
Interpersonalized Media: 
What's News? 

We are in the midst of a major 
change in the ways that we com- 
municate. This change will affect 
many areas of our lives-the ways we 
are informed, educated, and enter- 
tained; the ways we interact with 
friends, organizations, and the world. 
New communication media are aris- 
ing from the grass roots as personal 
computers become widespread and 
are interconnected. These media 
allow new possibilities for interac- 
tive, perconalized communication, so 
I will cali thém interpersonalized 
media. ? 

Already there are small-scale ef- 
forts to interconnect personal com- 
puter~ via telephone lines. There are 
severa1 national personal-computer 
networks and many local computer 
'hlletin board" systems, five in the 
San Diego area alone. These 
developments will lead to such 
radically modified institutions as per- 
sonalized news, classroomless educa- 
tion, and interactive soap operas. In 
this article, I will focus on the in- 
fluente of these new media on the in- 
terchange of information that con- 
stitutes news. 
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Personaliied News - -  ~ 

Imagine your Òwn personal news 
staff, preparing a report every day on 
only those topics that you have ex- 
pressed interest in: political news con- 
ceming Ghana, reports of advances 
in alternate energy sources, sports 
news about certain teams, want ads 
for Volkswagen Rabbits for sale 
within fifty miles for less than $3000, 
etc. By the time you specified a fairly 
detailed news profile, you would 
probably be receiving a unique, per- 
Sonalized news report. 

If the current decrease in 
the cost of computation 
and data storage cori- 
tinues, a system for 
dis tribu ting personalized 
news will soon be 
economically feasible. 

1s this concept of personalized news 
a notion for some distant time in the 
future? No. The requirements for 
such a system are quite minimal and 
well within current capability. A pro- 
totype for parts of such a system ex- 
ists at the Artificial Intelligente 
Laboratory at Stanford University, 
where the daily Associated Press wire 
contents are stored by a computer, 
and users are notified of stories that 
match their specified news profile. 

The details of storing, indexing, and 
retrieving large amounts of text have 
been worked out well. (However, the 
retr ieval  techniques a re  not  
foolproof. One user at Stanford, in- 
terested in dolphin research, asked to 
see al1 stories containing the word 
"dolphin." He was then puzzled that 
he was being notified of al1 the Mon- 
day morning football-score sum- 
maries, unti1 he noticed the stories 
had the scores for the Miami 
Dolphins!) 

The barrier to such svstems has 
been economic-the costs of storage, 
computation, and communication 
have been too high to challenge the 
existing massdistributed media of 
television, radio, and newspaper 
news. However, the cost of al1 three 
factors is rapidly dropping, and if the 
current decreases continue, a system 
for distributing personalized news 
will soon be economically feasible. 
(See the economic analysis by Panko 
in reference 11 for firstclass business 
mail, for instance.) This development 
is especially likely when the interac- 
tive information system is integrated 
into a broader system for entertain- 
ment, education, and commercial in- 
teractions. 

Electronic Mai1 
Electronic mai1 is an almost ac- 

cidental development of interactive 
computer networks, but it may 
become the most significant use of 
computers in our everyday lives. It 
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