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To many, these seemed like the cautionary words of 
a man who caught a glimpse of a potentially bleak and 
not-too-distant future. In a sense, they were right.

The media mogul is among the thousands of people in 
the newspaper industry who have viewed “EPIC 2014,” a 
fictional multimedia documentary (see www.robinsloan.
com/epic/) that depicts the utter domination of the news and 
advertising industry by the online search company Google. 

Produced by two employees of The Poynter Institute in 
St. Petersburg in early 2004, “EPIC 2014” portrays a future 
where the Mountain View, Calif., company, through the 
acquisition of Amazon and a few other large technology 
firms, creates the ultimate content and advertising deliv-
ery system. In the year 2014, the documentary imagines, 
Google will unveil the “Evolving Personalized Information 
Construct,” or EPIC, which produces customized content 
packages for every user based on individual interests, 
demographics and consumption habits. 

That the film was created in the halls of The 

Poynter Institute, one of journalism’s most respected 
academic establishments, is significant. It effectively 
grants professional credence to predictions by media 
critics and technophiles that information dissemination 
will eventually be a continuous exchange between readers 
and news sources.

In recent years, many in the newspaper industry 
have entertained a love-hate relationship with Google, 
which has sworn to index all of the world’s information. 
Hundreds of papers, from those owned by public compa-
nies such as Knight Ridder in San Jose and Tribune Co. in 
Chicago, to an array of independents, have embraced the 
extra revenue generated by Google’s AdSense program, 
which serves up third-party ads to their Web sites. At 
the same time, those same newspapers can only watch 
as Google makes inroads into their classified verticals, 
wondering if it will pose an even greater challenge to  
their online markets than sites such as craigslist in San 
Francisco do now. 

L ast April, News Corp. Chairman and Chief Executive Officer Rupert Murdoch 

warned attendees at the American Society of Newspaper Editors’ annual conven-

tion in Washington that they must perfect their online strategies or risk being 

“relegated to the status of also-rans.”

Shadow?

Site’s	innovations	encourage	papers	to	push	the	envelope

InGoogle’s
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A bevy of recent business moves at 
Google in the months surrounding its $4 
billion secondary stock offering—including 
its first foray into ad brokering for print 
publications—have only heightened those 
concerns.

Says Melinda Gipson, NAA director of 
new-media business development, publishers 
“are impressed by the brand, and leery of it.” 

Changing the Online Landscape
“Google as it exists today...[is] both opportu-
nity and threat,” says Reid Ashe, president 
and chief operating officer of Media General 
Inc. in Richmond, Va. Twenty-two years 
ago, Ashe helped spearhead Viewtron, an 
electronic news service created by Knight 
Ridder that was a forerunner of newspaper 
Web sites and portals of today.

Google offers “an opportunity for more 
people to find our content, and for us to gain 
revenue we might not otherwise enjoy,” 
he says. “It’s also an opportunity for more 
people to find everybody else’s content and 
for everybody else to gain revenue they 
might not otherwise enjoy.” 

This also happens to be the future “EPIC 
2014” envisions. With just a few strategic 
business alignments, Google could combine 
its search functions with Amazon’s ability to 
recommend products and services based on 
a user’s past online behavior to, in the words 
of the accompanying narration, “create a 
living, breathing mediascape.”

“This is not flying car stuff,” says Howard 
Finberg, director of interactive learning at 
The Poynter Institute. 

It was Finberg who encouraged film 
creators Robin Sloan and Matt Thompson 
to give their presentation some teeth after 
viewing an earlier version of the project. The 

resulting “mockumentary” has since been 
shown many times at Poynter and viewed 
around the world online.

“I’ve been doing this for a long time,” 
Finberg says, “and, frankly, ‘EPIC’ is a great 
way of [alerting] people to stuff that’s 
already going on. In my mind, it’s not about 
whether it’s Google or Amazon. It’s about 
the changing competitive landscape that [is 
affecting] the traditional media outlets.”

Google, he adds, “is doing some things 

that traditional journalism organizations 
have done: It’s creating communities.” 

In the process, it also has created unique 
ways to turn those communities into 
advertising dollars. 

In 2003, as the Web log craze was 
starting to catch fire and newspapers such 
as USA Today and The Washington Post 
were encouraging readers to participate 
in free online chats, Google acquired Pyra 
Labs in San Francisco. The company was the 
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1996
The	company	
launches	AdWords,	
which	serves	up	
advertisements	
beside	Google	search	
results	based	on	the	
search	terms	Google	
visitors	use.

2002 2003
Google	found-
ers	Larry	Page	
and	Sergey	Brin	
develop	Backrub,	
forerunner	to	the	
Google	search	
engine.

2000
AdWords	is	reintro-
duced	with	ads	that	
are	sold	on	a	new	
“pay-per-click”	basis,	
a	radical	departure	
from	the	then-prevail-
ing	cost-per-thousand-
impressions	model.

Google	acquires	
Pyra Labs,	
creator	of	the	
Web	log-mak-
ing	application	
Blogger.

GooGle TesTs  
The PrinT WaTers
In June, loyal GooGle advertiser Michael Keen, president of Inksite in Wayne, 
n.J., received an e-mail offer from the search giant that he couldn’t refuse. 

For $1,000, Inksite, which sells printer ink and toner, made the jump from on-
line to print by buying a portion of a page—along with four other advertisers—that 
Google had purchased in the Sept. 6 issue of PC Magazine. Placement options also 
were offered for Maximum PC and Macaddict, Keen says.

For three years, the three-employee, half-million dollar company has pur-
chased small ads through Google’s adWords program. Whenever a Google user 
searches for any of a dozen printer products, Inksite’s ad automatically appears. 
The company typically spends between 25 cents and $2 per click for its adWords 
ads, Keen says.

“The business we’re in is extremely competitive and the profit margin is razor 
thin, so we can’t afford to give away huge chunks of it to the media,” he adds. But the 
partial PC Magazine ad buy “seemed like a deal we couldn’t refuse.”

ad brokering is nothing new in the publishing business, but newspapers 
seldom entertain the practice, says naa Vice President of advertising Mort 
Goldstrom.

Media General deals with brokers “only when we become convinced they bring 
us revenue we couldn’t reach otherwise,” adds President and Chief operating 
officer Reid ashe. “It’s hard to envision this becoming a big factor in the local 
markets in which we operate.” A.S.B.

Google News 
launches,	featuring	
images	and	links	
to	news	stories	
from	4,500	online	
sources.

The	Adsense	
program	is	intro-
duced,	sharing	
ad	revenue	with	
newspaper	and	
other	sites	that	
agree	to	feature	
third-party	ads.
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+ Howard Finberg, The Poynter  
Institute, 801 Third St. S., St. Peters-
burg, Fla. 33701, (727) 821-9494,  
ext. 351, hfinberg@poynter.org

+ Melinda Gipson, naa, 1921 Gallows 
Road, Suite 600, Vienna, Va. 22182,  
(703) 902-1769, melinda.gipson@naa.org

+ Dan Shorter, The Palm Beach Post, 
2751 S. Dixie Highway, West Palm 
Beach, Fla. 33405, (561) 820-4462, 
dshorter@pbpost.comSO
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Ringing Up Sales
While some papers are still debating the 
value of impressions vs. pay-per-click, 
others have expanded the debate consider-
ably. On Aug. 18, The Palm Beach Post 
in West Palm Beach, Fla., started using a 
technology considered by many to be the 
“next big thing” in online advertising: 
pay-per-call. 

Primarily used by online business 
directories such as Verizon’s SuperPages.
com, pay-per-call works a couple of ways. 
The Post uses a system offered by eStara 
Inc. in Reston, Va., that allows readers to 
enter their phone numbers in a Web dialog 
box, and specify when they would like 
the advertiser to  call them to discuss the 
products or services they provide. Other 

pay-per-call operators, such as Ingenio Inc. 
in San Francisco, provide advertisers  
with a toll-free number to place in their 
ads. Either way, the advertiser is charged  
a predetermined amount for each call  
that results.

Though the feature can be placed in 
any display or classified ad, real estate 
businesses—including Realtors and build-
ers—have been the ones using it the most, 
says Dan Shorter, Internet general manager 
for the Post. 

The paper doesn’t charge a premium for 
the service, choosing instead to offer it along-
side other fee-based enhancements—such as 
enabling print advertisers to refer readers to 
additional product descriptions and photos 
online—to encourage upsells. “The blend is 

remarkably profitable,” he says. 
The pay-per-call sector is expected to 

become a $1.4 billion to $4 billion industry 
by 2009, predicts The Kelsey Group, a 
market research firm in Princeton, N.J. 

The advertising industry may not 
be as optimistic. Of advertisers who 
typically appear in the Yellow Pages, only 
about 30 percent say they are interested 
in pay-per-call options, according to a 
JupiterResearch/Virtus survey released in 
September. More than 40 percent say they 
are “very uninterested.”

That doesn’t change the fact that Google 
and other Internet powerhouses have 
pushed The Palm Beach Post to embrace 
cutting-edge technologies, Shorter says.  
“We have to do it to compete.” ‹

originator of Blogger, an application used by 
hundreds of thousands of people to easily 
create their own Web logs, or blogs. 

The following year, Google made Blogger 
users an offer they couldn’t refuse: cold, 
hard cash. Those who enrolled in Google’s 
AdSense program agreed to have advertising 
placed on their blogs for products and 
services deemed appropriate to each blog’s 
subject matter. A blog about baseball, for 
example, might feature ads touting Major 
League Baseball memorabilia. In return, they 
split the ad revenue. 

Whereas many newspapers have 
only just started to adopt software that 
allows businesses to place ads in print 
and online editions without call-center 
assistance, AdSense has offered this level of 
convenience to anyone willing to take five 
minutes to fill out a simple Web form at 
www.google.com/adsense. 

On Sept. 27, Classified Intelligence 

LLC, a classified advertising consultancy 
in Altamonte Springs, Fla., reported in 
a statement that Google “is aggressively 
moving to include classified listings in its 
organic search results, making the rounds of 
classified advertising Web sites, requesting a 
direct feed of listings.” 

Google has created “an environment 
in which our only advantage is the quality 
of our content,” Ashe says. “We no longer 
control any kind of bottleneck.”

The AdSense Incentive
Yet, if Google has fragmented the online 
information market for newspapers, it also 
has given them an easy way to monetize 
their own content through the company’s 
AdSense program.

Participating sites, including those oper-
ated by newspapers, typically include a piece 
of JavaScript code that allows Google to 
serve up text or image-based advertisements 

in the margins of their Web pages. Each ad-
vertiser then pays Google a certain amount, 
predetermined through an online auction, 
each time the ad is clicked by visitors. A 
percentage of that income—always more 
than 50 percent—is given to the newspaper, 
says Marc Leibowitz, the company’s director 
of strategic partnerships. It is, he says, a 
mutually beneficial arrangement.

“In order to ensure our own economic 
strength, we need newspapers to continue 
to create content to drive readers to their 
sites,” Leibowitz explains. At the same time, 
“the relationship that Google strikes with 
newspapers is much longer term than  
your one-to-one relationship with advertis-
ers,” between one and three years, he says. “We 
think of it as a very symbiotic relationship.”

However, some critics say that promot-
ing this “pay-per-click” model, which Google 
extended to its display advertising last year, 
has devalued the ads that newspapers sell 
on a cost-per-thousand impressions—or, the 
times a Web page is viewed—basis. 

“There is a value to an ad being shown, 
regardless of that ad being clicked on,” says 
Ari Bluman, senior vice president of media 
and technology for 24/7 Real Media in New 
York City, which serves ads to the Web sites 
of 44 newspapers, including USA Today and 
the San Francisco Chronicle. 

These competing ad technologies are 
dueling over a market that was worth $9.3 
billion at the end of 2004, according to 
JupiterResearch, a division of Jupitermedia 
Corp. in Darien, Conn. Pay-per-click ads 
accounted for $3.1 billion of that amount.
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The Palm Beach Post 
does pay-per-click one 

better by using 
eStara’s ‘push-to-talk’ 
technology to arrange
phone calls between 

advertisers and readers.

Gmail	is	launched	in	April,	providing	free	e-mail	
service—including	a	gigabyte	of	free	storage	space.	
Using	AdSense	technology,	targeted	ads	are	placed	
alongside	every	Gmail	message.	

An	AdSense	program	is	rolled	out	in	
May	that	allows	bloggers	to	share 
ad revenue in	exchange	for	hosting	
targeted	advertisements	on	their	sites.

In	August,	Google	talk	is	unveiled.	The	
free	application	enables	users	to	send	
instant	messages	and	place	computer-
to-computer	phone	calls.
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Google buys 
personal video-
recorder maker 
TiVo Inc. 

2004

Combining TiVo 
and other products, 
Google creates the 
Google Grid. 

2006

Google and Amazon merge to form 
GOOGLEZON, using knowledge of  
user consumption habits to create 
custom content and ads for every user.

2008

GooGlezon introduces the Evolving Personalized 
Information Construct, or ePIC, which transforms all 
professional content and blog entries into personal-
ized, targeted content. 

2014
44 Presstime   |   NOVEMBER	2005	

[ Real events vs. those imagined in Poynter’s EPIC.]


