








Chap. 5: Collaborative News Networks, Chan

Among the defining practices that emerge, then, on Slashdot’s collaborative news
network is an explicit incorporation of users as agents who are not only able to self-select and
modify their own news content, but are integrated as the dominant producers of content for the
site. While conventional routines of professional news productions might suggest that such an
integration of users as participants in news construction and shaping would impair the ability of
a news site to generate the confidence of its audience, a consideration of user practices
generated from their new roles as content producers, and users own characterization of
Slashdot, reveal that it is instead largely through their incorporation as sources and analysts of
news that a trust in and commitment to the site is fostered. The strength in the practice of news
exchange and distribution on Slashdot's collaborative news network lies, however, as much in
its ability to highlight users’ expertise in the identification and analysis of news, as in its enabling
of a collective process of news construction where users can act as both sources and
commentators of news. Such a process creates a new space to which news value may be
assigned, expanding understandings of what crucial news documents are to include not just
news articles, but the discussion forums that are associated with them, where users say news
can be reported, assessed and interpreted.

Editorial practices of collaborative news networks are likewise transformed into ones that
are organized to toierate a diversity of modes of operation and encourage personal expressions,
rather than attempting to enforce a conformity of practice and suppress the representation of
individualized perspectives. While the organizational culture of mainstream news media has
been argued to constrain news production processes, centralizing control within a limited party
of editors and managers, and enforcing standardized professional practices, the decentralized
structure of Slashdot’s editorial team fosters instead a plurality of editorial styles. Similarly, while
mainstream news production has been critiqued for being determined through professional

routines and hierarchies to the exclusion of audience input, editorial decision making in
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Slashdot's collaborative news network occurs instead with an explicit consideration of audience
concerns, interests and feedback. Rather than operating to maximize efficiency, rationality, and
objectivity in news production, Slashdot's decentralized editorial model works instead to
promote a diverse body of production styles and content that appreciates the subjectivity of
interpretation, and a transparency of those frames of interpretation, over the objectivity of facts.
It is such a diversification and distribution of editorial control, and the promotion of the qualities
of subjectivity and transparency in news that it allows, that proves to fosters users’ trust in the
site.

Yet while news construction through collaborative news networks generates such
potentials for audience participation and editorial collaboration with users, it also introduces
several new complications. Dispensing of the separation between editorial practices and
audiences, the privileging of editorial interests over those of their audiences, and the impositions
of conformity in editorial practices, Slashdot engenders a model of online news where editorial
production is shaped through a continual negotiation of editor and user interests. With no clear,
collectively agreed upon lines of authority and control established, decision making processes
are transformed into activities laden with tensions between distinct participants in content
construction and where editors are frequently seen as no more (and indeed to some, less)
entitled to editorial authority than users.

Such distinctions and divergences of individual interests similarly characterize the forms
of collective action that emerge through Slashdot’s collaborative news network. For indeed, the
modes of user participation that manifest on the site are frequently characterized by a pointed
individualistic contentiousness that operates in distinction to the interests of other users and as
frequently, to those of the site’s editors. Structurally and ideologically fractured and diffuse, the
tactical modes of operation on Slashdot's collaborative news network may share only their

common resistance to developing a stabilized body of practices. Functioning with multiple,
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rather than a singular, operational logics and principles that often conflict with one another, then,
it is a composite of these unpredictable, unauthorized modes of participation that testifies to the
potential of collective action on collaborative news networks. Such potentialities of action take
form in impacting the personal decisions of individuai users, in affecting the access and creation
of information beyond the site, and in causing disruptions in the access and production of
information on the site itself.

This study, however, is an attempt to broaden the paths and direction for future research
in online news, and in emergent forms of online news sites particularly. For indeed, a number of
areas of study become apparent as available for further research on collaborative news
networks. While | have focused here on the incorporation of site users as the primary agents in
the production of content, still largely undiscussed has been the role users have played in the
shaping and driving the construction of the technological architecture of Slashdot and other
networks of collaborative news. For indeed, with the underlying code for Slashdot, Slashcode,
and that for other collaborative news networks (notably Kuro5hin’s Scoop software) distributed
as open source code, users with programming expertise have been able to volunteer their skills
to contribute portions of the underlying code that sustain collaborative news networks in direct
ways. Similarly, through suggesting changes to existing features, calling for the addition of new
ones, or simply identifying current problems in the functioning of particular features and
exchanges on the network, users have actively shaped the development of the technological
architecture for collaborative news networks. Indeed, as exemplified with Slashdot's designers’
enhancement of the site’s comment filters as an attempt to counter trolling activity, even users’
deliberate misuses of the site’s features have helped to drive the development of the underlying
code.

Further research could aiso be conducted on how changes in ownership of the site have

affected news production processes on collaborative news networks. With Slashdot’s transition

151



Chap. 5: Collaborative News Networks, Chan

from a non-commercial, independent to a profit-seeking, corporate-owned site, following its
acquisition by Andover News in 1999 and Andover's own acquisition by VA Linux (now VA
Software) less than a year later, what changes were affected in both the composition of the
site’s editorial and user base, and in the practices for the construction of content? How did user
and editorial perceptions of the site and their roles and responsibilities on it become altered with
the transition? What tensions or complications in editors' and users’ relationships resulted from
the decision to relinquish an identity from an independent, non-commercial site to a
commercially owned one, given that Slashdot had cultivated a significant portion of its user base
and ethics of practice from its formerly independent status? Similarly, what new tensions or
complications in management of the site resulted for Andover and later VA Software, given the
site’s dependency on an active and engaged user base that might simultaneously be critical of
both entities’ investment in the site, and how were such tensions managed or resolved? What
forms of legitimacy were compromised, and what new ones were generated by the site's
transition to a corporately-owned entity? And how finally, did a composite of all such elements
alter and manifest through the content and news coverage of the site?

Questions of financial profit, profitably, and compensation on collaborative news
networks similarly have yet to be more deeply explored. Although banner advertisements have
been the dominant means for generating economic revenue on Slashdot as they have for many
online news sites, a new form of subscription where users could pay to remove such ads from
appearing during their visits was recently introduced to the site. Still unstudied, however, are
questions of what profit-generating models were adopted during the site’s history, and how they
might have corresponded with developments in the site’s user or ownership base. How is and
has economic profit been distributed, and how have such patterns of distribution been
determined? What new complexities and debates are generated between users and editors

over questions of revenue generation, and how do such tensions manifest on the site? And
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how have complications in compensation patterns, given the involvement and investment of
users as content producers for the site, emerged and been addressed?

The site's relationship to the open source and free software movements could also be a
topic of further research. With an originating identity as a site devoted to open source news, and
a substantial portion of its audience and editorial base composed of active users and
programmers of open source and free software, Slashdot has come to be regarded as a leading
site for coverage ¢f open source and free software news (even with the broadening of its
coverage of news to include more general science and technology related topics). Hosting a
community of advocates for open source and free software, it could be perceived as both
generating and benefiting from increased adoption and usage of open source and free software.
Among the issues that could be investigated, then, are what values and principles of open
source and free software are embedded into the design and practice of Slashdot’s collaborative
news network. How has the site’s coverage of open source and free software related issues
changed as the site’s and open source software's own user bases have expanded, and with the
increasing commercialization of open source software? What are the personal networks and
relationships that editors sustain, both formally and informally, with other figures in the open
source and free software movements, and how do they affect the articulation of values that are
manifested on the site? And finally, how has the site been affected by users’ own patterns of
use, perceptions, and activity around open source and free software, while it too influences
users’ use and activity associated with open source?

Similarly, more extensive research could be conducted into the new manifestations of
collaborative news networks that have emerged and their relationship to primary sites that have
exemplified the potentials — and limitations — of collaborative news. With distribution. of
Slashcode and other versions of coded architecture for collaborative news sites as open

sourced code, a wide array of news and discussion sites devoted to both technology-specific
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and non-tech-related issues have begun to be cultivated in recent years. Among the most
widely-recognized of these sites, as mentioned in the previous chapter, are the sites
Kuro5hin.org, an independent site that was founded by a former users of Slashdot in 1999, and
Plastic.com, a commercial site that was launched by Automatic Media in 2000. What features
are transformed or what new functionalities are introduced through the expression of a
collaborative news network in distinct communities, then, could be a topic of future exploration.
Similarly, a more comprehensive study of such sites’ relationships to mainstream news sites
and as well as other collaborative news networks might be conducted, as new patterns of news
story coverage and news exchange become possible.

The use of collaborative news sites by professional journalists is a finally another topic to
which further study could be devoted. Just as collaborative news networks can and have relied
on news coverage from mainstream news sites to generate sources for story submissions and
discussion forums, so too are professional journalists from other news outlets now also able to
turn to collaborative news sites as resources for story ideas, research on issues for future
articles, or simply to gain a sense of the range of opinions expressed on a particular topic by a
community of users. As seen with the Jane's Intelligence case, collaborative news networks
may also be used by professional journalists to solicit or access critique of news coverage. How
then, do collaborative news networks construct a space for professional journalists and
audiences to interact, providing audiences with a heightened potential to influence news
coverage in mainstream publications, just as they are able to influence the coverage of news on
the network itself? How has the accessibility of collaborative news networks as a reporting
resource affected the long-term coverage of particular news topic? What complications and
tensions in the notions and practice of “legitimate” news work arise when audience input as

expressed through coliaborative news networks is allowed to be regarded as a primary source
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for journalists? And what new conceptions of audiences among news professionals then, do
such exchanges between audiences and journalists, enable to be constructed?

This study, then, hopes in part to raise more questions than it can answer about the field
of online news that continues to redefine and transform itself. Those that have been outlined
above represent what is surely a mere portion of other than might be posed, just as what had
been presented in previous chapters as an examination of the social practices and processes
surrounding the production and distribution of news on Slashdot’s collaborative news network
represent what is a mere slice of others that have been and continue to be innovated. For
indeed, the forms and modes of expression that are generated on emergent models of online
news sites do not allow themselves to be predicted or fully accounted for. Demonstrating the
dynamism and multiplicity of user and editorial practices that are sustained on such sites,
researchers must be prepared to discover emergent models of online news production that
cannot be characterized or recognized by traditional modes of the news production that have
been defined by processes of organized routines and consensus. Similarly, they must be
prepared to find previous attempts to define an essential or definitive experience of “the
audience” of news challenged by the diversity in modes of users’ interaction with online news.
For the destablization of traditional lines of authority in online environments and the
transformation of the roles of editors and audiences with in collaborative news networks
particularly, require that researchers be prepared to reconsider established categories for and
conceptions of news production, its product, its makers, and the social meanings that are

ultimately generated around each.
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