles. As such, it lays the foundations for the new to meet the old 
and in so doing to find its place in the larger context. While the editors can write
the rulebook for this meeting, it should actually be controlled by individual users. 
A user-friendly online news database should therefore be distinguished by both 
new and old news being seen as immediately accessible to the user. 

Common practice today is for an online news site to use the start page to sort 
the day’s news in several different ways. This is a reasonable approach, even 
though it does demand quite a lot of valuable screen space. The main field is 
used to list the news that the editors consider most important at any given time. 
A second field (often a smaller field in the top right-hand segment) lists all the 
latest news, while a third field (often at the very bottom, below the main field) 
presents a large number of news articles organised into themes. In the same way, 
high-visibility search fields function as doors into the newsroom’s store room of 
older articles. 

b) Secondly, the other stories stored in the database must be appropriately de-
fined and labelled. Imagine yourself standing in the middle of a giant, self-service 
DIY superstore. You have a job to do at home, for which you need a 15 mm span-
ner. The shelves in the store are packed with boxes, but they are unwieldy and
sloppily labelled. After checking through five boxes marked “Metal tools for nuts
and bolts”, you finally stumble over some cases of spanners. But then it turns out
that you have to buy a complete set of 20 spanners even though you only need a 
15 mm one. 

This is the kind of circus you may encounter when trying to use the databases of
today’s online news sites. It often catches journalists themselves. For example, take
the case of a journalist looking to back up a newly written article about dead cod 
off the coast of Norway with relevant information from the archive. The journalist
knows that other articles have been written on this subject, but a search on “Dead 
cod AND Norway” with the relevant year generates a response of “0 hits” from the 
search engine. In other words, the metainformation – i.e. the keywords – in the old 
articles is defective, so the journalist has cast about very widely in search of a hit. 
When the journalist finally comes across a relevant article among the 57 hits on the
key words “Algae proliferation”, it transpires that this is a very long continuous text 
of which only a few sections are relevant to the new article. In particular, an inter-
view with a marine biologist is very useful for the day’s news, but in the old article, 
this interview has been chopped up and spread throughout the text. Therefore, a lot
of work is required to link up all the relevant pieces to produce a new and appropri-
ate text. How much easier would it have been to use the old material if this material 
had been divided up into smaller portions, each of which could have functioned as 
an independent unit in new contexts?  Here, we can talk of granulating the material, 

CHAPTER 2 Technology’s terms and conditions
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i.e. dividing it up into smaller sections that can easily be adapted for new uses. A finely
granulated database has greater “recycling value” than a coarsely granulated one.    
A database is like a system of drawers where you can have as many drawers and 
sub-drawers as you wish. If all the drawers contain complete news articles of the 
type we know from hard-copy newspapers, the value of the system will be only 
limited. However, if you build up a system of finely granulated news material (for
example, one that contains different interviews, factual information and the like in
separate compartments) and supplement it with a system of updated information 
about people, companies and organisations that regularly appear in the news, that 
database will become an invaluable resource for both journalists and readers. In 
addition, you can build up a base containing short explanations of concepts used 
in the worlds of economics, politics, the legal system, etc. This will allow individual
readers to find precisely the information they need to complete the picture and fill
out the context of the subject they are reading about. 
Online news databases will naturally be of little use to editors and readers if their 
content is not accessible when people need it. Storage is therefore closely related to 
distribution or access. So how can the content in the online media “store rooms” be 
made accessible to individual users? Through the application of two link technolo-
gies that differ in principle – one is human-operated (manual) while the other is
machine-operated (automatic).  

2.1.2   Links and search engines
When you read an article on an online news site, you will often find a list of links be-
low or next to the actual text. Such lists are often topped by headers such as “See also”,
“Related articles” or “Relevant sites”. The intention behind such links is to add context 
to the article in question, i.e. to show it as part of a bigger picture that puts its mean-
ing and relevance into perspective. Some online news sites have journalists whose 
job it is to find – or in any case to check – all the links to ensure the relevance of the
material. Other newsrooms leave most of this work to computers, which can natu-
rally generate lists of links much faster, although the relevance of these links can vary 
greatly. Machines are great at finding large numbers of texts that contain some form
of superficial similarity, but they are not as good at evaluating whether one article has
any real relevance to another. Leaving link searches to computers could easily result in 
“Great year for TV2” being linked with “Great year for Norwegian salmon farmers”. 
(An authentic example!)
To ensure that the distribution of accessible content – either what is stored in the 
online news site’s own database or what is to be found in other bases accessible 
through the Net – remains efficient, it is essential to divide the work between man
and machine in an appropriate manner. When you invite a reader to study a subject 
in greater depth by adding links to relevant material, the content of these links must 
be checked by a person who can guarantee its relevance. Links are all about trust. 
Any reader who repeatedly takes the time to follow links to material that turns out 
to be of little interest will soon become rather sceptical about clicking links at all. 
And if the number of  “link-shy” readers increases too much, the whole point of the 
World Wide Web will start to erode.  The idea behind the Web is precisely to link
documents together in local and global networks.  

CHAPTER 2 Technology’s terms and conditions
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CHAPTER 2 Technology’s terms and conditions

2.2  PRESENTATION
When talking about the online news site as a network medium, the focus is very much 
on the opportunities for distribution and contact that arise when computers are linked 
together in an open, global network. However, when considering the online news site 
as a hypermedium, attention is instead focused on the presentation options available 
through the use of HTML, XML or similar computer languages to publish content via 
WWW.4   
Even though as a digital network medium, the online news site represents new ways 
to store and distribute information, in my opinion, it is the presentation potentials 
that represent the greatest and most significant innovation. The reason for this is the
flexibility that arises when various subject matters can be described and explained 
through the use of multimedia and hyperstructured forms of presentation. In a hy-
permedium, the news format can be largely adapted to the reality that is to be de-
scribed and to the audience for whom it is to be described. And if you want to mix 
text and video elements – no problem. Nor is there anything to stop you presenting 
different perspectives on the subject in a network structure rather than in a specific
order if you choose. In fact, it is not the technology that represents the greatest 
limitations on the form of communication, rather it is our ingrained habits and lack 
of imagination. In addition, we are still searching for clear standards and models 
for formats of this kind, as well as suitable software.  However, the absence of such
models and software is more of a temporary problem – a greater area of concern is 
the problem of habitual thinking and lack of imagination. 
In the sections below, we will take a closer look at the tools available to us to develop 
new, screen-specific forms of presentation. In this chapter, there is only room for very
brief presentations of the various tools. More detailed descriptions of the new formats 
now available thanks to modern technology are presented in the following chapters. 

2.2.1   Multimedia
To start with, I would like to explain a few concepts. By multimedium, I mean a 
medium that provides the opportunity to integrate all the most important primary 
media.  In this context, a “primary medium” is taken to mean a physical or techno-
logical medium that can communicate certain types of symbols. Writing, speech and 
photos  are examples of primary media – they can communicate the symbol types 
words and images. Secondary media are media that can mix and distribute various 
primary media: newspapers can distribute writing, photos and graphics; TV can also 
distribute speech, video and music; while radio can distribute speech, music and 
other types of sound symbols. However, the concept of multimedium is very loosely 
defined, as it is unclear how many – and, indeed, what – primary media must be
mixed together before it is possible to refer to an actual multimedium. For example, 
a newspaper is rarely characterised as a multimedium. Personally, I use the designa-
tion to refer to media that can mix at least one static primary medium (writing, pho-
tos, graphics) with at least one dynamic primary medium (speech, video, music). 
From the perspective of language, multimedia should be seen as the plural definite
form of multimedium. However, it seems that in common usage, multimedia has de-
veloped into a separate word with the generally understood meaning of “a mix of sev-
eral primary media”. This means that it is possible to talk about “using multimedia” or

4 HTML stands for Hyper-
Text Markup Language.  

XML (Extended Markup 
Language) is a further 

development of HTML.
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CHAPTER 2 Technology’s terms and conditions

“preparing a multimedia presentation”.   It is this meaning that I will use in this book. 
To date, the opportunities for linking text and photos with audio and video compo-
nents to produce integrated expressions have only been explored to a limited extent 
in the preparation of online news sites. The same applies to most other Web-based
publications. The main reason for this is the lack of bandwidth (channel capacity) 
that distinguished the first years of the Net’s existence. This limited bandwidth has
again resulted in the competence to develop such multi-medial expressions remain-
ing largely undeveloped in the environments of relevance to Web journalism. 
However, bandwidth is now improving rapidly and the development of multimedia 
news formats is a hot topic today. But what are the distinguishing features of a “mul-
timedia news format”? Is it simply a mix of TV, radio and newspaper formats? To an 
extent – although it is important to remember that the old media formats are actu-
ally poor models for Web-based multimedia news. Do not forget that both radio 
and TV represent linear and transmitter-controlled formats. Here, the issuer decides 
exactly what the receiver is to see, in what order and at what time. This is not how
communication works through the WWW. Here, user-control is the key word – an 
area we will look at in more detail shortly. 
Here are some questions to consider before starting work on large-scale multimedia 
productions: What are, in principle, the strongest and weakest sides of each primary 
medium (writing, speech, photos, video, etc.)? Which media combinations would work 
best for precisely this story? Writing + speech? Or writing + video + photo? Or perhaps 
photo + music?  How can you predict the way in which the audience will read, and thus 
the effect of the presentation?  And, of course – what is the relationship between this ef-
fect and the resources you will have to invest to get the presentation up and running? 

2.2.2   Design 
By design, I mean the selection, shaping and composition of the visual components that 
are to be presented on the screen. In this context, visual components is taken to refer to 
everything that is visible on the screen – everything that can be given shape and colour. 
It is possible to talk about screen design (which covers absolutely all the components that 
are visible on the screen), and about document or page design, which refers to the design 
of an actual Web document. When you open multiple windows on screen so that several 
documents are visible at the same time, it is the screen design that determines the posi-
tioning of the windows in relation to one another, their size, and so on. 
A computer screen is very different from the page of a newspaper, even though both take
the form of a two-dimensional surface. It is not just a matter of the size of the screen, 
which can vary from pocket-format to a giant 21-inches. The actual foundations for
the graphic process are different. While the content on a paper surface is made visible
through permanent printing with ink, the content on a screen is presented through a 
fluid activation of electronic points of light (pixels). The difference between paper design
and screen design is thus very closely linked to the different ways in which the media
store information. The task of the newspaper designer is to present a given volume of
visible content in the most transparent and attractive manner possible. The same applies
to the screen designer. However, in addition the screen designer must present – and pro-
vide access to – content that is concealed in the electronic storage unit. And this content 
can be represented in a range of different ways on the screen: as a title, an introduction,
a summary – or as a visual figure or a picture. In other words, the screen designer has
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to present both the content that is already visible on the screen and the content that can 
become visible. This is a task that is packed with challenges.
So what is the most significant challenge for people who are to design a Web-based news 
item? Within the genres that are primarily informative – and I would position the news 
genre among these – the main task of the designer is to make the content as transparent 
and readable as possible. As quickly as possible, the designer has to direct the attention 
of the reader towards the information he or she needs the most at a given time. The aim
here is to give the reader as much information as possible in return for the least possible 
effort. In this context, the “effort” involves scrolling, clicking, scanning and speculating.
In such contexts, the aesthetic function of the design, its ability to provide the user with 
sensory input or stimulation will be of secondary importance (although this does not 
mean that it is unimportant!). In other genres, priorities will differ. For example, the aes-
thetic aspects will generally be to the core in both entertaining and artistic screen texts.   

2.2.3   Hyperstructures
The content of online news not only has to be given a specific visual form, it must
also be given an inner construction, a structure. To allow the reader to navigate 
through a large volume of compact news material, the journalist and AD have to 
think carefully about both structure and design. While design is all about visual 
form, structure has more to do with how the content units are organised in relation 
to one another. In the field of news journalism, the matter or structure has to do
with how a news story is built up, i.e. what aspects are to be included, and in which 
order they are to be read. The usual approach is to build up news as a kind of story, 
a linear presentation with some dramaturgical development. The dramaturgy of the
news is to ensure that the reader is encouraged to keep reading, to drive him or her 
on through inner tension in the text. At the same time, news articles are often or-
ganised according to the principle of declining importance, a principle commonly 
known as “the inverted pyramid”. The intention behind this principle is to ensure
that even readers who only read the first section(s) of a news article get to see the
most important content. These two principles – the principle of dramaturgy and
the principle of declining importance – represent an ongoing conflict within the
news genre. It is difficult to follow both principles consistently, so the result is often
a mish-mash of compromises that are neither one nor the other. 
When it comes to online news sites, you can think of structure in a completely different
way. The opportunity to link various text sections together through hyperlinks opens
the door to remarkably flexible organisation of the subject matter. You can allow readers
to choose for themselves whether to follow the sequence of events in strict chronologi-
cal order, to study specific perspectives on the event in more depth, or to make do with
the journalist’s summary of the most important aspects. A hyperstructure will normally 
take a non-linear form, which means that the reader must make choices regarding order 
and in-depth study. Moreover, to ensure that readers can make such choices without 
having to worry about missing out on important content, the entirety must be presented 
to them in such a way that they know what they are choosing to read, and what to ig-
nore. Therefore, the concept of hyperstructures is closely linked to the issues of design
and interface – the reader’s visual encounter with the information.  
However, hyperstructures are not just about giving readers a new type of choice. 
The way we organise the news material also has an important role to play in the
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way in which we describe and explain reality. Do actual events have to be described 
through narratives, where heroes and villains battle to win simple and stereotyped 
conflicts? Presentations of this kind make the world understandable and make the
news exciting, but at heart we all know that reality is much more complex and com-
plicated than news presentations would have us believe. Hypertext technology of-
fers a broad repertoire of news structures from which journalists are free to choose. 
The flexibility of the link option allows journalists to create text forms that reflect
the – often complex – contexts that distinguish the reality to be described. The chal-
lenge here is to create realistic descriptions of reality that are simultaneously both 
understandable and transparent.  
The following chapters contain details about what hypertext is and how to use it in
the context of news. The sections below present a brief summary of the importance
of the concept of hypertext.       
• Hypertext technology makes it possible to link together a large or small number 

of documents (texts, images, video clips) to create an entirety with a non-linear 
structure. Each part of such an entirety is called a node, and a hypertext thus 
consists of nodes and links. If required, you can prepare a visual chart to make it 
as easy as possible to follow the content and structure of the hypertext. 

• Hypertext suggests a non-linear approach to writing. This means that you can
organise the information in hierarchies, networks and other structures. Non-
linear hypertexts involve readers themselves choosing the order in which they 
wish to read the nodes that interest them.   

• The opportunity to link pieces of information together electronically is also
important to the ability to integrate text, photos, audio and video elements to 
create multimedia news presentations. When hypertext is combined with mul-
timedia in this way, the term hypermedia is often used.

2.3   CONTACT
The Internet is a network medium. Everyone who has access to this network can reach
everyone else with the same access, either individually or in groups. It is a genuine “all to 
all” medium. As such, this medium is fundamentally different from the traditional mass
media, where the transmitter technology is very different from the receiver technology,
and the communication itself is limited to a “one to many” format. Feedback from re-
ceiver to transmitter must be delivered via other channels such as by phone or letter.  
The contact function of the Net has to do with the potential for interactivity. This con-
cept is used extensively in literature about digital media – it is a true “buzzword”.  Inter-
activity has to do with interaction, interchange and mutual influence. But what is actually 
interacting? Is it a matter of a person interacting with a machine or with another person 
– via a machine? Very often, the concept is used in the context of the user’s opportuni-
ties to select, play, answer questions, etc. Here, the machine is not seen as a medium for 
communication between people, but rather as a games console, and attention is focused 
on the interaction between person and machine. In the context of news, the computer is 
a communication medium, and here it is more appropriate to use the concept of inter-
activity about the contact between people: between editor and reader, between different
readers, between groups and between individuals. The opportunity to influence the out-
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put of the machine and the progress of the screen text can rather be termed user activity 
or user control – concepts I will look at in more depth later. 
The most important types of technology that involve and exploit the contact poten-
tial of the Net are e-mail, chatrooms and discussion forums, and e-bulletin boards. 

2.3.1   Electronic mail
This is one of the most popular subsidiary technologies on the Net. As a hybrid of
phone calls and letters, e-mail – or, increasingly commonly, mail – has revolution-
ised many kinds of professional, collegial and private contact. It we term the tele-
phone a synchronous form of contact and letters as an asynchronous form, then we 
can call e-mail a semi-synchronous form of contact. Messages can be exchanged at 
very high circulation speeds (i.e. the time between the original message being sent 
and a response arriving). However, the time taken for writing the message and then 
reading it are, in principle, separated, and all messages are stored in a “mailbox sys-
tem”. E-mail is thus equally a “slow conversation” and a “quick exchange of letters”. 
Another distinguishing feature of e-mail technology is that it opens the door to both 
one-to-one and one-to-many communication. Mailing lists can be set up – manually or 
electronically – to make it possible to use e-mail for mass mailing. However, not every-
one enjoys ending up on a mailing list without being asked first. The abuse of mailing
lists to pump information or advertisements out to receivers who have not requested 
such is known as spam, one of the biggest problems linked to this network medium.
From the perspective of journalism, e-mail technology makes possible a completely 
new type of contact between editors and readers. For most people, the threshold 
for making contact via e-mail is much lower than for making contact by phone or 
letter. It can be done quickly, and there is no need to worry about interrupting. This
means that informed readers can provide feedback about factual errors in a news 
item so that the story can be checked again and corrected within 15 minutes of the 
first version being published. Indignant readers can find an outlet for their irritation
by contacting the appropriate journalist or editor directly, and enthusiastic readers 
can express their enthusiasm while it is still fresh. 
If e-mail is to function appropriately as a public contact medium, three conditions 
need to be in place: 
a) All editorial e-mail addresses must be readily available to readers. All signa-

tures should be clickable – including photo signatures and colophons. 
b) The editorial team must show the reader that they are actually interested in

contact of this kind. Generally speaking, people are polite and many are un-
willing to “barge into the editor’s office” without being invited. Clickable sig-
natures naturally constitute an open invitation in themselves, but this feature 
should be backed by clear invitations to respond. 

c) An editorial culture must be developed in which all readers’ letters are answered 
promptly. If readers send in a mail and then do not receive any form of feedback, 
they are unlikely to feel that they are actually communicating. They may wonder
whether the technology has worked, they cannot be sure that their message has 
been read, and – most importantly of all – they have no idea what the receiver 
thought of the content. A return mail of just a single sentence means a lot to 
readers who have taken the step of stating their opinion to the editor.
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2.3.2   Chatrooms and discussion forums
Not all visitors to online news sites want to express their opinions and feelings to 
the editors. Some would rather share them with other readers. In connection with 
journalistic publication, forums for chatting and for more-or-less serious discus-
sion can play an exciting role. “Chatrooms” set up by editors represent synchronous 
(or simultaneous) communication and the information is very fluid. The chat log is
rarely accessible for very long. The communication that takes place via the online
news site discussion pages, on the other hand, will normally be asynchronous in na-
ture. It may take hours or even days for responses to appear. At the same time, this 
information is much more stable and it is normally accessible for a long time after
it was produced.  
In chatrooms, large numbers of users can be present at the same time and exchange 
short messages according to specified regulations. The nature of the process means
that the forum is unsuitable for long, well-considered input on the social debate, but 
ideal for airing passing thoughts in an exciting group environment. In chatrooms, 
users seldom publish their full names and are free to choose the identity and “role” 
they prefer.  
Forums for more serious discussion and debate have still not really broken through 
on the Net. Online news site debate pages are often dominated by a relatively small
number of relatively young users. The “heavyweights” still seem to prefer hard-copy
papers, even though the circulation speed of debates in this medium is very low. 
Generally speaking, little use has been made of the potential of the online news site 
as a “marketplace” for the discussion of issues of importance to society and the local 
environment. Particularly in small local societies, where the distance from the town 
hall to the home office is perceived as short, local online news sites should be able to
function as very important contributors to lively local democracy. So there is every 
reason to ask: what can be done to boost social debate on the Net? It seems unlikely 
to be able to jump-start itself. And it is rarely sufficient to set up a Net page with a 
header that simply says “Debate”. 
Some initiatives have had a positive effect on boosting traffic: the debate page
itself must be easy to use so that no-one “stumbles at the door” on account of a 
demanding interface. Clear links to the relevant debate pages can be added to 
all news articles and commentaries (leading articles, for example) about subjects 
suitable for debate. Or even better: the news story and the debate input can be 
presented on a shared page so that they can be read together. This approach is
taken by the online version of The Sydney Morning Herald (See the screendump 
on the next page).
Hard-copy newspaper and online news can work together on debate material. For 
example, a debate can be started with input presented in both media: the fast debate 
can then be channelled to the Net medium, while the editors pick the best responses 
for printing in the hard-copy version. Well-known social players can be invited di-
rectly to participate in the online debate, and the editors can “push” certain impor-
tant, but slow-moving, debates through summaries and new perspectives. Debate 
is without doubt ideally suited to the online news site, it vitalises the communica-
tion of news and reinforces reader involvement and group feeling. Therefore, it is
important to prioritise the initiatives that can bring debates to life and keep them 
sufficiently serious.
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2.2.3    Electronic bulletin boards
Electronic bulletin boards can take a variety of forms. However, in principle, they 
are exactly what the name suggests: open pages where all users can post messages 
about anything they want to get off their chest. These messages may express a desire
for contact with similarly minded people or an invitation to attend a local Christmas 
fair. Bulletin boards can be used for almost anything, depending on the target area of 
the online news site and the intention behind the board itself. The point is that users
write the messages themselves, and that anyone can log on to see if there is anything 
of interest to them. Naturally, this type of bulletin board can easily find itself on a colli-
sion course with both the debate and advertising sections of the online news site. This
means that bulletin boards must be designed and run in an appropriate manner so 
that one particular potential can be exploited to the full without ruining another.  

2.3.4    Marketplace function
While e-mail is the online news site’s most important technology for contact be-
tween editor and public, the chatroom, debate pages and bulletin boards are the 
central means for reinforcing its marketplace function. These are the means that al-
low people to “meet”, exchange opinions and build up relations. They allow people
to interact. However, in contrast to actual marketplaces, virtual marketplaces can 
form the basis for relations that are based on both geographical and cultural affili-
ation. For small local online news sites, it is likely that the local environment itself 
can act as a rallying point. For national or international online news sites, any type 
of particular interest can be used. For example, amateur ornithologists can set up 
their own virtual market place, so can computer games enthusiasts, and so on.   

Illustration 2.2    

Example of close con-
nection between news 

story and debate.
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2.4    THE UNIFYING PRINCIPLE:  USER CONTROL
What forms of presentation are particularly suitable for a medium with the techno-
logical potential of an online news site – and what forms are not? 
Let us sum up a number of important factors: 
a) The screen has clear weaknesses as a reading medium (limited presentation

surface and physical discomfort after protracted reading).
b) The users can be given access to large volumes of information.  
c) The database and hypertext technology makes it possible to organise informa-

tion and present it in non-linear structures.   
Seen in context, these premises suggest a form of communication distinguished 
by individual exploration. This does not simply involve “surfing” between differ-
ent Web sites, but also the reading of a limited body of content – a news story, for 
example. In Internet jargon, this means that the technology is ideal for pull com-
munication rather than push communication. These concepts refer to two different
kinds of communication processes, where the transmitter and the receiver respec-
tively play the more active role in deciding what type of content is to be presented 
to the receiver at any given time. In pull communication, it is the receiver who 
selects and pulls out the information in which he or she is interested – in rather 
the same way as people do in libraries. In push communication, on the other hand, 
the transmitter pushes out the information he or she wishes the receiver to see 
or hear. Tele-sales constitute a radical example of this approach. Radio and TV 
can be classed as push media because the transmitter – i.e. the TV or radio sta-
tion – decides the time for the communication, the form of the content and the 
actual implementation of the communication process. Hard-copy newspapers can 
be placed somewhere between the two, because the receiver can decide the timing 
and implementation of the communication process. However, such newspapers 
also have strong push features. Each article to which the reader is exposed is fully 
edited and “tailored” by the transmitter.  

2.4.1   The problem of relevance
The technological potentials of the online news site thus represent an interesting
response to the fundamental problem of relevance that tends to affect the mass me-
dia. Media theorists highlight the fact that one of the biggest problems faced by the 
mass media is how to find a reasonable way to approach a complex and multifarious
public. A common solution is to offer “something for everyone” in the hope of sat-
isfying everyone to a greater or lesser extent. However, this strategy means that no 
individual groups or people see the media as offering a presentation that provides
optimal coverage of their particular needs and interests. As such, most of the media 
content to which readers are exposed is considered irrelevant and uninteresting in 
the context of the readers’ own personal worlds.  

2.4.2   Breadth, depth and overview
This problem of relevance is closely linked to the formats used by the traditional me-
dia, formats that limit the opportunity to combine breadth and depth. The choice is
between serving up simple, broad and popular forms of presentation – the approach 
that we typically associate with the concept tabloid – or selecting a narrower target 
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group and providing more in-depth material in very limited fields. Choosing target
group and goals in this way is the task of all newspaper, radio, TV and magazine 
editors. When it comes to online news sites, the premises for establishing formats 
are different. In this medium, it is possible to develop forms of presentation which
combine breadth and depth in new ways – and which additionally contribute to 
providing individual users with a good overview of the material presented. Breadth 
can be achieved because it is possible to make very large volumes of material avail-
able to users. Depth can be achieved by providing individual paths through the 
material so that different types of readers can study different areas of the material
in greater depth. Overview can be achieved because design tools can help to give the 
material a visual appearance, usually in the form of lists of links or graphic maps of 
content. Users can thus see an overview of the entirety without having to deal with 
all the details of the material. 

2.5   STARTING TO UTILISE POTENTIALS
Today, online news site editors tend to make relatively little use of the technologi-
cal potentials of their medium, particularly as regards the use of hypertext. News 
editors are not the only ones to take a cautious and conservative approach to 
the opportunities offered by the hypermedium. Experiments with hypertext-based
writing tools among school pupils and students have revealed that habits and con-
ventions are firmly ingrained when it comes to written forms of expression.    
However, there are examples of strong use of the opportunities provided by digital 
technology, particularly in the context of the rapid rise of experimental electronic 
fiction.5 Here you can see how texts are organised in advanced hyperstructures, 
and how text interacts with photography, video and advanced, dynamic montage 
techniques. “Living literature” is a concept that has a very different meaning on
the Web than at the library!  
In extension to such an observation, it is only natural to ask what kind of factors 
are essential to the way in which new technology spreads among and is utilised by 
potential users. The American Everett Rogers is known as a pioneer in this area.6 He 
stresses that an innovation is taken into use most rapidly when users perceive it to 
be compatible with more familiar patterns of thought and use. In other words, there 
must be a perception of continuity in the transfer from the familiar to the new. A col-
lection of fragmented texts will never be seen as an item of news – either by journal-
ists or readers – unless in some way it bears the mark of being a result of journalistic 
evaluation and preparation. For the new technology to be seen as an inspiration for 
renewal, it is therefore essential to seek out patterns of use that continue the best 
aspects of the old formats while simultaneously adding something new. 

2.6   THE OLD IN THE LIGHT OF THE NEW
An interesting aspect of new technology is that it often affects our perception of old
technology. When you can see how new technical directions simplify processes and 
change products, it is easy to see clearly the weaknesses and/or non-utilised poten-
tial of the old systems – the ones you know so well that you hardly think of them 
as “technology” at all. When the motorcar appeared, people realised how slow the 

6 Rogers’ best known book 
is entitled Diffusion of

Innovations. See the refer-
ence list at the back of this 

book. 

5 See, for example, the 
resource site Hype-

rizons  (http://duke.
edu/~mshumate/hyperfic.

html), the art project  
Satmundi (http://www.

satmundi.com) or the 
Web site of the Electronic 

Literature Organization 
(ELO)  (http://www.elitera-

ture.org). 
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horse-drawn carriage was – and how heavy it was to pull. Innovative carriage mak-
ers then discovered how they could improve existing carriage design by replacing 
the wooden wheels with rubber-rimmed models. Similarly, the advent of the televi-
sion made the limitations of radio abundantly clear. A radio cannot show pictures! 
However, in time, people learned to exploit radio’s exceptional capacity for internal, 
mental imagery.  
In this way, it may well be that Web journalism can, in time, influence hard-copy news
communication. Today, many people see the online news site as a medium that can 
communicate news almost as well as hard-copy papers – all that is required is a bit of 
cutting and compressing. However, the limitations and faults of hard-copy newspa-
pers are gradually coming to light. Some of them cannot be remedied. For example, 
hard-copy papers will never be able to update their news continuously during the day. 
Other weaknesses can be dealt with – as long as people are aware of them. 
The limitations on space imposed by the computer screen have resulted in in-
creased focus on the efficient organisation of complex information, and on de-
sign solutions that generate clarity and overview. In the realm of the hard-copy 
newspaper, too, the area of user-friendliness has been the centre of attention for 
many years. Here, however, the problems linked to navigation and overview have 
not been as great, and the thinking has therefore not always been as focused and 
consistent. For example, the practice of using intermediate headers, quotes and 
highlighted sections to break up the appearance of the news article text has often
been defined as much by aesthetics as by the desire to communicate. Balance, con-
trast and “golden sections” often appear to have been more important to ADs than
the ability of the reader to pick out the central feature of the news content quickly 
and efficiently. In the same way, it often seems that the material that appears in 
the increasingly popular fact boxes – rather than in the body text itself – has been 
chosen more or less at random.  
As such, many of the themes within modern newspaper design appear to be strength-
ened and to find new solutions in the Net medium. In the long term, we may see
the seedling conventions of screen communication as regards division, organisation 
and visualisation having an effect on hard-copy newspapers such that the paper
surface becomes the basis for an even more “user-friendly interface”. 
New technology can thus lead us to reflect on the technology we already possess and
the genres and formats we are already used to. They are perhaps not quite as natural
or as obvious after all. In particular, this applies to the linearity of the text, the form 
factor that may be under the greatest pressure from the new technology. We are be-
ing forced to take a closer look at the text conventions we have inherited – and we 
may be discovering that not even the hard-copy text types need to be as linear as we 
are used to. A news story may not need to be set up as a conflict-centred narrative;
the commentary may not need to be built up as coherent arguments for and against; 
the feature article may not need to be set up as a long, linear text, artfully worded 
around two or three carefully selected pictures ... 
This perspective alone may be a good reason for taking a closer look at the effect
and options offered by the new technology: it provides us with new inspiration and
creativity in relation to the use of the old media. Most important of all, however, is 
the fact that this insight gives us the opportunity to make optimal use of the new 
medium in relation to the technological premises of the medium itself. An online 
news site is not a screen version of a hard-copy paper!
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The principle of user control, which I highlighted in the last chapter, involves ensuring
that text communication via the screen should involve non-linear writing in many 
cases. But what exactly does this mean? For an insight into this issue, we need to take 
a closer look at the phenomenon of hypertext. Hypertext is a large, imperfectly defined
concept, but the principle is actually quite simple. It has to do with using electronic 
links to join together pieces of information.  

Hypertext is a concept that is used to describe two different things: a certain type of
technology and a certain type of text. As such it refers both to the tool and the prod-
uct. In addition, hypertext is often referred to as a “concept” or an “idea” – and in this
context, the focus is on the opportunity the technology provides to create new forms 
of expression. The main substance of this idea was developed in the United States in
the 1960s and 1970s by computer pioneers searching for solutions to general prob-
lems linked to collaboration, the exchange of ideas and text generation. However, it 
was not until the 1980s that the computer industry succeeded in developing techno-
logical solutions that made it possible to implement the idea of hypertext. It was then 
that the first commercial software appeared that made it possible to insert electronic
links between different computer files so that, from a specific position in a document,
it became possible to access another, relevant document directly.     
Today, hypertext systems are more flexible and advanced than their earliest predecessors,
but the core functions remain the same. Irrespective of software and system, hypertext
has to do with linking pieces of information that have some form of mutual relevance 
– or association. The entire World Wide Web is a hypertext system – a gigantic system
of digital documents linked together in complex hierarchies and networks. Similarly, a 
digital school newspaper would be another example of a hypertext system, although on 
a much smaller scale. The two examples above are a kind of macro and micro-cosmos.

3.1   HYPERTEXT = NODES + LINKS
A hypertext consists of two components: nodes and links. Nodes are the pieces of in-
formation that make up the hypertext: texts, images, video clips, overviews, etc. Links 
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are the programmed “address labels” that make it possible for the machine to access 
the correct document on the instruction of the user – i.e. when the user clicks a link. 
The number of nodes and the complexity of the link system required for it to be
possible to talk about “a hypertext” is open to discussion – and not necessarily a 
particularly interesting one.  A traditional, linear news story with a link to the pre-
vious day’s coverage of the same issue does use hypertext technology, but it could 
hardly be called a “hypertextual” presentation. A hypernews story is a news story 
built in a form and with a way of thinking that differ from conventionally structured
news, and the distinguishing features of this new way of thinking primarily have to 
do with division and connection. The material is divided into more sections than
we are used to from traditional news reporting, and the parts are linked together 
electronically so that readers can explore the contents of the news story as they wish. 
This rather neatly introduces another key concept of hypernews: it demands active
exploration on the part of the receiver – not just passive reading.  
As mentioned previously, a hypertext consists of nodes and links. As a result, hyper-
text technology can be used for two different purposes: organising pieces of infor-
mation and making them accessible. The link in itself is an accessibility mechanism.
When we as users see a hyperlink, we know that it provides automatic and (usually) 
rapid access to a document that is of relevance to the document we are already 
looking at on the screen. A whole list of links provides access to a large volume of 
information material in which all articles have some form of mutual relevance. For 
journalists, the link option opens the door to adding meaningful context to the day’s 
news by associating it with earlier stories or with other documents available on the  
WWW. For readers, a link means an opportunity to choose – they can click the link 
or ignore it. 
However, hypertext also has to do with structure. Instead of presenting a news story 
in the form of a single long article, we can choose to divide the story up into ten 
different nodes, for example, and then use hyperlinks to join them together. When
we are to link ten nodes together to form a unified whole, we have to think carefully
about how they are to be organised. Should readers have access to all the nodes all 
the time? Should we divide them up into groups of three or four? Do we need to 
prioritise them? These are all examples of questions relating to structure. The link
technology itself is very flexible, you can link nodes together in any way you choose.
You do not need to organise the various parts into long chains in the way you do 
when you write a single continuous text. This means that you have to ask yourself
what kind of structure is most appropriate, depending on what the material is about 
and what readers are likely to need. 
On the online news sites of today, we are increasingly seeing hypertext being used 
as access technology. Online editors are showing a growing (and welcome) tendency 
to supplement their news articles with hyperlinks to archive material, debate pages 
and external Web sites. There may often be some uncertainty about what type of
material is actually relevant and what users actually want. As a result, the level of 
consistency in the links presented is often rather low. Nevertheless, this is a hypertext
function that has been identified and, to an extent, applied.
The situation is quite different when it comes to the utilisation of the potential of hy-
pertext technology in the context of organising the sections of a complex news story, 
i.e. structuring the material. It is still rare to find Web editors who organise their own
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text material on the Net in a completely different way to the one we are used to from
hard-copy newspapers. Non-linear writing still seems to be an unknown and almost 
mystical theme – even though Web experts have been talking about it since the Web 
was still in its infancy.  
There are without doubt many reasons why Web editors still generally present long
blocks of news stories on the screen. The most significant is probably the fact that people
are so used to writing stories as linear articles that it is very difficult to imagine doing
it any other way. Another reason is that there are few rules or regulations about how to 
write this way in practice. In addition, there is some concern about readers’ attitudes 
to non-linear news. These are all very understandable reasons for hanging on to the
old formats. However, as this book will gradually show, all these conditions are slowly 
changing. And when the other properties of the medium constitute such a strong invita-
tion to apply non-linear forms of presentation, there is every reason to dive into a little 
creative experimentation and link-play.  

3.1.1   Non-linear structures
As any node can be allocated as many links as you wish, there are in principle hardly 
any limits to how many types of structures and structure combinations you can set 
up in a hypertext. No matter what kind of organisational principle you choose, it 
is important to be sure of why you have chosen one form rather than another. If 
you simply link a number of pieces of text together on the basis of the association 
method, the result may turn out to be chaotic. In such cases, readers cannot work 
out how the various pieces are related to one another – and may well sense the onset 
of the “lost in a maze” feeling. 
It is the structure of the hypertext that defines what reading approaches are possible,
and it is this structure that dictates the role and function of each individual node 
in the overall set-up. The structure is therefore crucial to the associations that read-
ers will perceive when exploring the hypertext. Even though, as mentioned above, 
there is almost no limit to the structural options available, two main types can be 
highlighted: axial structures and network structures.
In the axial structure (see illustration 3.1) there is a “stem” consisting of a single 
node or a series of nodes, which indicates a recommended reading process or a 
superior level of meaning – a summary of the most important content, for example. 
It can also suggest a reading process based on chronology.  This stem can have a
varying number of “branches” with additional information which users can choose 

 Illustration 3.2  
Network structure

network structure

Illustration 3.1  

Axial structure

axial structure
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to click on the basis of their own interests and needs. Both sequential (where only 
one reading sequence is possible) and all types of hierarchical structures belong to 
this main category.  
In network structures (see illustration 3.2) there is no such axis or recommended read-
ing process. Readers are free to explore the network as they choose, without being 
guided along the path by the journalist. The nodes are linked together in all sorts of
ways on the basis of the criteria the hypertext producer considers appropriate. Such 
criteria may state that two nodes are to be linked together because they have to do 
with the same theme, because they contain information that comes from the same 
source, because they deal with events that occurred at the same time, because they 
both contain video sequences, and so on. The most consistent networks are created
when each individual node is linked with all the others, as shown in illustration 3.2.
Hypertexts do not necessarily need to be structured either axially or as networks. 
They will often contain components from both types, although one of the prin-
ciples usually dominates. A clear – and understandable – tendency is for fiction
texts to be largely network structured, while factual, informative texts often feature
axial organisation.  While the network approach is ideal for generating excitement 
and dynamism in the material presented, axial structures better lend themselves 
to the creation of order and overview. (In Chapter 4, there is an example of a news 
story presented both in an axial and in a more network-dominated version). 
Both axial and network structures can be divided into two sub-categories. Let us 
take a look at the axial types first. When we organise material after only one crite-
rion – whether the text sections are to be read as main information or supplemen-
tary information, for example – the result is a single axis structure. The figure in
illustration 3.1 presents such a structure. However, in some cases it may be more 
appropriate to organise the information on the basis of several criteria in parallel. 
For example, it may be appropriate to sort both according to theme (what the text is 
about) and according to source (who is talking about the various themes). In such 
cases, we need a dual axis system. Such systems are often prepared as a diagram with
an x and a y axis – a matrix (See illustration 3.3).

       A                   B                 C

    1     

    2     

    3       

Imagine that a local news story has to do with how the town council has dealt with 
a major construction project – the building of a new school, for example. In order 
to present the reader the clearest possible overview of the various aspects of content 
to do with the case, and of the most significant opinions among those participating
in the debate, the material could, for example, be organised on the basis of the fol-
lowing matrix: 

Illustration 3.3

Dual axis structure, also 
called a matrix structure. 

CHAPTER 3 Hypertext: what and how?



Martin ENGEBRETSEN32

 J. MAJOR 
(Con) 

T. BENN 
(Lab)

 D.STEELE 
(Lib)

J. PUBLIC 
(Parent representative)

 NEEDS

FINANCES

LOCATION

In addition, you can naturally include other nodes to cover summaries, focus on 
any conflicts of interest, etc. Such a structure demands a visual overview chart to give 
readers an efficient tool to help them find their way around in all the material. I will
return to the need for visualisation later on in this chapter. 
Also network structures can be divided up into two sub-categories, namely the link-
based structures, where nodes are linked directly to one another, and topographical 
structures. Topography means description of a terrain or landscape. In topographical 
hypertexts, the nodes are drawn into a picture that represents a town, a landscape or 
similar. The nodes are thus not linked directly to one another, but are interconnected 
through the overview image. The illustration below shows a Web site that provides a
topographical presentation of news articles automatically collected from a range of 
American online news sites.7

In this system, users can zoom in on a selected field of the topography (the map)
and thus access specific news titles. When using a picture like this to organise the
nodes in a hypertext, it is important to pinpoint a consistent logic in the relation-
ship between the physical appearance of the map and the contents of the nodes. 
Nodes with very similar content should be positioned close to one another on the 
map, while nodes that contain general information can be positioned on “moun-
tain peaks”, etc.  

Illustration 3.4   

Example of matrix struc-
ture. The sections are 

organised according to 
both theme and source 

of information. 

Illustration 3.5   
The news service News-

maps (http://newsmaps.
com) uses map-like 

graphics to group news 
articles by theme.

 7  The service is presenteda
on a site called Newsmaps, 

and the visualisation sys-
tem is called ThemeScape.
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A more comprehensive overview of relevant hypertext structures may thus look like 
this: 

The next chapter looks at news stories whose content is organised in single axis, dual
axis and network-dominated structures.  

3.1.2  Coherence and wholeness
From the technological perspective, digital news editing has the opportunity to pro-
vide readers with almost unlimited volumes of information in the coverage of every 
single news story. An online news site is not confined by problems of space. However,
very large amounts of information involve the risk of readers losing sight of the big 
picture and thus having problems navigating efficiently through the material. The op-
portunities for dividing the material into lots of smaller pieces – and then linking 
these together in a variety of structures – hardly diminish this risk. If you want to ex-
ploit the opportunity to provide access to a lot of information in a reasonable manner, 
it is essential to take into account the reader’s requirement for coherence.  
Coherence means relation. For a text or a hypertext to make sense, all the various 
parts of the text must clearly relate to one another. Readers must be able to under-
stand how a new aspect is related to the ones they have already read, what are causes 
and what are effects, etc. In addition, there must be a clear relationship between each
individual content unit and the text as a whole. Unless readers can see how any part 
fits in with the theme the text or hypertext is about, this part will be considered ir-
relevant and a side-track.  
Coherence is a factor that applies both to the text and to the mind of the reader. The
most important type of coherence is the one in the mind of the reader – because this 
is a result of the “collaboration” between the content of the text and the reader’s own 
conclusions and reflections.
When we write a normal linear text, we are used to linking sentences and sections to-
gether so that they form a logical progression – here we often speak of the “continuous
thread” of the text. When we link texts and pieces of texts together in non-linear struc-
tures, it is not so easy to think in terms of a continuous thread. In fact, in such cases it 
is better to think of stories as consisting of multiple threads, and to remember that the 
end result will make sense only if the reader can see that together, these threads form a 
pattern or an image as in a tapestry. In order to see the image in a tapestry, we need to 
put a little distance between ourselves and the work and focus on the big picture rather 
than concentrating on the details. Only then can we see what role each individual 
thread plays and how it interacts with the other threads in the work.

Dual axis 
structures
(matrixes)

NON-LINEAR HYPERSTRUCTURES

Network structuresAxial structures

Single axis 
structures

(hierarchies)

Topo-
graphies

Link-based 
networks

Illustration 3.6

Overview of  structural 
principles for hypertex-
tual publishing. 
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So let us take a more systematic look at the issue of coherence in hypertexts. There
is every reason to take this issue seriously, as it is precisely the lack of coherence that 
leads to communication problems in the field of hypertext-based publication.  
In particular, there are three types of coherence that can be discussed in connection 
with the production and reading of hypertexts. The first type is the coherence that
exists within the framework of the separate nodes. We can call this node-internal co-
herence. Here, you can make exactly the same demands on internal coherence as you 
can in the case of every other text: the sentences and sections must follow on in a 
logical chain, with each section having clear relevance in relation to the main theme 
of the text; people and objects must be “introduced” to the reader the first time they
appear in the text, etc. For the highly literate, coherence at this level will more or less 
appear automatically – and this applies to both author and reader.  
The next type of coherence requires more conscious input from both parties in the
communication situation. This type has to so with the coherence you expect to find
between two nodes that can be read consecutively (i.e. one after the other), either
because they are directly joined through a link, or because they are both accessible 
from the same overview chart. We can call this node-to-node coherence. In itself, a 
link is a strong indicator of coherence, and if readers do not encounter some form 
of clear coherence between two interlinked nodes, they will soon become frustrated. 
You must therefore be careful about which nodes you choose to link together.  
The third and last type of coherence is possibly the most important: it is the relation-
ship that exists (and is perceived!) between the individual nodes and the material as 
a whole. This we can call node-to-entirety-coherence. For readers to be able to under-
stand what role the individual node plays in the larger context, they must already 
have formed an impression of the story as a whole – i.e. they must understand what 
the entire issue has to do with and involves. Otherwise, the news presentation can 
easily appear fragmented and chaotic. And a presentation as a whole is formed with 
the assistance of titles, introductions and introductory nodes, as well as via the im-
age that gradually appears as readers finish reading more and more sections.

3.1.3   The visual component
One component that can help readers quickly form an impression of the content and 
inter-relationships of a hypertext is what is known as a map of contents, i.e. a visual 
representation of all the nodes that make up the hypertext. We have already seen that 
some types of structure – the matrix and topography structures – demand a map of this 
kind. When it comes to the other structure types – hierarchies and networks – visual 
overviews are not essential, but they do often represent an advantage. Maps of content
are particularly effective as entries to large and complex volumes of information.
Digital technology provides excellent opportunities to visualise information. This is
due to a number of factors:
a) Both word processing programs and editing programs contain functions that 

make it simple to create simple visual figures – squares, circles, etc. If these figures
are labelled with titles or short texts, they can easily be used to symbolise various 
information units such as longer texts. By using this functionality, you can easily 
set up maps of content in which the composition of the figure itself presents the
structure of the content while verbal “labels” provide a brief summary of what ev-
ery single unit contains.  
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b) The application of link technology makes it possible to use the map of content
as both an overview and an active navigation tool. Clicking the items on the 
map provides direct access to the nodes in question. This means that you can
let the map of content remain visible in one part of the screen while the various 
content units can be called up in a different unit.   

c) If the map is large and demands a lot of screen space, you can make sure that 
it is only called up onto the screen when the reader needs to see it. While the 
reader studies the separate nodes in depth, the map can remain accessible in 
the form of a small icon at the edge of the screen, for example. 

Here, a fundamental question needs to be asked: what can visual compositions of 
squares and circles actually tell us about information material that a standard table 
of contents or list of links cannot? The answer lies in the principles for the graphic
design language. When you organise a set of visual figures on a surface, you can show
similarities and contrasts as well as proximity and distance. In addition, you can show 
general structural principles – rows, columns, hierarchies, etc. And you can commu-
nicate this type of metainformation about the material much faster and more intui-
tively through a visual map of content than you can with words and lists of links.  
Imagine that a large and complex news story consists of 15 nodes – new and old 
texts, background documents and a few video clips.  Simply presenting 15 headers 
in a list of links will not give readers any kind of overview of holistics and internal 
relations. However, if you instead use simple visual figures to create a map of con-
tent – and label each figure with a title or short text – you can quickly give readers
signals about which pieces are most closely related, which are long, which are short, 
etc.  Such signals hardly need any additional explanation. The differences in loca-
tion and size will be perceived more or less automatically. If you wish to indicate 
other types of differences and similarities between the components of the material
(which nodes are newest, what type of medium they involve, etc.) you can simply 
add a short on-screen explanation. For example: “Red figures refer to current texts,
blue figures refer to older texts.” This type of colour coding makes it possible for us
to group together texts with closely related content on the screen, even though the 
group may contain both new and older texts and without opening ourselves to the 
charge of mixing up new and old material. 
Once the readers have picked up on the relationship between, for example, colours and 
publication dates, they will begin to understand signals of this type very quickly. How-
ever, people experienced in visual communication recommend avoiding using more 
than two or three visual codes simultaneously. Proximity (through grouping in rows, 
columns, etc.), overriding structure and, if appropriate, size probably constitute the most 
efficient means of presenting visual metainformation in a map of content of this kind.  
Let us look at a simple example. Imagine you have a news story about a potential 
merger between two large industrial groups, with the resultant rationalisation and 
downsizing. A story of this kind will always contain a great many aspects and or-
dinary readers may have difficulty following all the ins and outs. This means that it 
may be a good candidate for hypertextual presentation. Current perspectives on the 
story may include: hard facts about the plans, comments from the managements of 
both groups, comments from shop stewards, reactions from employees and their 
families, comments from authorities and politicians, histories of this and similar 
stories, comments from analysts, etc.  Having collected interviews and documents, 
you may find yourself with ten nodes, two of which are audiovisual and one is a brief
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summary of the entire story. The others consist of texts and images. It is clear that
some of the nodes are particularly strongly linked to each other – for example, the 
interview with one of the CEOs and the interview with one of the shop stewards, 
who unsurprisingly do not share the same view of the impending merger.  It is also 
clear that a video that reveals the concern of the family of a young employee who is 
afraid of being made redundant is closely related – from the perspective of content 
– to an interview with a psychologist talking about the psychosocial effects of such
worries. These two nodes should therefore be grouped closely together, even though
they feature different types of media. A map of content that provides readers with a
rapid overview of the day’s coverage may therefore look a little like this:

In the map above, it is assumed that the readers have been “taught” to interpret 
circles as indications of video-based nodes and squares as signals of text-based ones. 
The map can be reduced appreciably without losing its legibility – so it requires very
little space on screen. If the map subsequently has to be expanded because the story 
is developing, you can – as mentioned previously – make its display optional so that 
readers can simply call it up when they need it. The next chapter contains other ex-
amples of how information can be visualised. 

3.2   Text and hypertext
When we talk and write, we use our linguistic ability to communicate content. Both 
speech and writing are forms of expression based not only on the communicative 
needs that are to be covered, but also on “remnants” and traditions. They are also
defined at least in part by physical and technological framework conditions. When
we talk, we use our speech organs to produce sounds. And sound is always linear, it 
stretches out over time. Therefore, speech is also linear. We say only one thing at a
time and build word on word, sentence on sentence in a long chain of sounds. 
The written word has developed on the basis of speech. However, writing has given us
the opportunity to store what is “said”. We have the time to think more carefully before 
formulating our points of view because the person we are addressing is normally not 
standing in front of us and waiting. Therefore, the written language has developed
a range of features that differentiate it from the spoken word. Nevertheless, writing

Illustration 3.7

   Example of a visual 
map of content. Maps 

like this are a good way 
to give readers a quick 

overview of the primary 
content in a large, com-
plex story. The location, 
shape and colour of the 

figures can be used to
signal different content

categories.

Olsvang family:
- How will we pay our 

mortgage?

OSbank and Icon to merge
300 jobs at risk

Nilsen (OS-bank):
- A necessary step

Shop steward:
-  Move driven by greed

Economics
professor:

- Little to be gained

Business council:
- No political case

 Trend continues:
15 major mergers over 

the past 5 years

 Icon employees
fear redundancy

Psychologist:
- The worst aspect is the 

uncertainty 
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is still a copy of speech in many ways. This applies in particular to the way in which
texts are built up. We typically build word on word, sentence on sentence, paragraph 
on paragraph, chapter on chapter. However, written texts are not as linear as speech. 
When we read, we have the option of skipping from paragraph to paragraph, we can 
switch between reading what is written in the main column and what is written in 
the margin, we can choose to read the last chapter first, and so on. However, the most
common approach to writing is still to link words and sentences together one after
another like pearls on a string. As a result, the reader usually gets most out of the text 
by reading it from start to finish, from introduction to conclusion.  
As both writing and speech are so strongly distinguished by linearity in the way in 
which content is presented, it is easy to consider language itself to be linear. It is dif-
ficult to imagine how it would be possible to prepare written presentations without
building them up as chains of words, sentences and paragraphs. At school, we learn 
how to handle material using various types of lists. For example, when writing an 
argumentative text, we are encouraged to start with an introduction, then to define
the main issue, then to present the arguments for and against, then to sum up and 
discuss our own opinions, and finally to add the overall conclusion. If we are to 
write a narrative text, we are encouraged to start with an introduction to describe 
the point of departure, then to introduce an action that changes this situation, then 
to describe a battle to restore order, and finally to conclude with some form of moral 
summary.  The text thus represents a progression of elements of content. Once this 
progression of events or arguments has finished, the text is at an end.   
If you think that writing is synonymous with a sequence of words, you have not 
taken into account the fact that writing is a technology that has to do with putting 
graphic symbols down on a surface. As such, writing does not extend over time (like 
speech) but over space – like paintings. On a surface, the symbols can stand next 
to one another, they can be close or far away, inside or outside, etc. In other words, 
there are many different ways to organise symbols, and they do not necessarily have
to follow one another in a sequence: in front and behind, above and below. 
Many modern publications are researching and utilising this spatial dimension of 
writing. For many years, the publishers of newspapers, magazines and textbooks 
have been developing a range of practices: putting different types of information
in different, physically separate text fields; using the form and colour of the let-
ters to indicate specific types of content and generating meaning and interest in the
interplay between words and pictures. Presentations of this kind are often called
multimodal texts because in them, the verbal system of language is not left to func-
tion in isolation. The verbal and visual components closely interact, and the result is
an expression that can attract and challenge both the bodily senses and the mental 
interpretation skills of the readers who are exploring the text. 
Hypertexts – and, in particular, visualised hypertexts – represent a further devel-
opment of this interaction. When you write for the screen, it is not just the surface 
(i.e. the screen) that invites you to organise text sections in new, visual patterns. 
The invitation is extended just as strongly from the link options. While a page in
a newspaper or textbook can only hold a set number of small texts organised in 
a visual interplay, the computer screen can also take on the role of a window into 
a giant warehouse of “concealed” content. Short headers or small visual symbols 
can be organised in a range of visual patterns on the screen and can therefore both 
organise and provide access to a number of longer texts which remain unseen until 
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they are called up. The computer’s dividing line between storage and presentation is
thus an important factor in the utilisation of the screen as a “room of meaning”.  In 
its own, particular way, the screen can function as a meeting place for different types
of content.
Text is a concept with multifarious content. For example, it is used to designate a 
specific level of language: letters form words, words form sentences, sentences form 
paragraphs, and paragraphs form texts. Linguistics has never concerned itself with 
the description of any linguistic level above the level of text. However, the advent 
of link technology has brought with it the opportunity to establish fixed linguistic
structures that are above the level of text – i.e. texts that can be linked together 
to form hypertexts. And while all the subordinate levels are implemented through 
combination to form linear chains, digital texts can be linked together in all kinds 
of structures and patterns. This means that we now have new ways to express our
thoughts and perceptions. As is well known, people do not think in linear chains. 
We organise our thoughts and perceptions in complex networks in which signals 
race back and forth through our nerve fibres to organise pieces of thought on the
basis of various contexts and associations. When we use speech and writing to com-
municate, we have to “force” our thoughts into a linear form – inevitably losing a 
great many relations and associations in the process. For their part, the receivers of 
our expressions must convert this stream of words into a meaningful network of 
relations in order to be able to store information in their own minds. In this way, 
the established, linear text genres represent a kind of detour for the inter-personal 
communication of thoughts and ideas.8 When we attempt to describe ourselves and 
the world around us through text, genre forms – such as the news form – help us 
to write in the “correct” way, i.e. in a way that matches readers’ expectations. How-
ever, they also represent a kind of obligation. They lay down a more-or-less rigid
framework for the content we wish to communicate, and require the text content be 
adapted to suit this structure.    
Hypertextual text genres are currently rare as this approach to writing is so new. A 
genre consists largely of traditions and conventions, which can only be established 
over protracted periods. In the long term, hypertextual genres will probably function 
slightly differently – and possibly with less “obligation” – than the linear genres of to-
day, precisely on account of the link principle. Link technology encourages a style of 
short text units and multiple connections. Therefore, some people are of the opinion
that hypertext more accurately reflects the way in which the human brain organises
knowledge.9 This attitude is certainly open to discussion, but it cannot be denied that
hypertext represents a very flexible approach to organising information.   

3.3   ILLUMINATING AN ISSUE FROM MULTIPLE SIDES
I mentioned previously that the linear text forms can be seen as a kind of “straight-
jacket” on us when we wish to describe the reality we perceive around us. All the text 
sections must be clipped and adapted in specific ways so as to give the text a clear
logical coherence, to ensure that it is of the appropriate length, etc.  The question
of whether hypertext really represents “liberation” from such textual demands is 
one I would rather leave alone for the moment. However, it is important to see that 
hypertext opens the door to new ways of describing reality. Hypertext is particularly 

 9 If you are interested in 
finding out more about
this particular aspect of 
hypertext, take a look at 

Vannevar Bush’s classic ar-
ticle from 1945 entitled “As 

You May Think”.  (See the
reference list at the back of 

this book).

8 A text genre is a form 
of text that has specific
linguistic features and 

which normally appears 
in specific communication

situations.
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suitable for illuminating issues or events from multiple viewpoints – without allow-
ing a single perspective to dominate the presentation as a whole. You no longer have 
to choose a single perspective as your angle to the case in question; you can set up 
several perspectives side by side.   
Imagine that a controversial politician has given a speech. Different members of the
audience and experts will have different opinions about what was most important,
what impact the speech will have on society, etc. A verbal tirade against juvenile 
crime will be perceived differently by a social worker, a policeman, a shopkeeper, a
relative, etc.  Briefly put, reality is perceived very differently by different people, who
all view it from different perspectives. This actually applies to all the events that form 
the basis for the daily news scene. Reality is not simple, logical and unambiguous 
– even though the various news channels often portray it as such. This imbalance is
due in part to the demands and limitations that the text genres and media formats 
represent. For example, the demands made by news formats for brevity and exciting 
dramaturgy are difficult to combine with a desire to allocate broad and finely shaded
coverage to a complicated issue.   
In this context, hypertextual formats offer new approaches to describing reality. 
When a political meeting is to be converted into a news story, a range of relevant 
sources can express their own views in their own, separate texts, undisturbed by 
the other perspectives on the issue. We can term this aspectualising the event. In 
addition, the issue can be given a position in the big picture through links to other 
relevant texts and resources available on WWW. We can term this contextualising 
the event. The model below presents an illustration of this approach to aspectualis-
ing and contextualising an event: 

  = Originally produced node                                

  = Existing text/hypertext

The model above highlights what may be the greatest strength of hypertext as a form
of text, namely the capacity to illuminate an issue from several perspectives. There-
fore, hypertext represents a relevant alternative, particularly within the areas in which 
such broad illumination is important, such as history, law – and journalism.   

Illustration 3.8 

The model shows how 
a hypertext can present 
a news event through 
aspectualisation and 
contextualisation.  

 EVENT
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Summary
Let us now attempt to summarise these considerations about how we, as journalists, 
can understand the phenomenon of hypertext.
1. Hypertext is a core component of digital, Web-based media technology. The

entire WWW is based on the principle of interlinking mutually relevant infor-
mation. 

2. Hypertext can be understood both as a type of technology and as a type of 
product that can be generated using this technology. Hypertext technology 
makes it possible to join digital documents together via electronic links. A hy-
pertext is a system of texts or other content components joined together using 
this technology. The content components of a hypertext are called nodes. 

3. Hypertext has two primary functions: to give text material a specific structure; 
and to give readers of a specific text access to other, relevant texts.

4. Hypertext represents a linguistic level superior to the level of text and thus con-
stitutes an expansion of the options for using language to describe the world. A 
hypertext has both a textual level – internally within individual nodes – and a 
hypertextual level that covers the entirety of all the nodes.  

5. This expansion is distinguished by the fact that it suspends the principle of
linking language components together in a linear chain. While the paragraphs 
in a text must be linked together in an established sequence, the nodes in 
a hypertext can be organised much more freely. Two fundamental types of 
structure are the axial structure and the network structure. 

3.4   A NEW WAY TO WRITE
Writing using hypertext tools normally involves following a non-linear approach. I 
say “normally” because in principle there is nothing to stop you linking text nodes 
together so that they can only be read in a single order. In some pedagogical con-
texts, this may be a relevant way to use hypertext. In the context of journalism, how-
ever, it is rarely appropriate – as here it would be better to write a single linear text. 
A hypertextual approach to writing also involves a work process different to the one
that leads to a conventional, linear news text. In fact, an approach to writing of this 
kind will often affect the entire journalistic process, from the collation of material 
to the layout design and news presentation. The details of this process are described
in more detail in Chapter 6. Here, I would simply like to highlight some of the new 
principles in the way to think – when writing.  
Simply put, it can be said that the hypertextual writing process consists of two sub-
sidiary – and apparently contradictory – processes. One has to do with fragmenta-
tion, the other with integration. Both when collecting material and when attempting 
to organise the material collected, it is important to think about how best to divide 
up the total volume of information. And as the finished product does not need to
be based on a single continuous thread, there are relatively few limits on the form 
this division takes. What has to be taken into account is the nature of the issue it-
self – what type of division best suits this issue and this material – and the readers’ 
need for clarity and overview. In other words, it is essential to analyse the material 
collected in a different and perhaps more thorough manner than that applied to
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material that is simply to be presented as a continuous chain of components. In 
the context of hypertext, it is important to think carefully about which parts of the 
material are most closely related, which approaches can be applied to sorting the 
content, and which relationships it is most relevant to highlight.  It is only when you 
have a thorough understanding of the content of the material that you will be able 
to communicate it to others. 
Once you have decided how to divide the material into nodes, you are ready to start 
the second phase: the integration phase. This phase consists of linking the parts to-
gether in a meaningful structure, and then presenting this structure through a design. 
This ensures that the content appears as a coherent whole with an internal logic in-
stead of a collection of randomly presented fragments. The fact that an informative
hypertext should appear as a well-ordered whole does not mean that the content 
is to be unambiguous, that reality is to be served fully interpreted for the reader. 
Rather, it means that the patterns and associations applied within the material stand 
out clearly, that conflicts and contrasts, similarities and parallels are easy to spot for
readers who may only have limited time for and interest in the issue.  

Context links
The division and interlinking of own material has to do with aspectualising an issue 
– see illustration 3.8 above. Often, it will also be relevant to position the issue within
a wider context by using material that is already available in your own archive or on 
WWW. Here, we talk about contextualising the issue.  
There are different types of context links, and different genres will tend towards dif-
ferent types of context. In the context of newsmedia, three types are particularly 
relevant: links to relevant material from the archives of your own newsroom, links 
to relevant documents on other Web sites (also known as deep linking), and links to 
other home pages – i.e. the start pages of such external Web sites.10 
Irrespective of what type(s) of context links you wish to integrate into a hypertext, it 
is the relevance of the content that defines whether the link functions well or poorly.
The question is: do readers need precisely this content when they are exploring pre-
cisely this news story?  Context links that do not contribute relevant information 
can more appropriately be called chaos links – and there is no place for them in an 
informative hypertext. 
When you use hypertext in a way that combines common sense with creativity, this 
technology represents a remarkable approach to linking the new to the historical, 
one case to similar cases, own material to others’ material, and so on. As such, you 
have an excellent opportunity to put contemporary news events in contexts that 
make them meaningful – one of the primary demands on the media laid down by 
the American Press Freedom Commission as early as 1947. 11 And gradually the 
news format itself will change – from the familiar static article format to a more flex-
ible and dynamic format where updates and adjustments have just as natural a role 
to play as extension and supplementation.  

11 A great deal has been 
written about the work of 
this commission, including 
the highly regarded hand-
book by Melvin Mencher, 
entitled News Reporting 
and Writing.  

10 There is some debate
about the extent to which 
deep linking does or does 
not contravene intellectual 
property legislation. Many 
publishers want all “guests” 
to enter via the start page 
of their Web sites. On the 
other hand, many Web ex-
perts claim that deep link-
ing accords with the true 
nature of the Net. If you 
are in any doubts about 
the acceptability of deep. 
linking, it is best to ask for 
permission in advance

CHAPTER 3 Hypertext: what and how?





ONLINE NEWS
TODAY AND TOMORROW

CHAPTER 

4



Martin ENGEBRETSEN44

In the previous chapters, we have looked at the technological tools available to Web 
editors and have discussed the phenomenon of hypertext. The online news site is a
hypermedium, and this involves a completely new technological framework for com-
municating news. So the question is: what kind(s) of news can be developed within this 
framework? 

Let us begin this chapter with a quick look at the development of online news 
during the initial phase of development. On 7 March 1995, it was possible to read 
a Norwegian newspaper on the Internet for the first time. The little Brønnøysund 
newspaper was the leader of the pack, presenting a set of digitised news articles. 
The following day, the major tabloid Dagbladet published a broader spectrum. 
Over the last five years of the past millennium, most of the established news hous-
es around the world set out their stalls on the Net, both in Norway and in the 
rest of the Western World. In addition, a few newcomers joined the field, news
providers who operated without the backing of any hard-copy newspaper or TV 
station. However, irrespective of the organisational history these Web players had 
behind them, on the Net they all had the same tools to work with as regards media 
technology opportunities and limitations. An online news site is an online news 
site, regardless of whether the editor’s archives are filled with video cassettes or
newspaper articles.  
The years leading up to the new millennium were largely used to develop produc-
tion processes intended to publish news stories of the “good old-fashioned type” on 
the Net at the expense of the least possible time and resources. Automation was the 
defining concept of this period. The aim was not to make maximum use of the me-
dium, but to test a new distribution channel for the news material that was already 
being produced. 
The result was simply an online version of the hard-copy newspaper. A great 
many news houses still use this approach, although the share of more innova-
tive, medium-specific news has increased over the past few years.  Among many 
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online news sites, it has become customary to embellish news stories with links 
to relevant issues from their own archives and to make signatures clickable links 
to allow readers to contact the journalists in question directly. Occasionally, readers 
are actively encouraged to interact with the publication in the form of participation 
in debates, readers’ surveys and the like. However, the very core of the news service 
– i.e. the journalistic texts – is still largely written in the manner of the paper-based 
medium. The most remarkable change in writing style is that online news stories are
often shorter and in some cases noticeably brief. It seems that notice has been taken 
of the fact that visitors to online news sites are rather “stingy” when it comes to the 
use of their precious time. This is an observation supported by a variety of surveys of
Net users’ habits in general. Readers of online texts are more concerned with accurate 
facts than with elegant formulations, and save their “text appreciation” for the week-
end papers.    

4.1   THE CURRENT STANDARD
Below is an example of an online news story in “standard” format. It is taken from 
the major British news site Telegraph.co.uk, but similar presentations could have 
been picked from more or less  “anywhere”. 

Illustration 4.1
Standard online news 
presentation, as we find
it on a major British news 
site.  (Downloaded from 
telegraph.co.uk 23 Au-
gust 2005)

What readers see when they log onto this news story can be likened to the top 
of a conventional newspaper article. They see a title, the journalist’s by-line, an 
introduction, the beginning of the body text and a picture with a caption. For 
more information about what the story contains, readers have to scroll down the 
page. The text is divided into 15 short paragraphs. It features no sub-headers. 
The article contains no links to other relevant stories, to multimedia compo-
nents, to external Web sites or to any form of debate forum. The fields that sur-
round the news article are given over to ads and information that has nothing 
to do with the story. 
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Generally speaking, we can state that this news story does little in the way of 
encouraging a user-controlled form of communication. Readers are required to 
start at the top and read the article from start to finish – actually to a greater 
extent than would be the case for a hard-copy newspaper article. At least in 
hard-copy articles, readers can immediately form an overview of the component 
parts of the news story, its sub-headers, fact boxes, highlighted quotes and the 
like. The screen offers less area than a hard-copy newspaper page, which means 
that readers can only see a little of the news presentation at a time. When they 
scroll down the story, the “top” of the article disappears; and when they are in 
the middle of the story, the screen simply presents a grey column of text from 
top to bottom. Matters are not helped by the fact that only around 30 per cent 
of the screen surface is used for presenting the news itself. The rest is devoted to 
information that readers have not specifically “asked for” when clicking on the 
article in question: advertisements, section and news headers, a Web browser 
– or just “space”. 
The conclusion is therefore rather negative: Online news sites that use standard
formats present “hard-copy-like” news articles in a way that makes them less read-
able than they are in a traditional newspaper. The poor utilisation of the screen
area means that readers lose much of their overview of the entirety of the news 
story. In addition, it is generally more unpleasant to read reams of text on a screen 
than on paper. So it is no surprise to learn that more than 65 per cent of a panel 
of 211 active online news readers thought that is was less “fun” to read news on 
screen than on paper.12

The more comprehensive the news content is, the more the problems linked to
this news format are compounded. This means that newsrooms with plenty of
resources – i.e. those that can afford to generate large volumes of material for indi-
vidual news stories – are the ones that risk generating the least user-friendly Web 
pages! The example below is taken from the Chicago Tribune, two screen dumps
from the same news presentation. The story is presented in a single, very long and
very grey column of text. As context for the case, users are presented with a list of 
more than 30 links to archived articles about the same subject, organised by date 
of first publication.  The question is: Who has the time and energy to get to grips
with such an overwhelming volume of information?  (See illustration 4.2)

12 The figures are taken
from the report entitled 
Nettavisen og brukerne 

(The news site and its
users) (Engebretsen 2000, 

p. 28).
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4.2   TOWARDS INCREASED USER CONTROL: 
SOME EXAMPLES

The standard news presentation from illustration 4.1 represents the most com-
mon format for presenting news on news sites. However, there are many examples 
of more interesting ways to use the medium. The common denominator for the
majority of these innovative online news sites is that they are more user-controlled 
than traditional news presentations. They have moved away from the old “one size
fits all” approach and more readily encourage users to make individual choices.

Illustration 4.2 

 The screen dumps are 
taken from the award-
winning news site of 
Chicago Tribune. They 
show the top and a 
lower scrolling position  
of  a news story.
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In other words, they are intended for actively exploring readers, readers who are 
unwilling to spend time on information they do not consider relevant. 
Let us take a look at some examples of such online news sites and study what they 
have actually done to adapt their material for the new medium – and for the “new” 
readers. The first example is drawn from CNN’s online edition. Note the links posi-
tioned immediately above the body text.

Illustration 4.3
   CNN.com offers a

moderate level of user 
control through a click-
able “table of contents” 

on the opening screen of 
the news story.  

The editors have summarised the main points of the news in a brief, bulleted “table
of contents” that users encounter once the story page opens. The bullets in this over-
view are identical to the sub-headers in the story. By clicking the headers, users 
can go directly to the parts of the story that are of greatest interest to them. Even if 
readers do not choose to click any of the links, the little list of links will be a help 
for users as the sub-headers function as a summary of the story – rather like an 
introduction. 
This is a very simple initiative that requires neither more time nor more money
– once the system has been set up. Nevertheless, it is a great help for readers who 
receive both a better overview of the content of the story and a basis for making 
individual choices in their reading.  From the perspective of the journalist, this 
approach requires conscious division of the story into different themes and sub-
headers that provide a good understanding of what the various text sections are 
about. 
The next example  is taken from the Norwegian news site Aftenposten.no. “Papiret 
som trykker seg selv” (the paper that prints itself) was published as an experi-
ment in May 2000 and does not represent the standard format of this news site. 
As an experiment, however, the story provides an interesting pointer regarding 
the direction of development: more information in each story, better adaptation 
to various user groups and better overview of the material on offer (See illustra-
tion 4.4).  
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Here, the material is divided into five nodes, three of which are written for readers
with a general interest in the theme (newspaper readers) and three are intended 
for readers with a deeper interest in technology (computer freaks). One of the texts 
is meant for both groups. At the top of the screen is a fixed navigation tool that
shows what nodes are available in the system, and to which of the two “reader 
models” each node is connected. When the mouse marker touches the field la-
belled Newspaper reader or Computer freak, the relevant themes in the line are 
highlighted. (In the illustration, the Computer freak category has been activated 
and the three themes to the right are highlighted). When users click a theme, the 
text node in question is displayed on the screen while the navigation equipment 
at the top remains unchanged.
The last example from current online news sites is drawn from the BBC site, which
is one of the most actively innovative digital news providers. For this reason, and 
because later on I will present a processed version of the same news story, I would 
like to devote a little extra space to this example. 

4.3   BBC NEWS ONLINE: AN ANALYSIS
A news story from BBC News Online often contains large volumes of material.
This is often divided into several content nodes and presented through an easy-to-
follow news design. The material may include text, images, audio and video com-
ponents as well as links to relevant archived stories, debate sections and external 
Web sites. In other words, the BBC presents a genuine hypermedia news format: 
the content is divided up and connected through electronic links and, at the same 
time, static media (texts and photos) are combined with dynamic elements (audio 
and video).    
Below are two screen dumps from the BBC’s coverage of a riot in Leeds, Eng-
land. The two dumps show overlapping parts of the same Web page, the start 

Illustration 4.4

The screen dump shows 
a format experiment 
that was published on 
the Aftenposten site in 
May 2000. Note the navi-
gation tool above the 
header. 
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page of the news story, which appears when readers click the reference in the 
news overview (See illustration 4.5). 

Illustration 4.5

Standard news presenta-
tion on BBC News Online 

(overlapping screens). 

On the opening screen, in addition to a traditional news article, readers encounter 
an overview of relevant sub-articles, audio and video clips and links to appropriate 
external Web sites. 
The story concerns the riots that shocked the population of the Harehill area of 
Leeds, England, on the night of 5 June 2001. Hundreds of youths congregated 
in the area and during the evening and the night battled with large numbers 
of police, set fire to 25 cars and looted a number of shops. The reasons for the 
riots had yet to be established when I downloaded the BBC’s online edition of 
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the news story the following morning. Many believed that the disruption was 
a spontaneous reaction to a brutal arrest of an Asian man two days before. The 
police, however, saw the riots as a purely criminal act, consciously initiated to 
attack the police.
In other words, the story describes and comments on an event that touches the 
lives of many people directly or indirectly. There are many aspects to the story, al-
most certainly appealing to different groups of readers. Some readers will want to
study the drama linked to “victim-offender-eye witness” perspectives. Others will
be more interested in the aspects of responsibility and causes, and will be looking 
for reactions from authorities and experts. This is a story where the news media
have not only an opportunity but also a duty to inform, to stimulate debate, and to 
allow different faces and voices to be seen and heard in interviews about their own
society. In addition, the story has considerable audio-visual potential. The riot itself
represents an event with strong sensory qualities in relation to sound, images and 
movement. An editorial team tasked with covering the story – be it on paper, on 
TV or on the Net – will thus be faced with major challenges as regards collecting, 
organising and presenting material. What reality is to be described? And how is the 
description to be presented?
Let us take a closer look at how the BBC met these challenges at this stage of the news 
process (the material was published at 09:00 GMT on 6 June). We will examine the as-
pects of the story that the BBC has chosen to emphasise, how the material is organised 
into information units, and how the whole is presented to online news readers. 
When readers log onto the news site, they initially encounter the beginning of a 
news story that largely resembles a traditional newspaper article: a headline, a pic-
ture with a caption, and the beginning of the body text.  The scroll arrow on the
right-hand side of the screen indicates that the text is relatively long – in other 
words, much of the content will not appear until readers scroll through the text. 
However, readers immediately see much more: a field to the right at the top of 
the article contains links to four other texts under the banner of See also. The 
headlines in this field provide a rapid overview of the supplementary material 
on offer. The dates show that three of the articles have been written that very 
day, while the remaining article is two days old. Readers are also offered a link 
to an external Web site – the site of a specific police force. To the left of the ar-
ticle text, there is a yellow field containing three elements: two video files and 
an audio file. The text in this field provides a brief explanation of what the clips 
contain along with the size and format of each file. The main article does not 
have a highlighted introduction, but starts with two quotes that present two dif-
ferent perceptions of the riot. 
Readers thus immediately encounter many of the pieces that make up the entirety of 
the news story. When they click and choose the various parts, they thus already have 
a basis for positioning each part in relation to the big picture. This is very important
from the perspective of the process of understanding. Just think of how a child sees 
the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Individually, the pieces are of little value. However, 
when the child discovers how they fit together and gradually reveal a bigger picture,
the child’s interest is firmly captured!  The process of putting nodes together when
reading a hypertext is not dissimilar. And the interpretation of each individual piece 
becomes faster when a reader has a more-or-less clear impression of what the news 
story as a whole contains. 
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The illustration below shows a content map for the BBC story. The map provides 
a rough overview of the content of the presentation as well as the use of differ-
ent types of media and different Web functionality (what readers can actually 
“do” on the site). The light nodes contain primary material in the news story, 
i.e. material originally produced to cover the story. The dark nodes contain sec-
ondary material, i.e. relevant information that is already available on the Net or 
from the archives. We can see that the link to a two-day-old story about a similar 
event in Oldham takes readers to a new set of stories (bottom right). Here, all 
the nodes are linked to the Oldham story, and so they are of only indirect rel-
evance to the Leeds story. (The reason why the links to these nodes are dotted in 
the content map is to show that readers do not have access to these nodes from 
the first level of the Leeds story, but only from the second level – after clicking 
“Riot town facing disaster”).

BBC: 
general  
report

Police: 
brief 

statement

Voluntary  
worker: noth-
ing to do with 

race

Police 

In pictures: 
The Leeds 

disturbances

Eyewitness:
- A night of 

violence 

Trouble linked 
to violent 

arrest
See 

also:

Riot town 
facing disas-
ter (Oldham)

Archives:

Latest news:

Back-
ground:

Illustration 4.6

  Content map for the 
BBC News Online presen-

tation: “Police say Leeds 
riot premeditated”.

= news article
= video
= audio
= external links
= debate

NEWS
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4.4   THE  WAY FORWARD
The examples from CNN, Aftenposten and BBC all point in the same direction
– namely towards a more user-controlled form of news communication. They rep-
resent a movement towards what I previously referred to as “pull communication”, 
i.e. communication in which end-users “pull” the information in which they are in-
terested, when they want to receive it and – ideally – in the form that best suits their 
needs. (If users have limited time, they need good summaries; if they are specialists, 
they will want access to background documents; if they are dyslexic, they would 
prefer lots of pictures, audio and video clips …) 
However, the examples also show that development is going further, past the stages 
these examples represent. They are all expressions of a kind of intermediate stage 
between traditional forms of news and more consistent hypermedia and user-con-
trolled forms. In the final section of this chapter, I would like to introduce some
predictions about the form the next stage of format development is likely to take. 
The models presented here are naturally not intended as any kind of “template” for
students or online site editors. Rather, they are intended as “qualified inspiration”
for independent, creative approaches.  
Let us start by asking: what are the weaknesses of the examples we studied on the 
preceding pages? And how can these weaknesses be redressed? I would like to high-
light two types of weaknesses – and, as such, two areas with room for improvement. 
One has to do with the actual organisation of the news material. The other concerns
the sensory expression given to the content, what readers will be able to see – and 
sometimes hear – on the screen. We can talk about the structure of the news and its 
design as two partially separated sides of any news presentation. However, these two 
sides are connected in such a way that the underlying structure becomes visible and 
thus understandable precisely on account of the design.  

4.4.1   Structure: division into modules
Let us first look at the structure. In all the examples, one or more steps have been
taken in the direction of dividing the material up into multiple pieces (nodes) and 
then labelling the nodes to let readers know what they contain. In other words, a 
start has been made on the process of fragmenting the material and subsequently 
integrating the various parts to form a larger whole. However, the producers behind 
the example texts have not gone very far in this process. Nor do they seem to be ap-
plying particularly clear criteria to the division. The result is that the news stories
still consist of relatively few, relatively long texts. The material is also very coarsely
sorted and there are many examples of node content overlapping. 
This has a number of consequences for readers. Firstly, a rapid scan of the first page
of the news will not provide a particularly finely defined picture of the overall con-
tent of the news article(s). This means that readers will not have the best conditions
for navigating quickly and efficiently through the material. Secondly, readers who
study the articles closely will notice that they are repeatedly encountering the same 
sources and the same themes. The reason for this is that the individual nodes do
not keep strictly to the theme indicated in the heading but are made up of multiple 
themes. This makes the reading process less efficient than it could have been if the
material had been “more finely” sorted and if the division criteria had been clearer
and more consistent. This would have made it easier for readers to assimilate the
news material more rapidly on the basis of their own interests and needs.
So what does fine sorting news material according to clear and consistent criteria ac-
tually mean? When journalists work with large and complex news stories, they will 
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always discover that the stories consist of many elements, and that these can be viewed 
from several perspectives. For example, they may find themselves with 10–12 little
piles of paper on their desks when it is time for them to write their final story – piles
that contain a range of interviews, notes and documents. Normally, writing the news 
story will involve journalists picking bits and pieces from the various piles and con-
necting them up to form a long, coherent “news narrative”. This is not a simple pro-
cess, because reality is not always as unambiguous and logical as we want the news to 
be.  (How often does a source call a journalist to complain: “The quote is correct, but
you have put it in completely the wrong context!”? Very often.)
When you are writing hypertextually, the content in the various piles no longer 
needs to be clipped and pasted in the same way. For example, you can choose to 
allocate a separate text node to each source. Here, interview subjects can be given 
plenty of space to present their view of the issue – independently of how this view 
matches those of other sources. You can also choose to let a single text node con-
tain multiple different views on a specific problem, a theme. In the context of news, 
source and theme are natural criteria for dividing material into nodes. But there are 
other options, too. You can divide material up in chronological order and structure 
the entire news article in relation to a time line. Or you can divide it up consistently 
according to declining importance so that some nodes are summaries while others 
are in-depth analyses. In short: there are plenty of options. When you come to evalu-
ate how best to divide up the material, it is important that you examine the nature 
of the material (what type of division does the material itself suggest?) as well as the 
approach that is likely to produce the best reading process.  
A structure that consists of numerous separate pieces can be called a modular struc-
ture. This expression carries the meaning of all the pieces together creating a co-
herent whole, while at the same time they can be combined in numerous ways. A 
modular structure is a flexible structure that allows space for individual choice. In 
relation to the dominant news formats today, modular news demands a change in 
direction of more sorting, less narration. 
Below are some examples of how traditional news reporting can be “modularised”. 
Illustration 4.7 shows a news article presented using a traditional narrative struc-
ture, as seen on the Aftenposten site on 17 November 1997.

Illustration 4.7 

  The illustration displays 
the first screen of a news

story presented  using 
a traditional narrative 

structure.
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The story concerns a miscarriage of justice. A person has been awarded a large
amount of compensation after serving five years in prison for a drugs-related of-
fence – of which the person was innocent. It is a long and very complicated text. A 
large number of excerpts from different interviews and documents have been linked
together along with the journalist’s descriptions of relevant events. The combination
is dominated by the journalist’s eye for disagreement and conflict. At the same time,
the demand for descending importance has resulted in information linked to one 
and the same source being scattered throughout the text. Conventional as it is, the 
form of the news article will hardly stimulate any form of reaction among readers. 
However, in practice a thorough reading of the text is required to generate a decent 
understanding of all the various aspects and contexts of the matter.    
The two illustrations below show a restructured presentation of the content of this
story. As my starting point, I have taken the two types of structure I introduced in 
Chapter 3, namely the axial structure (with main and supplementary texts) and the 
network-dominated structure (with multiple, equally weighted texts).  
If you study the examples more closely online (you will find them at http://home.
hia.no/~martine/proto.html), you will see that not only are the structural principles 
different in the two models, but also the division criteria and the way in which the
structures are clarified and made navigable for readers. 13

In illustration 4.8, the text content has been reorganised as an axial hypertext. The
screen is divided into three frames. At the top is a fixed frame containing a brief pre-
sentation of the what the story concerns. Under that, there is a broad frame to the 
left and a narrower one to the right. The broad frame contains the “main text”, which
is a thorough summary of the story content. Fundamentally, this content consists of 
the original news story supplemented with components from other coverage of the 
issue. This summary is consistently written in a concise style, with continuous pre-

13 The demonstration texts
have been developed in 
collaboration with staff
from the Norwegian daily 
Stavanger Aftenblad.

Illustration 4.8 

Here you can see the 
same news story organ-
ised in an axial hyper-
structure and presented 
using a design involving 
frames. A short introduc-
tion tops the page, the 
primary text is in the 
left-hand frame, and the 
various types of supple-
mentary information are 
in the frame to the right.

CHAPTER 4 Online news today and tomorrow



Martin ENGEBRETSEN56

sentation of the key aspects of the story. All forms of concretisation, exemplification,
in-depth analysis, discussion, etc. have been removed from this text and restruc-
tured in separate text nodes. These nodes are connected to the main text through
hyperlinks, and links are positioned wherever the associated themes are mentioned 
in the main text. If readers choose to click such a link, the supplementary node in 
question will appear in the narrower frame to the right so that the main text always 
remains unaffected in the left-hand frame. (In the illustration, the words heroin case 
has been clicked in the main text to the left. As a result, the text entitled “Convicted
of having carried drug money” has appeared in the right-hand frame). 
In illustration 4.9, the content has been organised into a more network-dominated 
structure, which results in an even more reader-controlled presentation. Here, there 
is no thorough main text to summarise all the most important content. Instead, 
there is a graphic presentation of all information components in the news story – a 
map of content.

Users of this presentation have to click one of the “boxes” to access the content of the 
various nodes. The content map remains fixed in place on the left-hand side of the
screen, irrespective of how the content on the rest of the screen may change. 
The boxes in the map are structured in accordance with an intended axis from the
subjective perspectives towards the more objective ones. This involves the content
units distinguished by personal view points being located at the extreme left (witness
testimony, comments, etc.); more factual information being positioned in the middle 
(the central events of the story, background information, etc.); and more “document-
like” material being positioned to the right (basis for the sentence, overview of similar 
cases, etc.). Multimedia components (photos, graphics, video and audio clips, etc.) 
could then be positioned wherever relevant in this structure. At the top of the map is a 
box containing a very concise presentation of what the news article is about. This text
file appears automatically when the article is opened (see the illustration).  

Illustration 4.9

   This screen dump 
presents a more net-

work-dominated version 
of the same news story. 

Users can access the 
information by clicking 

the fields in the con-
tent  map in the upper 
left-hand corner of the 

screen. The map remains 
fixed in place while the

content of the main field
changes. 
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Both these models can naturally be supplemented with links to various types of 
“secondary” information: articles from the site’s own archives, other archives, ap-
propriate external Web sites, debate pages and the like. The primary intention be-
hind these two models is to show that the news material collected can be presented 
in ways other than the traditional, linear news story format. It would probably be 
most appropriate to use the most strongly modulated forms (numerous pieces and a 
high level of user control) for complex and comprehensive news material.  However, 
it is important to remember that many stories that initially appear small and simple 
can become big for anyone with the ability to place them in a larger context. Even 
an apparently trivial moped accident has social and societal perspectives that can be 
explored and illuminated by the analytical and creative journalist!

4.4.2  Design: overview and multimedia
We have now seen how the Web format can be separated from traditional news for-
mats when it comes to the structure of the information. The difference is primarily
centred around the level of flexibility. The spectrum of possible structures on the
Net is much greater than that of newspapers and – in particular – radio and TV.  
From the perspective of design, the Web format principally stands out through the 
great variety of factors and components. In addition to providing graphic shape to 
all the visible components on the screen, Web designers have to co-ordinate the in-
terplay between the various types of media (text, images, audio, video, etc.), decide 
what users are to be able to do on the pages, and make sure that the available screen 
space is used to maximum effect.  
So what can be said about the design of the examples I presented in sections 4.2 
and 4.3? Without doubt, quite a lot, so here I would simply like to highlight three 
conditions that represent very common weaknesses in the design of online publi-
cations.  

a)  Poor use of the screen area
A common feature of all the examples is that the news stories in question only take 
up 30–40 per cent of the surface of a screen with 1024 x 768 pixels (standard reso-
lution for a 17” screen). The remainder is taken up with section headers, browser,
advertisements, empty space, etc. If you want to use more of the screen area to im-
prove the visibility of the news content (by adding a map of content, for example), 
you will have to cut down on some of the components that readers have not asked 
to see when accessing the news story.  (Why do all sections and services of an online 
news site have to be accessible from every single page?) This point leads onto the
next one:

b)  Lack of overview of news content
One of the problems associated with data-based communication is that large volumes 
of information have to be presented on a very small screen area. The screen becomes
like a little window into a large room packed with information – and no matter what 
you do, you can only ever see a small part of the whole at any one time.   
I chose the three examples I presented because they provide a better overview of the 
total content of the news than that found in the most common news formats. All 
the examples feature some form of table of contents or map of content. However, 
a critical examination of all the examples reveals that the overall picture they pres-
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ent is not particularly shaded. The division of material is so coarse that many of the
aspects of the news material do not feature in the overviews. In addition, the over-
views are built up around the list principle, i.e. on the basis of horizontal or vertical 
listing. This approach is reasonably appropriate as long as there are only four or five
nodes to present. However, when the news consists of 8–10 or even 15 nodes, the 
list principle is a poor solution. In such cases, a graphic map of content is a better 
approach, as this allows the nodes to be grouped and organised in more ways than 
in a list. 
The BBC groups its content by sorting the nodes into different fields on the page,
separated by positioning, colour and heading. This is good. Nevertheless, we can
see that a two-day-old article has ended up in a group together with the fresh news 
of the day, and that the fields that indicate audio files, video clips and highlighted
quotes have all been given similar colours and shapes. In addition, the links are 
positioned on both sides of the text field, which may contribute to a fragmenta-
tion of the big picture, which readers automatically attempt to identify. It is likely 
that the overview page would have been even more “readable” if colours, shapes 
and positions had been used more consciously to indicate both differences and
holistics.    
For graphic maps of content to function well, it is important to achieve close in-
terplay between verbal and visual components. The visual component highlight
groups, similarities and contrasts in the material, while the verbal labels explain 
what type of information the various “boxes” or “buttons” contain – i.e. what users 
will encounter if they click them. In the BBC example, we see that the information 
about the content of the audio and video nodes is quite comprehensive. We are 
given an impression of what, who and how much (theme, source and size). However, 
when it comes to material in the articles, the information is more sparse. These
fields simply display the article headlines, which often give readers a poor basis for
deciding: to click or not to click?  

c) Little or poorly functioning combination of media types (multimedia)
The pictures in online news stories are often rather small compared to the ones
readers are used to from hard-copy newspapers. Some online news sites have 
functions that allow users to enlarge or minimise pictures by clicking them. This
is a very user-friendly function that also makes it easier to generate highly dy-
namic interaction between text and pictures. It allows space for more pictures on 
the page, and the pictures themselves are firmly anchored in the text field – while,
at the same time, the option of “blowing them up” opens the door to an even bet-
ter presentation of their visual content.  Readers soon tire of 5 x 4 cm group and 
action pictures!   
However, the concept of “genuine multimedia” is commonly taken to mean a 
mix of text and audio or text and video. In other words, it is not about supply-
ing ordinary radio or TV formats over the Internet, as some online news sites 
do under the banners of Web radio and Web TV. Such approaches only involve 
finding a new distribution channel for familiar media formats – not developing 
genuinely new formats. The BBC example shows an attempt to integrate video 
clips into an otherwise text-based news format. This provides an interesting and 
exciting effect on an otherwise static screen display, but the video components 
seem simply to have been “added on” to the text. Text and video have not been 
properly integrated, they do not work in close and mutual interaction. To some 
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extent, the reasons for this have to do with content. The text and video com-
ponents have not been edited on the basis of a consistent “interaction-based” 
approach, but rather as separate perspectives on the story. The actual screen 
design also contributes to keeping the two components apart. When readers 
click a video icon, a video player (Real Player) opens in a corner of the screen. 
This means that the video clip is not shown in physical proximity to a relevant 
text field, but in a “random” field on the screen.  
Happily, however, online news sites are showing an increasing willingness to experi-
ment in the area of multimedia. For example, Norwegian Aftenposten.no has devel-
oped a well functioning text-video format. In this design, the video clips are concise 
and focused, providing more depth to issues mentioned in more general terms in 
the text. In addition, they are shown in immediate proximity to the most relevant 
text sections. Moreover, the video format most often used (QuickTime) gives us-
ers full control of running, rewinding, and fast-forwarding the clips – moving the 
marker forward runs the clip in “fast mode”. 

Here, the video sequence interacts very well with both the text and the other pic-
tures that are displayed directly below the video window. Both the video clip and 
the pictures contribute to bringing to life and documenting central issues of the 
news content, while for its part, the text succeeds in formulating and summarising 
an aspect of content more exactly and unambiguously than the visual media can. 
If there is any criticism to be made of this presentation, it has more to do with the 
structural angle. The text is still written as a traditional, linear news article, and
readers cannot see the whole picture until they have scrolled their way through 
the entire story. 
One step further towards a combination of multimedia and overview has been 
achieved by CNN.com. On major news stories they offer an advanced mixture of

Illustration 4.10

The screen dump shows 
Aftenposten.no’s use of 
video clips as a supple-
ment to the text-based 
news story.
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updated news articles, in-depth-reports, picture galleries, video clips and a diversity 
of interactive services –  arranged in a design that keeps all pieces well sorted and 
still totally integrated.  

4.4.3   Provisional conclusion
The last few sections have looked at the opportunities and needs as regards further
development of the news format. These opportunities can be summed up as follows:
optimal utilisation of hypermedia technology requires a modular structure and a 
multimedia expression. The modular structure can be achieved by dividing news
material into more and smaller units than is customary in traditional news produc-

Illustration 4.11

    CNN.com combines 
different content mod-

ules and media types in 
a design that creats both 

order and integration. 
Note the picture gallery 
to the upper right in the 

top screen dump.  
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tion, and then organising and presenting these units in such a way that users can 
quickly see the big picture and thus have a good basis for choosing.  Multimedia 
expression involves ensuring that the separate content pieces contain a mix of text, 
pictures, audio and/or video. This mix must be edited and designed so that the text
material and the audio-visual material create a mutual interplay, i.e. the text must be 
clearly relevant to the audio and/or video clips, and vice versa.  
So what would such a hypermedia format look like? An indication is offered in the
following section. 

4.5   HYPERMEDIA NEWS
The aim in developing a news format that is suited to both the opportunities offered
by the medium and to the wishes and needs of the user (see the model in Chapter 
1), must be to create a news presentation that is overviewable, user-controlled and 
attractive.14 As such, we are talking about a presentation that appeals to individual 
interest, to rational searches for understanding of the outside world, and to more 
physical needs for sensory stimulation, recognition and fascination. It sounds like 
a Utopian solution, and a great deal of experimentation and testing will certainly 
be required before we start to approach formats that really cover all these require-
ments. However, the obstacles which exist are not to be found in the area of tech-
nology. Rather, human resources are the ones that need to be honed and utilised: 
creativity, inquisitiveness, openness and stamina.   
With a view to attempting to stimulate such a development process, I would like to 
present a sketch of a format which may potentially cover all the values I mentioned 
above. I am taking as my starting point the BBC story presented in section 4.3.  This
news story is hypermedial in its original form because it combines a hypertextual 
structure with a multimedia expression. However, the structure is coarse and un-
clear, and the multimedia expression does not make particularly good use of the 
opportunities for interaction between text, graphics, audio and video. 
In the illustration below, readers encounter a short, verbal introduction to the news 
presented side-by-side with a graphic map of content. Below is a presentation field for 
text, images and video; to the right is a context field (See illustration 4.12).
The introduction touches on all the most important themes of the news story, so
that these few lines are sufficient to provide readers with a degree of overview of the
story content. The map of content displays a number of small circles organised on a
surface defined by a vertical and a horizontal axis. All the central themes of the story
are mentioned along the horizontal axis. Readers are already familiar with these 
themes as they have read the short introduction to the story. On the horizontal axis, 
the “summaries” come first, followed by all the sources used in the story.  The first
column of the map contains the journalists’ summaries of all the themes in the story. 
Here, journalists are free to be as journalistically minded or as nakedly informative 
as the profile of the news site suggests. In the other columns, the content is exam-
ined in depth, graded and documented through the use of the comments of every 
source on each theme, presented separately in individual texts.  
The map thus functions as a matrix structure, which is the third main type of content 
structure. (The two others are the axial and network-dominated structures presented 

14 Here, I am referring to 
the demands on a specific
media format, i.e. a form 
of communication. These
demands are supplements 
to the usual demands on 
the news genre for truth, 
relevance, independence, 
etc. 
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earlier in this chapter).  Readers are free to choose whether they simply want to read 
the journalists’ summaries, or whether they want to “peep behind” this presentation 
and take a closer look at the various perspectives that each source represents. This 
structure thus combines the principle of “first a little, then more” with the “market 
trader principle” which involves the material being collected, sorted and presented 
in such a way that “customers” themselves can choose according to their own needs 

Illustration 4.12

   Suggestion for a hyper-
medial news format. The 
introduction and a map 

of content/navigation 
tool are positioned at 

the top, the multimedia 
presentation field is im-
mediately below them 
and the contextual re-

sources are presented in 
the column to the right.
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set on fire when a seven hour  riot 
broke out on the streets of Leeds on 
Tuesday night. 

It is thought the violence by mainly 
Asian youths may be related to the 
arrest of an Asian man on Sunday. 

But Assistant Chief Constable of 
West Yorkshire Police Graham Max-
well said the rioting was “criminal 
activity, pure and simple. He de-
scribed it as “a premeditated attack 
on police”. 

The disturbances, in the multi-eth-
nic area Harehill, come less than two 
weeks after racial violence flared in 
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and interests.15 When users click a circle in the map, the associated content will be 
presented in the bigger field below the map. It is in this field that the content is to
be given an expression that should ideally be both understandable and attractive. 
The model shows how a short text sequence can be combined with a short video
sequence. The intention is for readers to read the text first and then initiate the video
sequence. The purpose of the video clip is thus to supplement the text with explana-
tory verbal information, and to increase the attraction value of the story by adding 
proximity, truth and dynamism.  Proximity because readers will become more “fa-
miliar” with the people mentioned in the text; truth because the video functions as 
documentation of claims made in the text; and dynamism because the video features 
both sound and movement. 
In addition to the map which provides an overview of the “primary material” of the 
story (i.e. the material journalists have written or processed themselves), there is a side 
field to add context to the story. This field contains links to different types of relevant
supplementary information: archive material about the same theme as well as appro-
priate external Web sites. In addition, it contains links to debate pages that deal with 
precisely this story, and links that allow readers to send feedback to the newsroom. It 
would also be possible to include other forms of user functionality in this field to the
extent that they may add value to the story: opinion polls, chatrooms, etc.
There are many aspects of this model that are open to discussion – the use of the
screen surface in particular. It can be difficult to find room for a good map of con-
tent and a spacious presentation field on the same screen. One option for improving
the space conditions involves making the map optional, so that users can call it up 
or minimise it as required. This would open up more opportunities regarding the
size of the map of content – and the amount of information it is to include – while 
simultaneously allowing more room on the screen for text and video material.

15 For the model to work 
as intended, the journalists 
must strive to present the 
separate source perspec-
tives in an honest manner. 
No technology can prevent 
unprofessional journalists 
from manipulating their 
source material. However, 
some technologies do make 
it easier to pursue an ideal 
of balanced and graded 
news communication.
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Who are we writing online news for? Are we writing for the same reader who opens 
The Observer on a Sunday morning, or who relaxes with the Daily Mail in the after-
noon? Naturally, we may be writing for the same person, although not necessarily for 
the same reader. If we are to create online news that works well, it is not enough simply 
to master the technological side. We must also know something about the wishes and 
requirements of the receiver. Do they actually want what we are offering them?

5.1   DISTINGUISHING FEATURES OF ONLINE 

NEWS READERS
Over the years, a number of surveys have been carried out about the habits and re-
quirements of online news readers, the way they read and their expectations of the 
medium. In fact, sufficient surveys have been carried out to allow us to set up a list
of aspects that distinguish this type of reader, and which should therefore influence
the way in which we produce journalism for the online audience.
One way to describe online news readers is to look at them as people made up of 
four different components. They are members of society and thus members of a par-
ticular culture. This means that they are very likely to share the fundamental living
conditions and perception of reality that apply to members of this culture. Next, 
they are readers of news, which means they make specific demands on the content 
of the material they consume. When it comes to users of the medium, we should 
differentiate between Internet users and screen readers. One category is concerned 
with interacting with particular forms of choices, whereas the other has to do with 
interacting with a readable medium that acts in a very different way to a piece of
paper.  
It is reasonable to highlight the two latter qualities as those that especially differenti-
ate the online news reader from users of other media forms. However, it is not until 
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we can see the interplay between all four aspects that we can build up a good, com-
prehensive understanding of the type of reader we are approaching when we present 
journalism on the Net.  So let us take a closer look at them, one at a time.

5.1.1  As members of society: busy and sceptical
If we are to take a very general look at the big picture – which is what we have to do 
when talking about cultural tendencies – it would be safe to state that the adjectives 
in the title above constitute two key words that distinguish the citizens in a post-
modern, western, urbanised culture. That means us.
Work, leisure activities and demands related to standards of living mean that a great 
many of us have very busy everyday lives, and demands on efficient use of time are
correspondingly high. This also applies to the way in which we use the media. If the
film on TV is boring, we switch channels. If the presentation we see on the Internet is
dull, we quickly move on. We do not waste time on things that do not live up to our 
standards – the choice is too wide and time is too short for this type of sloppiness. 
For busy people, it is essential to send out a clear signal that “you are making good 
use of your time by reading this Web page – it contains something you need and 
you can find it quickly …” And it is crucial to communicate this message in just a
few seconds before busy, transient readers have found “greener grass” at the end of 
a different link.
The people in our culture are sceptical in that we no longer accord the authori-
ties the same blind faith that we did a few decades or centuries ago. This applies
to our relationship with the media just as much as it does to our attitude to state, 
church and school. Many people have discovered what scientific theorists found
out a long time ago – namely that there are many “realities” and “truths”, and no 
matter who you are, at any given time you can only ever see certain angles, certain 
sections of reality and truth. 
This means that you are left to think for yourself, take responsibility for your own life
and make your decisions about which suppliers of values and association to choose. 
This type of development involves both positive and negative aspects for individual
citizens. Nevertheless, it is a cultural phenomenon which to a greater or lesser extent 
distinguishes the members of the online news “target group”. These people do not
passively accept someone else telling them what is true and presenting incontro-
vertible interpretations of this or that news event. The poor scores achieved by the
profession of journalism on what are known as “confidence barometers” (which are
published regularly) make it clear that readers do not view journalists as objective 
reporters of truth, but as exponents of specific ways in which to describe the world.       
When dealing with readers who are sceptical of authority, it is important to stress 
that the presentation you are making is not an authoritarian statement about the 
nature of reality, but that it is a good basis for readers to establish their own inter-
pretations and opinions.      
Let me add a third keyword as a supplement to this rather coarse cultural descrip-
tion: complexity. In his book entitled Det hyperkomplekse samfund (The hypercom-
plex society), Danish author Lars Qvortrup makes the point that modern means of 
communication and information technology have made our society – and thus our 
lives – remarkably complex. Every day, every single one of us must deal with a vast 
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quantity of conditions and events in both our immediate and distant surroundings. 
Even when we are at home in our own living rooms, the competition for our limited 
attention is great: messages from our children about their day at school fight for
space with messages about a holiday tragedy in the Mediterranean and about what 
the town councillors did on their visit to the capital. For many people, the world and 
the business of living appear severely complex and too vast to deal with, and techno-
logical development over the past decades has done little to dampen this perception. 
For many people, that is. Those who learn to master the ICT technologies sensi-
bly have been given a tool to deal with the complexity that the same technologies 
have helped to exacerbate. The Internet and the texts that can be distributed via
this computer network can contribute to reflection about and to organisation of the 
complexity of existence, as long as full use is made of the opportunities they pres-
ent for selection, connection and sorting. When used poorly, both the Internet and 
its texts are more likely to contribute to increasing the user’s perception of a chaotic 
surrounding world.    
For readers struggling with the complexity of existence, it is essential to present 
text types and forms of presentation that provide a realistic description of their own 
world while at the same time giving them the chance to see traces of patterns and 
relationships within this world. 
To summarise, we can thus assume the following: if we are to satisfy the needs of 
online news readers as members of the culture of our time, we must create news that 
paints a reasonably realistic picture of a complex world. However, this must be done 
in a way that creates both overview and recognition – very quickly – so that com-
mitment is maintained and the power to evaluate is activated. It is not easy to meet 
such a demand. However, it seems clear that the hypertextual practice of division, 
sorting and connecting does provide exciting opportunities. 

5.1.2  As readers of news: hunting for the new and the meaningfull
So what of readers as readers of news – what does the news genre itself mean to read-
ers’ requirements and wishes?  I will examine this theme in more detail in Chapter 
7, so here I would just like to take a quick look at it. It is safe to assume that readers 
of news have a number of very different requirements that they – consciously or un-
consciously – want covered: they are looking for diversion and entertainment; they 
want reassurance that the world today is more or less the same as it was yesterday; 
and they are looking for the association that stems from seeing how other people 
tackle a life that resembles their own. However, first and foremost they are look-
ing for information about what has happened most recently in their immediate and 
distant surroundings. And this information must be presented in a way that allows 
them to convert it into knowledge, something they need and can use in their every-
day lives. For information to be converted into knowledge, understanding is essen-
tial. Not just a correct interpretation of the meaning of the words and the content of 
the sentences, but a deeper understanding of what the news is about, what it means 
to the reader personally, and how it is to be understood in relation to other events 
and societal conditions. In other words: the news must be designed and presented 
in a way that makes it meaningful for readers. 
This means that as consumers of news, online news site readers are concerned with 
information that is current, that is relevant to themselves, and that is understand-
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able and meaningful. So what should we offer such readers – via the Net? Here, there
are plenty of opportunities for exploiting the special features of the Net medium, 
and for providing a product that stands out from the product offered by other me-
dia. In particular, it has to do with utilising the distribution speed to achieve optimal 
actuality and using link options to provide the story with multifaceted and broad 
illumination.   

5.1.3   As Net users: surfers and seekers
Next we come to the more medium-specific features of readers of online news, fea-
tures linked to the fact that they are interacting with a digital network medium with 
great options for choice, while at the same time all information is presented on a 
flickering screen of limited size.   
It is said that there are two types of Web users: surfers and seekers. This is a good de-
scription, but it describes two different approaches to reading rather than two differ-
ent types of users. When you navigate associatively around a Web site or a Web page 
to see whether anything of interest appears, you are a surfer. When you are looking 
for the answer to a more or less precise question, then you are a seeker. During any 
session on the Net, most online news readers will switch between these approaches 
to reading – just like they do when leafing through a hard-copy newspaper. The
difference is that both the “adventure-seeking” surfer and the more consciously tar-
geted seeker find other and more specialist support tools on the computer than in
the traditional newspaper. Databases and search engines are examples of technology 
that provide great support to the seeker, while electronic links and index lists are 
excellent “surfboards”.
What is important to remember is that both these approaches to reading (surfing
and seeking) are more strongly in evidence in readers who use a hypermedium than 
in those who use a paper medium. Surfers have to find something of interest on a
Web page very quickly – otherwise they will simply click away to another site. Peo-
ple rarely click their way to the underlying levels of an online news site unless their 
attention has been captured by one of the stories on the front page.16 It is a different
matter regarding hard-copy newspapers. Here, readers are happy to read (or at least 
leaf through) the entire paper once they have bought it, irrespective of whether or 
not they are interested in the front-page stories.  
Similarly, Net users make high demands for “factual delivery”. To a greater extent 
than hard-copy newspaper readers, they want answers to their questions, because 
they are working with a medium with gigantic storage capacity and highly flexible
link options. The survey entitled Nettavisen og brukerne (The news site and its us-
ers) revealed that 80 per cent of respondents often felt that they received too little
information about each individual news story, and more than 70 per cent felt that 
the news updates were poor in areas in which they were particularly interested.17 
When opportunities are great, requirements also increase.  
In other words, as Net users, online news readers demand material that stimulates 
their interest and provides answers to the questions that interest them. To satisfy 
this aspect of readers, it is important to provide a wide range of relevant informa-
tion, presented in a way that creates a good overview of the entire range while simul-
taneously highlighting the most important material.  

16 This is the reason why
most online news sites 
organise their content ac-
cording to the principle of 
“broad and shallow” rather 
than “narrow and deep”. 
This means that readers are
given an overview of most 
of the content on the very 
first page and do not need
to click more than once 
or, as a maximum, twice 
before they have found the 
information in which they 
are interested.

17 See the reference list 
at the back of this book: 
Engebretsen 2000. 
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5.1.4   As screen readers: searchers and skimmers
This brings us to the final component of this complex figure, namely online 
news readers as screen readers.  This is where concepts such as interface and 
user friendliness really come into play. No matter how much exciting content is 
available to readers, no matter how many links, images and video clips are on 
offer – everything must be given a concrete and sensible form on the screen. It 
is the form, the design, that constitutes the “face” of the content that readers 
see, what is known as the interface between content and reader. And the type 
of design that is most user-friendly depends on factors such as the properties 
of the reading medium. Here, the screen differs from a hard-copy presentation 
in a number of significant areas. That is why screen readers read differently to 
hard-copy readers. 
So what are the most important features of the screen as a reading surface?  Firstly: 
it does not have storage capacity, only presentation capacity. This means that it often
presents only a part of the information that makes up a comprehensive presenta-
tion. The rest is “hidden” on a server. The parts that are not presented on the screen 
are nevertheless represented in the form of headings, icons or the like. Readers must 
click them to call them up and make them readable. In other words, the screen is 
used to investigate content that is partially hidden. It is a different matter when we
read something on paper. Here, we have an overview of everything available as soon 
as we open the paper itself. The physical limitations of the paper surface correspond
to the limitation of content. However, it is true that when reading books and some 
newspaper articles we still have to turn pages to see the whole story. But this turn-
ing of the pages does not represent the same level of investigation as is required by 
screen reading. Both the page division and the layout conventions of paper media 
control the actual reading process to a greater extent towards a specific order and
prioritisation.  
Secondly, the screen has a relatively unstable surface. It “flickers” and features low
resolution in comparison to the paper medium. This means that it is not suitable for
thorough reading of long texts – particularly if the long texts are written in small 
fonts! Surveys have revealed that people read around 25 per cent more slowly on 
screen than on paper.18 In addition, there is a stronger tendency to skim texts on 
screen than those on paper. 
In other words: screen readers most often read fast and cursory. But when decided
to read carefully, they read really slowly. In the Nettavisen og brukerne (The news
site and its users) survey, almost 70 per cent of respondents stated that it was more 
unpleasant – from a purely physical perspective – to read on screen than to read on 
paper. And more than 60 per cent stated that they read articles from start to finish
less often online than in hard-copy papers.  
The online news reader who skims the text is therefore an investigative, actively 
selective reader who prefers skimming to reading in depth, and prefers short 
texts to long ones. So how should we greet readers with these distinguishing 
features?  A reasonable approach is to divide the content into several short texts 
rather than a single long one, to make it easy to skim the text and to use a 
graphic design that helps readers to perceive content-related similarities and 
relationships quickly and intuitively. I will take a closer look at how to do this in 
practice in Chapter 6.

18 See, for example, Jakob 
Nielsen’s Designing Web 

Usability. 
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Summary
As a summary, we can draw a profile of the online news reader. Naturally, any such 
profile will be very general and the knowledge-based foundations for the various
points may well vary as regards solidity. However, it may well be worth keeping in 
the back of your mind when creating online news intended to communicate with 
the readers. 
There are grounds for assuming that online news readers are:
• busy and concerned with using their time efficiently
• sceptical of unambiguous, authoritarian forms of presentation
• searching for current, relevant, understandable and meaningful information 

about what is happening in their immediate and distant surroundings
• demanding as regards both stimulation of their interest and delivery of facts
•  readers who prefer investigative skimming to close and careful reading.

5.2   Results from a panel study   
To access more specific information about how online news readers use the new
media, what kind of attitudes and wishes they have in relation to them, the best 
approach is to ask them directly. The first major study of use that was carried out
among news readers of this kind in the Nordic region was my own study Nettavisen 
og brukere (The news site and its users) to which I have already referred several
times. The survey was part of a Ph.D. project and was completed in 2000.  
In the study, a panel of between 124 and 211 active online news readers were asked 
to answer around 130 questions divided into four rounds. These rounds were com-
pleted at intervals of six months. The results are presented in a separate book (Enge-
bretsen 2000) so here I only wish to summarise a few but important tendencies.  
Following on from the previous chapter, the most important question to answer 
is: do online news readers want modular, divided news where they themselves can 
choose perspectives and explanation from a “menu”? Or would they rather have the 
news “the old-fashioned way” with the journalist’s limited narration as the main ele-
ment? Below are some of the results from the panel study which can help cast some 
light on the issue.
• Many people are tired of the focus of narrative journalism on conflict and

sensation. Around two-thirds of the panel members thought that Norwegian 
newspapers “dramatised” the news to a level beyond that inherent in the events 
themselves.

• Around half the panel members thought that Norwegian newspaper journal-
ists failed to present news events in a sufficiently objective manner. (In this
context, objectivity is defined as close to reality, i.e. true and comprehensive.)

• Almost all the panel members thought that one of the most important tasks of 
online news was to function as an objective and precise channel of information 
that readers could trust.  

• Around a quarter of the panel members would like online news to contain 
an element of entertainment, while approximately half the panel members 
thought that such elements were simply confusing in the context of news.   

• The properties of online news sites that readers considered the most signifi-
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cant advantages of the medium in relation to hard-copy newspapers were the 
opportunity to present fresh, up-to-date news at all times, and the opportunity 
to provide access to large volumes of information concerning individual stories. 
Around 70 per cent of the panel members thought that online news sites should 
offer more information about the stories than hard-copy newspapers do. 

• Almost the entire panel thought that news stories on an online news site should 
feature electronic links to allow readers to click their way to relevant material if 
they wish. 

• Almost the entire panel thought that an online news site should contain both 
long and short presentations of the same stories so that readers can choose 
which version to read. 

Taken together, these results confirm the assumption that online news readers
see themselves as active investigators rather than passive receivers. They are more
concerned with acquiring accurate information than with being entertained by 
more or less exciting news stories. They want news that they can adapt to their
own requirements for information, i.e. news forms that offer choices during the 
reading process.   
Therefore it is not so surprising that the heavily modular, hypertextual news models
I described in the previous chapter (see illustrations 4.8 and 4.9) were well received 
by this panel. Around 75 per cent of the respondents found this form more suitable 
for communicating major news stories than the conventional, linear forms of pre-
sentation. A corresponding percentage meant that the modular forms stimulate the 
desire to read, present a better overview and improve understanding of the news to 
a greater extent than the linear form. As regards confidence in the truth content of
the news, the reactions to the new and old forms were more-or-less the same.  
It should be stressed that the panel consisted of volunteers and should therefore not 
be considered a representative group. However, as the panel was sufficiently large
and comprised a range of “social categories”, the results can be assumed to provide 
reasonable indications of the attitudes and wishes of online news readers in general. 
And what these indications can tell the online news producers of today and tomor-
row is that they have no need to search among their audience to find the greatest
hindrances to the process of developing the Net medium. In contrast, the obstacles 
are more likely to be found among the producers themselves: in their own habits 
and routines, and in their inherited ways of thinking about news communication. 
Faced with a new medium and a new audience, producers have to innovate all links 
of the communication chain. And new approaches very often tend to appear when
someone is willing to start questioning old, established “truths”.  
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It is one thing to outline a model or a goal. It is quite another to produce Web-adapted 
news in practice. In this chapter, we will be taking a closer look at the actual work pro-
cess that leads to the type of news presented and discussed in Chapter 4. Many aspects 
of the process must be changed when the end product is to be suited to a screen medium 
and a computer user rather than to a paper medium and a newspaper reader. 

What do you actually have to do to produce modular, hypertextual online news – 
which may even have to involve multimedial expression?  Let me first stress that the
principle of division and user-control is more important in this context than the prin-
ciple of multimedial expression. While multimedia is an option of expression, still 
associated with advanced software and highly specialized competence, the principle
of user-control is a basic feature of the web media – and it is does not require very 
advanced skills or software. What it requires is a new way of thinking, new working
routines and new writing techniques. Therefor, it is the modular principle, which has
optimised user-control as its overriding aim, that will be in focus in this chapter. 
We can divide the work process into three parts on the basis of three different aspects of
the appearance of online news on the screen. What readers actually face on the screen 
can be divided into content, functionality and design. Content has to do with the rep-
resentations of reality that are coded into text, images, video clips and the like. In this 
context, functionality is to be understood as user functions, i.e. what users can actively do 
in their interaction with the machine. Similarly, in this case design should be understood 
as having the relatively narrow meaning of presentation. Design itself can be further 
divided into content design, i.e. the principles that control the presentation of texts, links, 
etc. and screen design which covers all the components on the screen with regard to their 
organisation and their form, colour, size and position. Here, I will cover content design 
in conjunction with the online news content, the most important and weightiest aspect 
of the presentation. I will then look at screen design as a separate aspect.  
So: content is what users can learn, functionality is what they can do and design is 
what they can see. 

CHAPTER 6 The practical work



75Writing for the Web: An Introduction to Online Journalism

6.1   CONTENT
As things stand today, the production of content is largely concerned with the pro-
duction of text and images. From the perspective of this book, we will focus our 
attention on text production and view the process as a writing process. No matter 
what written medium you use to communicate the news, the writing process always 
comprises the following five phases: collation, selection, organisation, formulation
and presentation. Adaptation to the screen medium should, in principle, affect all
these phases! Let us take them one at a time.

6.1.1   Collation
When you, as a journalist, have received a tip or have had an idea, you need to col-
late more information to give yourself the best possible impression of what has hap-
pened: causes, sequence of events, consequences and so on. As early as this stage, you 
will normally be thinking of the final news product as a form that is to be filled with
content. If you are working for the popular press, you will be hunting for specific types 
of information, while if you are working for a local publication, it is likely that your 
priorities will be different. The format will always influence the content. Therefore, an
online news format will inevitably affect the journalist’s way of thinking as early as the
material collation stage.   
The most important aspects of the online news format are that there is no shortage of
space and that the material can be organised in ways other than linear, narrative struc-
tures. For journalists hunting for information, this means two things. Firstly, they can 
contact more sources than they would have done had they been working for a medium 
distinguished by shortage of space (i.e. newspapers, radio, TV). They need not make
do with the “usual” sources or with those sources which best suit specific stereotyped
role patterns: “heroes” and “villains”, “power wielders” and “victims”, and so on. In-
stead, they can attempt to illuminate the event from as many angles as possible, also 
through the use of sources that are not normally contacted for stories of this kind. 
They can search for nuances, unconventional perspectives – whatever can give readers
the best possible understanding of the event, its background and its importance. 
Secondly, journalists can handle every single source differently in relation to the ap-
proach applied to traditional news reporting. In a modular news article, it is not the 
conflict that is the most important component, but the facts, perspectives and patterns. 
Every source can be given a reasonable amount of space – journalists are not simply 
hunting for the sections that indicate conflict or opposition. (Even though focus can
be turned on these perspectives when appropriate in the context of the story!)
Such an alteration in the premises for collating information opens the door to view-
ing the entire news story with new eyes. The collation process can become less me-
chanical and routine. When journalists have more space and a more “open” form 
of news, there will be space for new thoughts about how to cover an event – and 
probably about what can be considered a good news story.  
The conclusion must thus be that: as an online journalist, you should maintain
a very open attitude to the question of what constitutes good material and good 
angles. Use your eyes, your ears and all your experience when searching for the 
answers. This will allow you to write online articles that both involve and concern
your readers.  
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6.1.2   Selection and organisation
Once you have completed your journalistic information collation, you will be left
with a stack of “raw material” consisting of interview notes, documents, observa-
tions, etc. So the question is: what items should I include?  And what type of content 
should every single piece – or node – contain? Should I allocate a separate text node 
to each interview object, or should I divide the nodes up according to the various 
sub-themes of the issue?  This can be termed the fragmentation phase which has to 
do with dividing the total volume of material up into suitable units.
While thinking about these questions, you will discover what pieces are most closely 
related, and what type of total image the news as a whole should present. You may 
also discover how verbal information can interact with images and audio and/or 
video sequences so that these sections “talk to each other”, and the whole says more 
than the sum of its parts. In rather the same way as a tapestry says more than a 
couple of thousand pieces of different-coloured threads.   
Which brings us to the integration phase. This is a very important phase in writing
hypertexts. If the sections are not organised to produce a coherent and larger whole, 
the news will be nothing more than a batch of fragments – separate pieces without 
any clear internal relationship.
The integration process has to do with organising the pieces and then presenting 
them on the screen.  
When a lot of information has to be presented on a small screen surface, it is es-
sential that you succeed in sorting the material in an appropriate manner. Sorting 
involves gathering pieces of content that belong together in separate groups. This
(once again)  brings up the question of criteria: what criteria should we use as the 
basis for sorting? One example of material that needs sorting is archive material 
linked to large “ongoing stories”. When a new development appears in such cases, 
archived stories are often presented as a long list of links organised by date of first
publication. This organisation principle is generally of little use to most readers,
who are most often concerned with specific aspects of the issue: why did it hap-
pen? Who are the victims? What are the long term concequences? The illustration
below shows how CNN.com sorts its archived material by theme in the presenta-
tion of the Tsunami catastrophy in december 2004. 

Illustration 6.1

Different types of con-
tent are sorted in a user-

friendly way on 
CNN’s special report site 

”After the Tsunami”. 
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Sometimes it is enough to sort the content so that the nodes that have specific fea-
tures are grouped together. Often, however, it will be necessary to position the vari-
ous groups under a more general structure; when individual nodes have a summa-
rising role in relation to certain other nodes, for example. It may also happen that 
one group of nodes needs to be organised in a network while another group would 
be better organised as a hierarchy. This will make the sorting just one aspect of a
more general structuring of the material. 

6.1.3   Formulation
There are several things it is important to remember when writing the individual
nodes. Firstly, each node should have a separate title and a form of introduction 
which concisely summarises the most important information. This will help you to
fulfil the general requirement for Web publishing, namely: first a little, then more. 
Secondly, it is essential that you are aware of which nodes readers are likely to have 
read already. If you have organised the material with an introductory initial text, 
you can take it for granted that the information in this text has been read. If there 
is no initial text of this kind, every single node must be introduced with a kind of 
presentation of the events and people who will be discussed in the node. The start
of each node is crucial in helping readers to decide whether or not to read more of 
the text – and readers are most usually attracted to texts where they perceive that 
something new is being added to something they already know.    
As regards the approach to writing in general, you should strive to make every 
single node both short and concise. In an informative genre such as the news, the 
information value of the text should take precedence over its aesthetic value; facts 
before style. This means that complex formulations, smart headers and thought-
provoking metaphors should take second place to simple and – as far as possible 
– unambiguous language. Naturally, this does not mean keeping exclusively to the 
most basic and undemanding formulations – good, rich language always adds value. 
However, you should write on the basis of the awareness that news readers want 
to be informed rather than seduced. Moreover: readers will be reading quickly and 
superficially and will be unlikely to take the time to stop and appreciate a delightful
subordinate clause, or to unravel an enigmatic metaphor.    
As such, it will normally be a good idea to follow the guidelines listed below:
• Choose your words carefully. 
• Eliminate all unnecessary information.19

• Write for skimmers. Divide the text up into numerous sections with sub-head-
ers and bullets. 

• Only introduce one idea per section.
• Use well-considered, informative headers. Remember that headers are often

removed from their context and used in link lists or indexes.  
• It is a good idea to start each text with a conclusion or a summary. The in-

verted pyramid works better in individual text nodes than in the online news 
story as a whole.

• Use simple sentences.
• Be careful in your use of irony and metaphor. 

19 Harold Evans, the 
famous British wordsmith, 
stresses that nothing 
is more tiresome for 
newspaper readers than 
having to draw nuggets of 
meaning from a rock fall 
of words. (From his book 
entitled Essential English 
for Journalists, Editors and 
Writers)
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6.1.4   Presentation
While the structure connects all the units of the material to a coherent whole, 
the task of the design is to present the content to the reader. The most impor-
tant function of the design is to present the content in a clear and transparent 
manner. Naturally, it is an advantage if this can be done in a tasteful and at-
tractive way.    
This theme poses questions on several levels. The lowest level has to do with conven-
tional aspects of layout: fonts, pitch, spacing, column width, etc. The next level con-
cerns how the text is to be divided up through sections, sub-headers, highlighted 
text, etc. The top level deals with how the holistic news content is to be presented to
readers in an overviewable manner so that they have a good basis for investigating 
the issue from the perspective of their own needs and interests. At this level, the 
task of the design is to show what pieces of content are available and how they fit
together. Therefore, the practice of linking – i.e. the way in which you organise and 
present the links – has a significant role to play here.
The sections below present a number of aspects that you should bear in mind when
working with content design. 20 

Text layout

The text layout affects both the readability of the text and the immediate impression
readers receive of the issue that appears on the screen. If the text appears too tight 
and compact, many people will not even bother to start reading it. The section be-
low summarises a number of useful rules of thumb: 
• Use a font colour that clearly contrasts with the background. (Red on green is 

hopeless for colour-blind people!)
• Use pitches that allow the text to be read by people with less than perfect eye-

sight.
• Be careful in your use of background patterns.
• Keep all the text still! Flashing or moving texts are a nightmare to read. 
• Always use a fixed left-hand margin. This gives the eye a stable starting point

for each line. 
• Column width should be somewhere between a newspaper column and a 

book column.
• Create an “airy” text image. Short sections with plenty of space in between. 
• Do not use capital letters for long sections of text. Capital letters take longer to 

interpret than small letters.

Linking

As mentioned previously, links are electronic address tags that connect computer 
files containing different types of information: text, audio, video, images, etc. When
you write a text that you want to connect to another text, there are several ways for 
you to link them together. You can mark the link at a relevant place in the text you 
wish to link from (exit node).21 Imagine that your text includes the following sen-
tence: “In her statement to the police, the mother stressed that her son was at home 
at the time.”  If you have written an individual text that presents more details of the 
mother’s statement to the police, it may be a good idea to insert a link to the appro-

 21 A link mark is often
called an anchor, but I do 
not differentiate between
links and anchors in this 

book. 

20 Many of these points are 
taken from Jakob Nielsen’s 

Designing Web Usability 
and Mike Ward’s Journal-

ism Online.
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priate file directly from the words “her statement to the police”. This explanatory file
will thus become a target node in this link connection.  
Links of this kind are called text-internal links. Some people like such links; they feel 
that these links open the door to an exciting form of individual investigation of the 
material. However, many people feel that they overly disrupt the reading process as 
they entice readers away from consecutive lines in the presentation. An important 
question in this regard concerns whether the original text disappears completely 
from the screen or whether it remains visible even though the new node is opened 
in a new window or in a set frame. Text-internal links work best when both the exit 
node and target node remain visible on the screen at the same time (see the text 
model in illustration 4.8).
If you do not want to use a text-internal link to connect to the file containing the
police statement, you can use a text-external link instead. This means that you posi-
tion the anchor to the link outside the text field itself, usually below or to the right
of it.22  The drawback in positioning links at the bottom of the text field is that read-
ers may not notice the link unless they scroll all the way down. If you wish to link 
several files to the exit node, you can create a link list. A link list is a list of headers or 
short explanations. When readers click the links, the system automatically retrieves 
the files in question.
A third way to set up a link system is to collect all the links in a visual map of content. 
In this case, readers have to click a field in the map of content to move from one
node to the next.  (Chapter 3 contains more information about maps of content).  
You can naturally combine these three methods to create relations and networks on 
multiple levels. However, remember that the more complex the system of links, the 
greater the risk that readers will lose their overview. The best approach is normally
to keep all the links collected in one place, either in a list to the right of the primary 
text field or in a graphic map of content. The aim must always be to ensure that read-
ers have a complete overview of the entire system of links related to the case, that 
they always know where they are – and where they can go from there. Only then can 
they navigate quickly and efficiently.
Below is a bulleted guide to successful linking:
• You can certainly use different types of links in a shared link field, but they

must nevertheless be sorted clearly. You can use colours or headers to separate 
links to own original articles, to own archived material, to external Web sites, 
to debate pages, etc.

• The links must give readers as much precise information as possible about what 
they will find at the other end. It should not be taken for granted that a header
taken out of its context will work well in a list of links. If the link itself pro-
vides little information, it can be useful to add a sentence that provides a better 
explanation of the node content. Link information can also be inserted in the 
link as a pop-up, i.e. a text that does not appear on the screen until the link is 
touched (but before it is clicked!). 

• The link practice you choose must be consistent and predictable. No matter 
whether you choose text-internal or text-external links, whether you organise 
your links in lists, link fields or maps of content; whether you use titles, small
texts, figures or images as link labels – you must always establish fixed conven-
tions for your chosen approach. Readers will soon get used to a specific link

22 The area to the left of the
body copy will normally 
be reserved for navigation 
tools (menus, etc.) that 
lead to other sections of 
the Web site.
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practice on Web sites they visit often – and will quickly become frustrated if
the links are different from their usual form.  

• Readers must always be able to form an overview of the entire link system 
related to the issue at hand to ensure that the navigation is as efficient as pos-
sible. Identical lists of links should be attached to all sub-articles in a set of 
articles, and the articles that have already been read should be colour-coded 
in these lists. Graphic maps of content can remain stable in their own fields
on the screen, or they can be made clickable so that readers can call them up 
when they need them. 

These “link regulations” should be relatively simple to follow, but the fact is that
they are ignored as often as they are followed. The most important task of the
content design is to help readers find their way to the content they need most at
any time as quickly as possible. Therefore, clarity, simplicity, logic and consistency
are values worth striving for. 
The extent to which individual journalists have occasion to design the news they
produce will vary according to the work routines and publishing systems applied by 
the editorial teams. However, as the presentation is such an important and integrated 
part of all screen-based publishing, it is likely that the actual writing process will be 
linked very closely to content design in future publishing systems. For example, if 
someone has to prepare a map of content that illustrates the organisation of a large 
news story, it seems only reasonable that this task be given to the person who wrote 
the story. If necessary, a professional graphic designer could handle the final presen-
tation design.  
Many publishing systems today are relatively “rigid” when it comes to how a news 
story is to be designed – and how it is to be adapted to the visual framework of the 
online news site with its section menus, advertisements, etc. The room for visual
creativity is often very limited. But publishing systems are constantly developing,
and the level of flexibility is increasing. So in such a situation it is important that
online journalists themselves know and signal what they want the systems to be able 
to do for them so that the technological development heads in a sensible direction.   

Summary
So what is the order of the writing process? When do you think about structure and 
links, and when do you actually write the texts? Individual writers will have to find
the process that works most efficiently for them, through trial and error. For most
people, however, it would probably be most appropriate to do a fair amount of work 
on the structure of the material before starting to write the texts themselves. And 
when it comes to structure, a very useful approach is to sit and sketch figures on a
piece of paper. Remember that the nodes in a hypertext can be organised and ar-
ranged in the same way as squares and circles can be positioned in different patterns
on a surface. It is also a good idea to know what role a specific text node is to play in
the overall structure before giving it a final linguistic form.
We can now close this section of the chapter with a short reminder list regarding 
how to organise the work to produce hypertextual news: 

The collation phase

• Seek out many different perspectives and sources.   
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• Keep an open mind about questions such as: “What is good material?” and 
“What is a good angle?”

The writing phase

• Select the parts of the material you have collected that you want to include in 
the story, and divide this material up into appropriate nodes (pieces of con-
tent). You can base this division on the sources that provided you with the 
material, or on the sub-themes involved in the story. 

• If there are a lot of nodes, you should arrange them in groups. Again, these 
groups can be organised under an overriding structure so that it is clear whether 
some nodes are more important than others, or whether they should be read in 
a specific order. It is a good idea to make a sketch on a piece of paper.

• Write the nodes as separate texts.
• Very often, it is a good idea to write a summary text as an introduction to the

issue: an initial text. This can be short or long, depending on how strongly you
wish to control your readers’ exploration of the story.  

The presentation phase

• Make sure that the text is “airy” and readable. A good approach is to use short 
sections and plenty of sub-headers. 

• Define the navigation system: link lists, visual map of content, text-internal
links or another style. Make sure that the system is neat, tight and consistent. 
Lists of links that make up a story set should accompany all sub-articles in the 
set.

6.2   FUNCTIONALITY
As mentioned previously, the functionality of the news site has to do with what users 
can do on the screen; how they can use the machine to work actively with the news 
material, with the editorial team or with other readers. 
The technology available offers many forms of user activity in connection with news
publishing. For example, you can invite readers to join an open debate, or to par-
ticipate in Net meetings with celebrities from the news. You can run reader surveys, 
you can ask readers to e-mail the article to friends and acquaintances or give them 
the opportunity to watch the world go by in real time (or almost!) through strategi-
cally positioned Web cameras. You can allow readers to enlarge pictures by clicking 
them. In particular: you can allow them to click links to archived material, to exter-
nal Web sites or to audio and video clips that they can run via a control panel.  
There are plenty of options. The challenges facing producers of digital media are
not, however, confined to the fields of technology and creativity. In equal measure,
they have to do with taking a critical and objective view and evaluating what kind 
of functionality is actually suited to the story – and what matches actual reader 
requirements. The intention behind linking a range of user functions to a news ar-
ticle must be to make the article more understandable, relevant and interesting.  In 
addition, the functionality in the context of news must be subject to the same ethi-
cal considerations as apply to standard news material. For example, opinion polls 
centred on guilt or innocence in connection with ongoing court cases do not fit in
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with the fundamental ethical “rules of the road” that the media usually consider 
themselves bound to follow.  
Two forms of functionality stand out as particularly well-suited to enriching the 
user’s encounter with an online news story. One is to link the news directly to an 
open debate about the issue. The other is to adorn the story with links to other rel-
evant information. We call these debate links and context links.    

6.2.1   Debate links
A great many online news sites have their own debate pages, and readers can 
usually access these pages from a link on the home page of the site. However, the 
activity level on these pages varies greatly – as does the quality of the content. One 
way to strengthen debate and discussion is to link debate pages closely to news 
articles. In fact, it should be as simple as possible for readers to express their opin-
ions about an issue – and to read others’ opinions on the same subject – while they 
are still interacting with the story content. One way to connect news and debate is 
to follow the example of Aftenbladet.no. In stories that are particularly well-suited
to debate, debate input is attached directly to the article in question – immediately 
under or next to the main text itself (See illustration 2.2).
The online pedagogical journal JIME (Journal of Interactive Media in Education) 
provides us with an example of even closer interplay between published article and 
debate about the same article. Here, readers can choose to have the article and de-
bate fields share the screen (i.e. have both visible at the same time) or to read them 
in separate windows. The “shared” option looks like this:

6.2.2   Context links (again)
I mentioned context links briefly in Chapter 3. Here, I would like to look at the area
in a little more detail. By “context links”, I mean links to material that has not been 

Illustration 6.2     

In the online journal 
JIME, readers can read 
sector-specific articles

and debate pages linked 
to the content of these 

articles on screen at the 
same time. This means 

that they can write their 
contributions to the de-
bate while their interest 

and desire to participate 
are at their peak.  
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written or edited specifically for the issue in question, but which is nevertheless of
relevance. In Chapter 3, I called such material secondary material. Secondary mate-
rial can consist of newspaper articles from the publication’s own database, exter-
nal Web sites, scanned documents, etc. A rich deposit of secondary material allows 
readers with specific interests to immerse themselves in selected supplementary in-
formation – while readers with more general interest do not have to wade through 
oceans of material that they do not want.    
This phase of the work, which has to do with using various types of supplementary
and background information to illuminate today’s news, consists of three aspects: 
a) Firstly, the supplementary information must be found. Journalists can do this by 

searching through their own archives, searching on the Internet or via conven-
tional research work.  

b) Next, this information must be made available to readers. Information already 
available on the Internet can be connected to the story through links. Other 
material may have to be digitalised (i.e. scanned) before it can be published on 
the Web.   

c) Finally, the journalist must make it clear to readers why and how the informa-
tion is relevant (i.e. useful and currently applicable) to the issue. The sections
below provide more information about this aspect.  

When you use context links, it inevitably means that the volume of available in-
formation will increase. And, as we are all aware, large volumes of information 
bring with them a risk of navigation problems. A news page with 30 context links 
presented as a long list will only appeal to extremely motivated readers (see the 
screen dumps from the site of Chicago Tribune in illustration 4.2). To make it 
quick and easy for readers to identify the relationship between a news story and 
context information, the links must be sorted efficiently.   
Context links can be sorted on the basis of a range of criteria. What is most impor-
tant is to help readers immediately differentiate between new and old material, be-
tween material produced “in-house” and material from other sources, and between 
editorial and commercial material (businesses’ own Web sites, for example). 

6.3   SCREEN DESIGN
When you have decided what is to be included in the news content, and what news 
readers are to be able to actively do on the Web page, it is time to create a design that 
integrates both content and functionality. In addition, the news story as a whole has 
to take its place in a visual interplay with all the other components visible on the 
screen: section headers, advertisements, etc. 
The screen design of the online site sends out two types of signals to readers. Firstly,
the design offers information about the content – what is available, what belongs
together, and what is particularly important or exciting. In this area, the most im-
portant task of the design is to create clarity and overview, at least if the primary 
intention of the site is to communicate information.  
At the same time, however, the design unavoidably emits signals about the sender. 
The way in which the visual effects are used can go a long way to establishing the
readers’ confidence in the person(s) behind the information, and therefore in the
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information itself. Restrained and tasteful use of colour, consistent shapes and finely
balanced proportions signal seriousness.

6.3.1   Separation and integration
When the main task of the design is to make modular news readable, it primarily 
has to do with separating what needs to be separated and connecting what belongs 
together. Separation and integration are carried out at several levels. The top level
concerns separating the news from all the other information components on the 
screen. In this case, the screen must either be cleared (as far as possible) of all ir-
relevant information on the main story page, or designers must use colours, frames 
and space as separators. At a lower level, it has to do with integrating content and 
functionality in such a way as to provide readers with a quick overview of what they 
can learn from the site and what they can do on it.  
The example below illustrates both these levels.

The separation between the news story in question and other information is rather
poor. This is revealed by the fact that the colour coding provides a stronger visual
distinction between text nodes and audio nodes about the same news (top of the 
right-hand column) than between the article’s context links of the links to other 
news stories (bottom of the same column: Top Europe Stories Now).  A different use
of colours, vignettes and space could have signalled more clearly which components 
contain closely related content, and which do not. We can also see that better use 
of the total screen surface could have made the presentation less compact and, for 
example, would have allowed more room for increasing the space between the news 
article and the section header to the left.  
At the same time, readability is helped by the fact that audio files, archive material
and links to external Web sites have been gathered together in a shared right-hand 
column and presented high up on the screen, immediately next to the “entrance” to 

Illustration 6.3    

Design with strengths 
as well as weaknesses. 

It is a neat approach to 
use headers and colours 
to separate the different

types of content in the 
right-hand column.  But 

it is a shame that the 
colour contrast is greater 
between text and audio 

files about the same
news than it is between 

the story in question 
and other “Top Europe 
stories”. (Downloaded 

from the BBC Web site in 
October 2001.) 
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the news. These components thus constitute a collected, highly visible context field
and are kept separate through the media of colours and section headers.   

Five factors for good screen design can be summarised as follows: 23 
• Alignment. Content components of the same type (text sections, images, 

quotes, links, etc.) should be positioned on a fixed line to signal association
and order. You can position the components to the left, to the right or in the
centre. However, you should keep to the line you have chosen, otherwise read-
ers will soon become confused. The principle of alignment involves you, for
example, generally avoiding centring text, as the visual line is shattered when 
neither margin is firmly defined.

• Proximity. Readers will intuitively assume that components located close to 
one another are more closely associated than components that are widely sep-
arated. This psychological trait must be used in screen design so that readers
connect the components that must be connected and separate those that must 
be separated. 

• Repetition. Consistent use of layout, colours, typography, vignettes, navigation 
buttons, etc. throughout the entire Web site will help readers to recognise con-
tent types and functions. In addition, it signals that the Web site is serious and 
well thought-out. 

• Contrast. In the same way as proximity and similarity signal association, con-
trast will indicate that items are to be kept separate. Discreet contrasts in the 
areas of typography, colours, background raster and the like will help readers 
to focus their attention and discern what is essential in the presentation and 
what is secondary. 

• Squint test. If you are unsure how new readers will perceive the screen page, 
the squint test may help. Close one eye and half-close the other. The visual pat-
terns and relations you now see on the page are probably the same as those a 
new reader will immediately notice. 

6.4   MODERATE AND RADICAL FORMS 
Modular, Web-adapted news can be developed in moderate and radical versions. 
Moderately modulated news involves a certain degree of division of own primary 
material – four or five text nodes, for example – and a limited selection of links to
relevant supplementary material. A news form of this kind is not significantly differ-
ent from hard-copy news that consists of a main issue and two or three subsidiary 
stories. The main difference here is that you can include a few more subsidiary sto-
ries than you could on paper, and that these stories do not need to be visible in their 
entirety unless readers actively call them up.
This type of moderately modular news material is becoming more common on
some online news sites. The example below is drawn from the site of Australian
Sunday Morning Herald, which often organise their news stories by way of a list of
related stories. In the example, the link list also includes an invitation to have “your 
say” and a professional commentary. 
The problem with many of the online news sites that currently use a moderate form
of hypertextual modularisation is that their links are often inappropriately sorted

23 The content of the
bullets is drawn from my 
own book Nyheten som 
hypertekst (The news as
hypertext) and from Mike 
Ward’s Journalism Online. 
Ward, in turn, bases his 
observations on those of 
Williams and Tollet in 
their book The Non-De-
signer’s Design Book. 
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and unclearly presented.  In link lists of the type illustrated above, it is not unusual 
to find an unsorted mix of old and new material, material produced in-house and
externally, etc. In addition, the link information is often too brief to indicate what
the link leads to before readers have actually completed the “click and wait” routine. 
Even cautious application of the modular approach demands good routines for the 
way in which the links are organised and presented to readers.  
A more radical form of modularisation involves a more robust division of own ma-
terial combined with a richer selection of context links. The prototypes presented in
Chapter 4 (illustrations 4.8, 4.9 and 4.12) represent a radical form of modular news, 
even though the context links are not included in all these models. Here, it is not 
simply a matter of taking a standard news article and connecting it to a handful of 
related issues. Instead, the news story itself has been systematically divided up ac-
cording to specific criteria and then presented as a system of nodes.  The intention
behind radical modularisation is to sort the content of the story and the context of 
the story in such a way that different readers will be able to navigate through the
material and then make individual choices and evaluations. More moderate forms 
– as exemplified in illustration 6.5 above  – often involve a lower level of sorting and
overview, and thus a lower degree of user-control. At the same time, this approach 
maintains a traditional journalistic “style”. 
When faced with the choice between moderate and radical modularisation, it is 
important to evaluate two conditions.  One has to do with the group of readers you 
are targeting. If your target group is largely “conservative”, it is likely that moderate 
division of the material will produce the best communication. On the other hand, 
if your readers are generally used to working actively and exploratively with com-
puter-mediated texts, a higher level of modularisation will be both effective and
attractive. 
The other condition you should take into account has to do with the story itself. This
is the aspect to which you should probably accord most weight, because you almost 
certainly know more about the news material than about your readers. What type of 
division and connection does the material itself suggest? Is it material centred on just 
a few players, simple issues and clear chronological development? If so, it would prob-
ably be best to present the story in the form of a few, slightly longer texts. However, if 
the issue is more complex, involves more parties, more aspects that demand attention 
and multiple lines developing in parallel, then the better approach would probably be 
to apply a greater degree of modularisation to the communication. This will allow you
to allocate a separate text to each aspect, while at the same time the composition of the 
texts can indicate how the various modules fit into the bigger picture.
In addition, you naturally have to deal with the issue of resource consumption. If 
you have to produce material for both hard-copy and online publication, it may 
seem excessively complicated and demanding to produce separate presentations 
that are only suitable for the screen. In this context, however, there are some factors 
of which you should be aware: 
• Once you are fully familiar with your material, it need not take any longer to 

write seven or eight short texts than to complete a single continuous news 
story. This is largely a matter of habit and routine.  

• No matter whether you write the hard-copy or the online version first, which-
ever text you write first will form a good basis for the other.
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• Up until now, the interaction between hard-copy and online media has largely 
run in the direction of paper to screen. In the long term, however, it is not 
beyond the bounds of possibility that stronger influence in the other direction
may come into play – in particular through more modular forms of writing 
and presentation being used for the hard-copy medium. Should this be the 
case, the amount of “duplicated work” will start to decrease and hard-copy 
journalism will develop in an interesting direction.  

No matter what evaluations you take as your base when deciding what form of 
communication to use, there is one argument that is always tempting but which 
seldom proves fruitful in times distinguished by changes in many areas. The argu-
ment runs: it is probably best to keep doing what we have always done ... 

6.5   ONE STEP AT A TIME
No text genres change overnight. This is because genres are the results of interplay
between traditions and expectations, between tasks to be dealt with and needs to 
be covered. This applies in particular to news reporting, where habits, routines
and expectations are strong both in editorial teams and among readers. However, 
when it is clear that development is pressing for a change, decisions must be taken 
about what direction to choose. It is then a matter of taking one step at a time. A 
sudden leap from a completely traditional form of communication to radically 
new formats is likely to meet considerable opposition both from within the or-
ganisation and among readers. The result of such an attempt can quickly become
an actual reversal of development before a reasonable basis for evaluation has 
even been established.    
So how is it best to initiate development towards innovation and renewal? There are
several possible approaches. One has to do with thinking “broad and gradual”. This
involves adjusting templates and routines so that all the material communicated is 
gradually adapted to the conditions laid down by the new media technologies: more 
use of links, division of the material into multiple short texts, graphic solutions in-
tended to promote overview and user-control – even on individual story pages. 
Another approach involves thinking “narrow and quick”. Here, the traditional forms 
are maintained for most stories, but a few cases are selected for experimentation 
with design and format.   
The advantage of the first development strategy is that the entire editorial team and
the entire readership enter the change process together. And this process does not 
appear threatening, because the changes are made gradually and, to an extent, pre-
dictably. the advantage of the other strategy is that the editorial team has a much 
freer hand to test good ideas without typing up the entire production apparatus. The
best solution probably involves combining the two strategies: step-by-step develop-
ment on a broad front combined with daring experimentation on selected stories. 
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The way you write online news is closely related to the way you think of online jour-
nalism. Important questions thus include: what journalistic values and ideals can and 
should be retained in the online medium? What should be changed – or perhaps elimi-
nated completely? And what new values can be cultivated?

Online journalism represents a meeting between traditional genres and new tech-
nology. News, comment and feature reporting meets network and hypermedium 
technology. This meeting involves the genre content being distributed to the audi-
ence in new ways. And we can see many indications of the genre forms themselves 
being influenced and altered by the new technology. However, online journalism
is subject to the same obligations and the same set of fundamental values as all 
other forms of journalism. For example, it must be accurate, independent and un-
derstandable. Amid all the hype about new technology and new texts, an interesting 
question or two thus arise: What is actually new in online journalism? And what is 
simply a development of something old? 
 These questions are naturally not easy to answer as the boundaries between old and
new are rather smudged in the new media. The changes are not as clearly separated
as stairs in a staircase. However, for groups of professionals intending to adminis-
trate significant values linked to specific forms of text and communication, these
questions are very important. They are also linked to a range of other questions:
what competences are valuable, and which ones prove a hindrance in the transfer 
to a new media situation? Where are new ways of thinking necessary, and where is 
it particularly important to hold onto traditionally developed principles? Are we 
about to lose something - or to gain something? 

7.1   INFORM, INFLUENCE AND ENGAGE …?
If we flick through new and old journalism manuals, we can conclude that the re-
quirements laid down by the American Commission of Freedom of the Press in 
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1947 still serve as a good summary of the most important tasks of the press.24  The
first two items on the commission’s list were:
1. The press must provide a credible, thorough and intelligent report on the

events of the day, and must place them in a context that makes them mean-
ingful.  

2. The press must offer a forum for the exchange of opinions and debate.
One requirement not mentioned by the commission – but which has attracted 
more and more attention in step with the increase in the compactness of informa-
tion – is the requirement for attraction value. In recent editions of text books for 
the production of journalistic texts, news dramaturgy, narrative techniques and ex-
citement graphs have become key concepts. It is stressed that journalistic presen-
tations must feature qualities over and above the purely informative, otherwise 
they will quite simply not be read. There are many options, and the competition
for attention is extremely keen. 
A very rough summary of the most important tasks of journalism – in order of 
priority – may thus take the following form: Information, exchange of opinions and 
attraction. In this context, information should be seen as a wide concept that covers 
both the reporting of events of general interest, and the revelation of more-or-less 
hidden conditions and events. So the question is: how can online journalism handle, 
and even strengthen, these tasks? We must be able to assume that the concrete forms 
that online journalism takes are, in themselves, of secondary importance – as long 
as they work! Let us take a brief look at each of the tasks mentioned above. 

7.1.1   Information
There can be few people who still doubt the ability of the digital media to inform
the public about events in their immediate or distant surroundings. The distri-
bution of information through a digital network takes place more rapidly and 
equitably than distribution through any ether or paper-based system. Moreover, 
in this case, speed is not linked with transience as it is in ether-based media. What-
ever is published on the WWW remains accessible to the public for as long as the 
distributor chooses. 
However, as the Commission of Freedom of the Press stresses: to the requirement 
for information must also be linked a requirement for effective contextualisation 
– i.e. ways of positioning news events in a larger context. In this field, the digital on-
line medium has a major advantage. There are no problems with space on the Net.
You can publish just as much background information as you wish – and have the 
resources to cover.  In addition, you can insert links to relevant information that is 
already available on the network. Digital publishing is distinguished by remarkably 
flexible formats, i.e. flexible frameworks for how much content, and what type(s),
can be distributed and linked together.  
What about the problem of navigation? When large volumes of information are 
to be presented on a relatively small computer screen, problems with maintaining 
overview are quick to arise. These are problems of a type which to a much lesser
extent applies to traditional mass media, apparently a price that has to be paid for 
the significant level of user control that the online medium offers. However, the
problems are not insoluble. As we have seen in several of the previous chapters, 
a good approach to the structure and design of the information can help make it 

24 The requirements  are
cited in Melvin Mencher’s 
News Reporting and Writ-
ing (1997: 624).
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possible to organise even large volumes of data and present them in a overview-
able manner.    

7.1.2   Exchange of opinions
Are Internet-based media purely information media, suitable exclusively for surfing
or searching in gigantic volumes of information?  Of course not. If you look at the 
level of activity currently achieved in the various chatrooms and debate forums on 
the Net, it becomes apparent that the exchange of opinions is one of the primary 
functions of the Internet. Everyone who reads a news story online has the opportu-
nity to publish his or her opinion about a specific theme more-or-less immediately
– as long as the news supplier in question provides the appropriate functionality for 
debates and Net chat.  The clearest distinguishing feature of the network medium
is that communication is no longer “one way”, from a transmitter to a receiver. The
flow can now run in all directions: everyone can be a transmitter and/or a receiver
of information, either as individuals or in groups.  Whether or not serious social and 
societal debate will move into the digital arena is thus a question of traditions and 
habits, of technical functionality and “who’s first?”.  

7.1.3   Attraction
We know a great deal about why people read newspapers, watch TV and listen to the 
radio – despite the fact that they do not believe that what is said and written con-
stitutes the whole truth. The media are not used exclusively for information, they
also cover other requirements. For example, people want to experience emotional 
involvement and fascination – aspects that TV journalism in particular has made 
its area of specialisation. In the context of hard-copy news, the attraction factor is 
essentially covered by three factors: page layout, use of images and narrative tech-
nique. It is possible to attract the reader’s eyes to a particular page or article by using 
an attractive or exciting design; senses and imagination can be stimulated through 
emotionally charged images; and readers can be “captured” by a good narrative.
Can online journalism ever become as attractive and exciting as the best newspaper 
and TV journalism? This is a question that is difficult to answer with real confidence.
The reason for this is that the attraction mechanisms in online journalism have as
yet only been explored and tested to a limited extent. In the survey Nettavisen og 
brukerne (The news site and its users – see Chapter 5), more than 80 per cent of the
respondents stated that if they could choose between a hard-copy newspaper and 
an online news site, they would prefer the hard-copy version. Online news sites can 
be useful and efficient, but their form of presentation is still not considered to be
very attractive and exciting. I believe this may change. However, digital editors must 
develop their own forms of attraction, rather than simply making unsuccessful at-
tempts to mimic the ways in which hard-copy newspapers, radio and TV presenta-
tions capture their audiences. 
It seems likely that the best cards online news sites hold in this area are linked to: 
a) multimediality – i.e. the interplay between text components, images, graphics, 

audio and video
b) individualisation – i.e. the opportunities open to readers to make individual 

choices 
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c) user activity – i.e. the interaction between reader and medium through clicking, 
etc.

d) participation – i.e. the opportunities open to readers to respond to editors and 
other “co-readers”, participate in the development of the story through own 
opinions, etc. 

7.1.4   Other traditional media tasks
So what about other journalistic values? The requirements linked to information,
the exchange of opinions and attraction are very general and can naturally be linked 
to text types other than the purely journalistic. What about the more specific – and
more widely discussed – values and functions such as the revelation function (inves-
tigative journalism), the agenda function, the ideal of objectivity, the good narrative, 
the marketplace function and the role of precondition and fundament of democracy? 
I think all these functions can live on in digital forms. Some will undoubtedly thrive 
better than before, while others are likely to demand a good deal of effort in the
search for new forms that are as effective as the old ones. I do not intend to discuss
the digital future of each of these functions in detail here, but I would like to com-
ment briefly on each.  I will then go on to highlight some of the particular media
functions that can produce new values in the field of journalism.

The revelation function 

This is the function that all social players active in ethical grey areas should fear.
Can online journalists carry on the role of social and societal watchdogs? Sure 
– why not? There is nothing in the medium technology itself to prevent them from
doing so. On the other hand, certain patterns of use linked to the new technology 
may constitute an obstacle. If online journalism becomes a speedy and restless 
NOW journalism, where the opportunity to be up-to-the-minute develops into a 
generally applicable obligation, times may become difficult for those who would
like to look at stories in greater depth. The reason for this is that investigative jour-
nalism is much more dependent on human resources, time and good work rou-
tines than on a specific media technology. If you have done the investigative work
properly, the results will be suitable for publication through any media channel. 
An advantage of the online medium is that it gives you full control of the timing of 
publication. In addition, it allows you to present just as much information as you 
think beneficial to the story. For example, you can publish relevant documents,
audio recordings, etc. in their entirety – which can prove a major benefit when
dealing with controversial issues.     

The agenda function

One of the greatest privileges of the press has traditionally been the ability to 
set the agenda for public debate. The agenda function is closely related to what is 
known as the gatekeeper function, i.e. the task of determining who is allowed to re-
lease what into the public arena. Today, anyone can make his or her own opinion 
known in the giant and complex public forum, and it seems that no family trip 
to a holiday cottage is too trivial to be published on the WWW for general en-
tertainment and information. However, the Smith family Web site does not have 
the same impact on online society as the Web sites of recognised news agencies. 
The agenda and gatekeeper functions are not only linked to those who control the 
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media channels, but increasingly to those who enjoy general confidence as com-
municators of information.
No-one owns the Net. As a result, in the context of the digital audience, the battle 
has to do with attention rather than access. In theory, a single person with sufficient
powers of observation, wit and verbal skills can apply committed commentary jour-
nalism to make just as much of an impact on the political agenda as a traditional 
news agency with 20 or 500 employees. The principle of “every citizen her own
newspaper” is an interesting aspect of the shaping of a new public sphere.  
In practice, however, there is still a long way to go before a “one-man show” can 
build up the brand consciousness among the public that general attention demands. 
On the Net, the agenda function is more connected to brand consciousness than to 
channel control. Whoever succeeds in linking general confidence and interest to
his or her brand (his or her URL) will be able to contribute to setting the agenda. 
No-one is alone any more in deciding what stories are to make their way into public 
consciousness on a day-to-day basis. However, someone will always dominate any 
such market. In my opinion, the opportunity for market domination to be linked to 
(journalistic) quality is greater on the Net than within the traditional media. There
are several reasons for this: 
a) Good journalism – including journalistic comment – can be produced and 

distributed at low cost.  
b) Quality products will quickly become well-known and recognised on account 

of the well-developed channel for “word-spreading” that the network medium 
represents (e-mail, chatrooms, etc.). The growing attention given to the phe-
nomenon of blogging is a good example. 

c) At a time distinguished by technological innovations, there is great demand 
for players who show that they understand both the times (i.e. the cultural 
development) and the technology. Because it is no longer sufficient simply to
present a brand that reflects strong traditions.   

The ideal of objectivity

In some form or other, the ideal of objectivity has been attached to the press for as 
long as news communicators have existed. And even taking the concept of news in 
its very broadest sense, a news story is a presentation that is obliged to actual events.  
In particular, the work of propagandists up to and during WWII led to an increase 
in demands for objectivity in the media. In this context, I am taking objectivity to 
mean proximity to reality, and this concept means that the descriptions published 
of real events and conditions must provide as true and comprehensive a picture as 
possible of what is being described.   
In recent decades, many players have shown some reluctance to use the concept of 
objectivity, both inside the walls of the newsroom and within the public press debate. 
One of the reasons for this is that science seems to have made the concept illusory 
– people have become aware of fundamental theoretical obstacles  to providing a fully 
objective description of the people, places and events that make up reality. For ex-
ample, anyone writing a text about a theme will naturally be influenced by his or her
personal perspective on the issue – it is impossible to disassociate oneself from one’s 
own subjective position. In addition, it is believed that the text form used – i.e. the news 
form with its requirements for set-up, dramaturgy, etc. – largely influences the content 
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that the author intends the text to communicate. A third perspective that serves to 
push the ideal of objectivity even further towards the vale of illusion is the fact that 
there is seldom an authorised version of the causes and conditions surrounding a par-
ticular event. All those involved in or affected by a news event have their own percep-
tion and understanding of what has happened. Therefore, it can be claimed that there
is no such thing as a single reality. There are many versions of the same event.  
I believe that the new digital media technology can provide the ideal of objectivity 
with new relevance and strength. The reason for this is not that the medium is ideal
for fast updates and for making the news more accessible. The background here is
to be found in the flexibility of the medium when it comes to the way in which the
news can be presented: 
a) There is plenty of space, so there is every opportunity to present a wide range

of different perspectives on any news event. 
b) Link options make it possible to connect all the different perspectives together

in a variety of ways, allowing them to create a dialogue with each other.  
c) The design options allows editors to allocate eye-catching locations to more

than one perspective – one angle – on the screen.  More material, more links 
and more angles can bring the news even closer to reality. Here, however, it is 
important to stress the word can. The technology offers an opportunity, so it is 
up to the various editors to decide whether they want to make use of it.

The good story

Most of those who comment on the communication forms of the online medium 
agree that the traditional narrative style – the one that begins with “Once upon a time 
…” and ends with “… and they lived happily ever after.” – is inappropriate. Web-based
communication has to do with arranging for clicking and navigation; it is not about 
enticing the reader to follow a path to an end-point known only to the narrator. 
So what about the good story, the one that separates the skilled journalist from the 
merely competent hack? The answer is that skilled journalists will always find appro-
priate ways to communicate good news stories. In this medium, this can be done by 
displaying the individual components of the story in more-or-less processed form, 
and by sorting the material so well that readers with different interests can piece to-
gether their own story versions. As long as the material has been collated appropri-
ately, no particular version will be any truer than any other. However, the different
versions may well focus on different aspects of what has happened.  
The approach of providing a neatly sorted “do-it-yourself kit” consisting of inter-
views, video clips, documents and background material is one way of utilising the 
story-telling technique of the online news. However, there are others. For example, 
it is possible to refine the old journalistic principle of “declining importance” and to
combine this with the link opportunities offered by the digital technology. Here, the
constant theme is to provide the reader with “first a little, then more”. This is story-
telling by summarising, where all the significant aspects of a story are summarised
and presented to the reader as “tasters” of more comprehensive presentations. In 
this way, it is possible to organise the content in a form of hierarchy where the upper 
levels present concise versions of the lower levels. Readers with little time or interest 
can pick up the salient points, while those with more interest can examine the mat-
ter in depth as they wish.  
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The question of whether non-linear ways of presenting news stories can be 
termed narrative forms is open to debate. Many people will claim that it is pre-
cisely the linear progression of action – “the plot” – that constitutes the core of 
the concept of narration. However, it could also be said that narratives are ways 
of presenting events to make them comprehensible and meaningful. So with 
such a broad scope of definition, both linear and non-linear forms of presenta-
tion can be understood as narratives. The most important aspect of narration 
is perhaps not the way in which a narrative is put together – rather, it has to do 
with how it works. 
The question of the place of the news narrative in the new media can also be viewed
from a different perspective. Who actually decided that good journalism is synony-
mous with good narratives? Journalists surely have tasks other than that of “story-
teller” to perform? It is by no means a given that an engaging and conflict-centred
approach is the most natural way to communicate real events. Very often, news
events are complex and difficult to view in their entirety. They may lack clear pro-
gression, consisting instead of a range of circumstances which interrelate in a variety 
of ways. Any attempt to force such news into traditional narrative form will almost 
certainly damage journalistic values that matter more than maintaining a good nar-
rative: namely, objectivity and credibility. 
To summarise, we can thus state the following: 
a) The traditional narrative form is generally suitable for certain types of news,

primarily those which feature a limited number of people and/or issues; those 
which can be presented as a progression of events, and which circle around a 
clear conflict or “lack”. It is better to communicate other types of news – prob-
ably most kinds, in fact – through a multi-perspective approach, i.e. through 
the application of a more modular form. On the Net, journalists are free to 
choose between these forms, even though the technology itself more readily 
suggests modular, divided forms. 

b) Good stories can be found in hard-copy newspapers or on the screen. How-
ever, they are initially found in the mind. They can be supplied “fully pack-
aged” by a transmitter, or they can be laid out as a “do-it-yourself kit” compris-
ing multiple combination options. News readers are used to putting together 
various pieces to construct cohesive stories, due in large part to all the “news 
series” that are served up piece by piece, week after week. On the Net, this skill
for construction can be cultivated and refined. Surely, the stories that mean
most to us are the ones that we put together ourselves … 

The marketplace function

Traditionally, one of the tasks of the press has been to build up a feeling of unity and 
community, both locally and nationally. The power of the media to set the agenda
in society, and their gatekeeper function in relation to the public forum have given 
the media a gathering function. The public forum that the press has offered (and
controlled) has acted as a “marketplace” where people meet, exchange information 
and opinions and thus “tune up” their perception of the world in which they live. 
Naturally, not everyone who visits the town marketplace automatically agrees with 
everybody and everything, but all the individual “visitors” see that they are all citi-
zens of the same town because they adopt specific ways to “interpret” themselves
and their surroundings. 
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The role of the media as a marketplace and community builder is dependent on
broad backing.  With a single marketplace in town, no-one is in any doubt about 
where to go for the best apples and the freshest news. If there are ten marketplaces, 
the situation is more complex. And if there are a thousand … It is a long time since 
the BBC and other dominant news providers could count on the information they 
presented being automatically converted into issues for discussion around lunch 
tables all over the country. When, today, members of the public have access to all 
the news providers in the world from the comfort of their own living rooms, the 
marketplace function has had to change its nature.  It has not necessarily broken 
down, but it is largely decentralised.  Individual media organisations build up com-
munities based on specific interests and specific shared cultural traits. In Norway, 
NRK1 is probably the information channel that covers the broadest base of interest. 
Norwegians can have their identity – their “Norwegianness” – confirmed and pos-
sibly even reinforced by choosing this TV channel. However, most media organs are 
concentrating on appealing to narrower groups of readers according to the principle 
of “you can’t please all the people all the time …” One newspaper acts as a market-
place for all those who are particularly interested in the financial markets, another
for those who like to read about football and true crime, a third for those who prefer 
to concentrate on religious issues.  
The media organisations that have best succeeded in maintaining their traditional
marketplace function, those that are defined by the place where readers live, are
without doubt the local newspapers. Here, the minor online news sites have a great 
deal of untapped potential, because in contrast to their paper-based competitors or 
parent products, local news sites can provide a quick and efficient multi-directional
channel for conversation and debate. What this channel may come to mean for lo-
cal democracy is something we can as yet only speculate about. But the sooner it 
is utilised, the greater the chances of maintaining the interest and backing of the 
public. A marketplace without life and action is one the people only ever visit once 
– unless they are students of architecture, of course … 

A support for democracy

The media marketplace function is closely related to its role as builder of democ-
racy. Democracy is a system of government based on a range of principles including 
freedom of expression and public access to information. Both these principles demand 
open and free media. If people are not informed, they cannot participate when de-
cisions are to be made. And information that concerns the wider community is 
primarily communicated via the media. Similarly, a free press is the primary guar-
antor of the freedom of expression. The mass media are the players that give citizens
access to the public forum through debate and feature articles, as well as via reports 
and news stories. 
However, there are many people who ask questions about the way in which the me-
dia handle these tasks. How easy is it to be properly and thoroughly informed about 
complex political issues by a media organisation that is increasingly concerned with 
sales and audience figures? Popularisation and democratisation are concepts that 
have very similar origins, but in recent times they seem to have moved further and 
further apart in the area of meaning. In the popular media, form means a great deal, 
and content that demands a little more thought or consideration is often left to the
niche channels. 
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Similarly, the question should be asked: whose opinions are actually published by 
the media? Are they primarily those of the media’s own people – the journalists? 
When ordinary citizens are interviewed, it is the journalist who clips, cuts and edits, 
who allocates roles and sympathies. If a reader picks up a pen and writes an article, 
he or she is likely to discover that news space is more highly valued than debate 
space – and that professional writers are quick to trample all over ordinary citizens 
who dare to pick a quarrel in their columns.     
Therefore, it is interesting also to see the Net medium from the perspective of so-
ciety’s power structures and the premises for democratic social development. This
discussion is naturally a very complex discussion, and one which I will not attempt 
to analyse in depth here. However, a couple of issues should be mentioned. In rela-
tion to the balance of power between journalist, source and reader, the new media 
open the door to a degree of offsetting. The media technology and news forms de-
scribed in this book invite journalists to take a couple of steps back in favour of 
both sources and readers. The storage and link technologies make it possible for
more sources to join the debate with more comprehensive information. If the news 
content is divided up and presented in a transparent manner, readers can become 
more involved in the process by “putting together” news stories for themselves.  As 
such, they will also participate more actively in interpreting the material presented 
by the journalist. 
An offsetting of this kind requires journalists to be willing to surrender some of
their “narrator’s power”. And why should they? What other social groups have pre-
viously been willing voluntarily to hand over privileges they have built up?  Let us 
try out a number of possible responses:
a) It is possible that a new generation of journalists will actually prefer to take on 

the “new” journalistic role rather than attempt to maintain the old one. They
may find that modular forms of communication will in many cases prove
easier to prepare than the traditional narrative form, which often demands a
good deal of cutting and pasting to ensure that the story is set up “correctly”. 
A modular form would allow them to concentrate to a greater extent on one 
aspect at a time. 
In addition, journalists may find that they are not always in a better position
than their – often highly educated – readers for interpreting compiled news
material, so they may be happy to leave it up to the readers to draw their own 
conclusions.  

b) It is possible that the media situation may develop in such a way that online 
readers actually demand a more transparent and user-controlled form of news, 
a form that also opens the door to a broader and more encompassing coverage 
of sources. In this case, the interests of the market and the democratic function 
could go hand in hand – and who would be interested in old privileges then? 

c) Surrendering some “narrator’s power” would open the door to a different type
of journalistic power – namely the power of connection. If a modular form of 
news is chosen, there are greater opportunities for connecting up multiple 
sides of an issue; to link claims to documentation, present to history and argu-
ments to counter-arguments. The power of connection does not emasculate
readers in the same way as the narrator’s power does, but this does not neces-
sarily mean that it carries with it less influence.
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7.1.5   Summary
If we are to summarise how these journalistic values and functions will, in the long 
term, adapt to the new medium, we could begin by assuming that the narrative 
function will survive, although in new forms. It is likely that these new forms will be 
based on individual readers putting together news stories for themselves on the ba-
sis of the information and “sub-stories” that the journalist lays out for inspection. 
These new forms of story-telling may involve a new era for the ideal of objectivity. 
But only if online editors utilise the opportunities for including more information, 
additional perspectives and more relevant links in the presentations of the indi-
vidual stories.  
The gatekeeper function has been weakened in parallel with the increase in the num-
ber of media channels in recent decades. It would be reasonable to assume that the 
Internet represents a further weakening of the ability of media editors to decide who 
is to be allowed to make his or her opinions known in the public forum. In the name 
of democracy, many will welcome the death of the gatekeeper function – while at 
the same time, the need continues to grow for bodies that can evaluate and sort the 
information chaos that is left behind.
Generally speaking, the agenda function will be weakened to some extent by the 
sheer size of the supply, but net editors who succeed in building up a brand distin-
guished by seriousness and credibility are likely to continue to attract attention to 
their stories. (The same is likely to apply to a number of brands distinguished by
sensationalism and celebrity-focus, but that is a different ball game.)
The revelation function – also known as the watchdog function – is only marginally 
dependent on any specific media technology, and, in principle, should therefore
function just as well on an online news site a it does in a hard-copy newspaper or 
via a TV channel. However, there are some aspects of the online medium that may 
translate into weaknesses. Firstly, the revelation function is dependent on a degree of 
attention if it is to have any social and societal relevance. It is one thing to cry “wolf!” 
in a quiet village – it is quite another to do so in the heart of a thriving metropolis. 
In other words, the revelation function is strongly linked to the agenda function. 
Secondly, the survival conditions for this type of journalism will depend on whether 
online journalism develops in the direction of fast “here-and-now” journalism or 
whether the more resource-intensive “slow” journalism will win through. Naturally, 
we can only hope for the latter scenario. Considering the value that the combination 
of “trust” and “attention” enjoys in this market, there seem to be grounds for confi-
dence that investigative journalism will also find a form on the Net.
The function of guarantor of democracy depends on a range of factors. However a 
form of communication that involves more sources and more information – as well 
as more control being placed with the reader when it comes to choices and composi-
tion – carries with it a potential offsetting of the narrator’s power from journalist to 
reader. And in some contexts, this will serve to strengthen democracy.    

7.2   OPENING UP FOR NEW VALUES?
So can the online medium bring genuinely new values to journalism, values that the 
old media technologies have not allowed or supported? Without a doubt, yes. The
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most innovative value is linked to the option for individual user adaptation. While 
all the old media have presented the same material to all users in the same way, 
online news sites can lay out material in ways that allow individual users to put to-
gether “information packs” on the basis of their own needs and interests.  This form
of adaptation does not only apply to users’ choices of news, but also to their choices 
of perspectives, forms of documentation (source documents, etc.) and media types 
(text, video, photos, etc.) within a given news story.  
Here, I have also touched on another value which may experience something of a 
renaissance on the Net, namely aspectualisation. The illumination of a story from
several sides is naturally nothing new in the field of journalism. However, the lim-
itations on space in the old media and their linear narrative forms have lead to 
techniques of angling, and sharp focusing has become more important than broad 
illumination. In the online medium, space is to all intents and purposes unlimited, 
and it is possible to allocate separate texts to a whole range of sources. This can lead
to new narrative forms where broad illumination becomes a viable alternative to 
sharp angles. 
One last value I would like to highlight is “multimediality”. When, little by little, we 
have become used to thinking text, photos and video in journalistic production, 
norms and conventions that exploit the advantages of each medium will gradually 
be developed. As such, a story can be described and explained in new ways that 
involve more of the receivers’ sensory and interpretation skills. Naturally, there is 
always the risk of multimediality being abused to produce nothing but junk and 
rubbish, but the concept also represents a new and independent value in the field
of journalism. 
To the question of whether online journalism involves “new journalism”, I would 
therefore have to reply with an unconditional “maybe”. The options and opportuni-
ties I have outlined above certainly represent new aspects of journalism, but they are 
unlikely to affect the very core of journalistic activities. At the start of this chapter, I 
formulated the primary task of the media as something like: the media are to report 
on the events of the day and put them in a perspective that makes them meaningful. 
This task can certainly be carried on in the online medium. In some respects, it is
likely that it can even be strengthened by the digital technology. The news media’s
ability to influence and entertain their audiences can also be carried forward. How-
ever, it is likely that everything will happen in new forms. Whether or not old func-
tions implemented through new forms actually constitute “new journalism” is in 
reality more a question of definition than a matter of debate.
What is more interesting to observe is the alteration in the relative strength of the 
various functions – i.e. looking at how the relationship between the informative, 
entertaining and rhetorical values of the news develops in online news sites in rela-
tion to their weight in hard-copy newspapers. It could perhaps be assumed that the 
“division of labour” between the various news media will be distinguished by an 
increasing isolation of each individual medium’s advantages in its encounter with 
the audience. Should this be the case, then it is likely that the TV medium will re-
fine the entertaining and emotionally captivating news (through fascinating/strong
images), radio will concentrate on dialogue news (through motivating debates and 
interviews), and hard-copy newspapers will focus on the narrative news (through 
the personally angled presentation). Online news sites are suitable for refining two
types of news: the immediate news (through rapid and efficient distribution) and the
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broadly informative news (through a comprehensive database that contains all the 
aspects of issue). The last of these forms of news is the least developed and the most
demanding. And when all is said and done, it may well be the most significant.

 7.3   ROUNDING OFF
As this book has gradually revealed, online news sites should be well equipped to 
handle the central values and ideals linked to traditional journalism. At the same 
time, the technology encourages the development of work processes and text types 
with the capacity to renew journalism. However, if genuine web-journalism is to 
become a success, a number of conditions have to be balanced very carefully. Firstly, 
the new forms and work processes must maintain some similarity with their old, 
well-known counterparts so that both journalists and readers both experience con-
tinuity.  Technical innovations that are not compatible with old-fashioned ways of 
thinking seldom achieve broad penetration. 
Secondly, new services and text models have to respond to the genuine needs of 
regular readers. It is pointless to design answers to questions nobody has asked. 
Thirdly, the opportunities presented by the medium must be utilised in a way that
matches the “spirit of the time”. What is interesting, required and relevant in the 
first decades of the third millennium? What are the challenges and problems facing
journalism to which the new technology can provide appropriate answers? 
These questions bring us back to the media model outlined in the very first chap-
ter, the model that unites language, technology and culture through the meeting of 
texts, media formats and users. It is the dynamism in this interplay that makes it 
both demanding and exciting to work with journalism and the communication of 
news through a new medium. Many things must be thought of in new ways, many 
things must be tested, and much must be discovered. It is exciting to know that what 
is happening now is leading the way. 
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