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Earlier this year, on a plane ride back from Shanghai, I sat riveted to my seat as I watched a film called “15 Minutes”.  It was a film about two psychos in a twisted thriller that involved media at its worst.

To me it was a frightening film because it had such a ring of truth to it which leads me to the observation made by some sociologists that media (partially press but mostly television) has become itself so embedded in today’s cultures that perhaps the youth do not watch TV to be entertained or informed, but watch it for cues on how they are all supposed to behave.  What we call “reality TV” is therefore a recording of people mimicking in real life what they see on TV.  Somewhat like a cat chasing its tail.

It’s important to touch on this because we live in unusual times.  And if we are to devise any effective, transformative strategies, we must ensure that we understand how the media has become part of culture: the pervasive nature of media today, they ways in which it is consumed, and the ever-expanding forms it has taken, powered by information technology.

Those of us who are 50 and older, I’m afraid experience media differently from those in their 20’s or 30’s.

Perhaps we can understand it better.

Our generation was bred more on the written word than on moving pictures; information was distinct from entertainment; we accepted graciously what poured out of our radio transmitters, and the mass media could command our full attention.

Compare that to our children’s generation, who tolerate higher levels of viewing, who read less yet appear to know more; who are more visually sophisticated and technically inclined; who seem to be doing too many things at once with insufficient attention to any single activity; to whom life without a cell phone seem inconceivable.

This generation has media-savvy; they have taken in more movies in their teens than we have throughout our adult time!  What they know about the actors’ personal lives and how the movie was produced provides as much entertainment as the movie itself.

Just think of it.  Media is culture.

Karl Werner Heisenberg, the German physicist and philosopher, and Nobel Prize winner for his work on quantum mechanics, is best known for his Uncertainty Principle.  Although he meant for it to be applied to measuring the velocity of sub-atomic particles, one can also apply it to a social organism.  If we did, it would state that one can never really determine a culture with any exactness because by studying a group or an individual you necessarily intervene and modify its behavior.  You end up studying the effects of your intervention rather than the object of your inquiry.

By simply reporting news, does media create it?

Some politicians are inclined to think so.

For example, during the three days following the World Trade Center disaster, how many times did you see, in stills or in video or in your computer, that moment of impact and explosion?  How many times was the horror replayed?  And what effect did it have on you?

Yes, of course, the lines have blurred, between those who create content and those who consume it.  Between marketers and consumers, between arts and commerce and inevitably, we are unable to separate cause from effect.  We are looped.  Media feeds culture and vice versa.  We read the ads as intently as the editorial material.

Life is no longer a stage and we are not spectators.  Life is a game show and we are all participants.

An important dynamic is at work here: Speed.

At first blush, it would seem that speed being the new standard, a certain amount of accuracy would have to be sacrificed.  But actually, in this age of interactive and simultaneous media, events are served up in their barest and simplest form – raw data, so to speak, and the media consumer must make sense of it.  (I assume, of course, the absence of censorship and state control, conditions enjoyed under a democracy).

Democratization encourages transparency.

What strategies we employ, as media practitioners, to quicken the pace of transformation?

I propose three broad strokes.

1. The first is to crack the code of “new media”.  Let’s face it, the press has a dwindling readership and even its loyal followers have divided attention spans as a result of the many other media alternatives, especially electronic.

There’s a younger audience out there, bred on a staple diet of iconography and audal stimuli for whom written words do very little.

To attract them, employ the power of visuals more effectively, use fresh language (preferably theirs) and make design intrinsic to your medium.  Aesthetics are a primary need of people today, and unless we fulfill it, we will be unable to build new markets or create new audiences for media.

2. The multiple intelligences that about our there need stimulation.  Invigorate the intellect of media consumers by provoking dialogue and discourse.  (Why else are chartrooms and texting so popular?)

Shun the sensational.  This generation has a built-in radar that seeks authenticity, and rejects fluff.

In this decade, there are no stereotypes.  As we leave the old ones behind, let us try not to create new ones, and let us resist labeling the generations X, Y or Z because the sheer diversity of interests and behaviors out there demand a wide berth.

Our company invests in research each year in order to have a base of factual knowledge that can be springboard for dialogue among different constituents.  It is our way of rekindling thought and redirecting corporate energy.

3. We live in a world where so much more knowledge is shared yet resources are inequitably divided.  The more transparent the press and media, the more is humanity laid here.

The more powerful media becomes, the less sensitive to its own failings.

Someone must replenish the faith.  Let the leaders show the way.  In the so-called free market of ideas, media can take potshots at each other, or we can practice self-criticism.  After all, in today’s world.  No one is perfect any longer.

Vulnerability is a desirable trait of inspirational leaders, and so we must be our own worst critics to build trust.  (Women have known this to ages: to be weak is to be strong.)

I know an increasing number of people who no longer read the papers or watch the news because it saps their spirits.  Who can blame tem?  Yet it is as much a part of human nature to wallow in the mud, as it is to gaze at the stars.  What does it cost to seek out the ennobling aspect on a regular basis and give it a place of prominence?

Our corporate version of this is pro bono work for public service.  It is not a personal prejudice I indulge in; it is institutionalized.  We recognize its tremendous psychic value to the company and it is what keeps us afloat, energized and optimistic when the chips are down.  Heisenberg is right.  By recognizing the positive you create it.

Lastly, of course, we replenish the faith by modeling the behavior.  This we must do as individuals, and as organizations, whether we are in media or politics or business.  

All our studies reflect the increasing confusion of a younger generation that received conflicting signals from its leaders.  Small wonder marketers gloat that brands command so much more respect than social institutions!

The world is looking for heroes.  Not the larger-than-life, big screen sort. They’re only looking for regular, everyday, life-sized ones.  Their molds are easier to fill; we don’t have to look too far to find them.  They wear normal sized shoes that any one of us can fit into.  

To think of transformation in little everyday increments, is how we can do it.  We can put on the shoes of heroes and everyday, step-by-step, we can, any of us walk the talk.
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