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One of the most frequent questions I get asked about my work is where I get all my information from. I always answer that it is almost impossible to say – it comes from a hopeless mishmash of sources.

I read surprisingly few computer magazines. I find them too specialised and too close to the action to give a perspective. I get much more from the general media and from talking to people. I subscribe to a few daily IT news feeds, but I usually just scan these to ensure I don’t miss any important events.

The major international business publications, in particular The Economist and Business Week, cover the IT industry far better than the IT press. They concentrate much more on the marketing dynamics and the big picture, which are much more useful for gaining a perspective than articles about the nuts and bolts of particular systems.

I am also occasionally asked if there is any one source someone can go to where they can get a good overall understanding of the computer industry. I have to tell them that there is not – there is no Dummy’s Guide, just bits and pieces on different aspects. Most people still have to rely on the computer press.

The whole nature of the IT media has changed enormously in the more than 20 years I have been doing this sort of stuff. I got my start in 1983 when I started a magazine for Gareth Powell (a former editor of this section) devoted to Apple II computers.

That was in the days before the Apple Mac, at about the time the first IBM PCs were finding their way to Australia. A big hard disk (if you could afford one) was 20 Mbytes, and PCs typically had about 128 kbytes of memory. The only computer magazines in Australia were Australian Personal Computer, which still exists, and the now-defunct Your Computer.

There were two weekly computer newspapers – Pacific Computer Weekly in Melbourne and Computerworld (of which I was to be editor in 1987-88) in Sydney. They were joined in 1985 by Computing Australia in 1985, which introduced real news about real people, rather than rehashed press releases sycophantic vendor profiles. Computing Australia’s first news editor, Stuart Kennedy, is now editor of The Australian’s weekly IT pages.
Many publications have come and gone in the last couple of decades. The IT press has grown considerably, but it has also changed immensely. When PR company Recognition ran its first annual IT journalists trivia night in 1993, fewer than 40 people turned up. This year there were over 200. They work for a bewildering array of print and online publications, none of which have the dominant position that publications like Computerworld had in the 1980s.

The biggest change in recent years has been the growth of online publications and the relative decline of print media. There are fewer computer companies now. They have less money for marketing, and they are spending a lower proportion of that amount on print advertising. And it is largely print advertising that provides the revenue for computer magazines.
The growth of the Internet always meant that online media would grow and print media would decline, but this has not happened in quite the way people predicted. Pure online publications, such as the much vaunted Salon, have failed, while many print publications have survived. Many of the largest – Red Herring and The Industry Standard are the best examples – folded after the dot com bubble burst, but they were as much an example of the irrational exuberance of the late 90s as they companies they reported on.
Most successful IT publications have adopted a hybrid print/online approach. The print edition still sells ads, and the editorial material is shared between the online and print editions. Each supports the other, because each has different strengths. There is still no substitute for a physical magazine for reading on the train or in the bath, and online is great for ease of retrieval and for searching for stuff you need.

This is true, of course, for magazines and newspapers on any subject. But the IT press, by its nature, has led the way in searching for new publishing models. It is now ten years or so since the World Wide Web really hit, and people are still looking at how to take the best advantage of it. There was a lot of foolishness about the New Economy five or so years ago, but the cycle has played out and reality has returned.
Everybody agrees that the Internet is here to stay and that it has changed business and the media forever. But there is no agreement on how, especially in the case of the media. The old models of financing print magazines through advertising or paid subscriptions, or both, are under threat from the rash of material available online for free.

I can’t see print ever dying. eBooks have conspicuously failed to take off, which is fine by me. I love the ease with which I can find stuff on the Net, but there’s no substitute for curling up with a good book or leafing through a glossy magazine.
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