


m ed i a .
“The kill er app l i c a ti on of the In tern et is

s peed ,” s ays Lee Yong Ky u n g, CEO of K T
Corpora ti on , the tel ecom group that con trols a
l a r ge part of the Korean broadband market .1

Com bining high - s peed and digital med i a
c a p a bi l i ties en a bles significant ch a n ges in met h-
ods of vi sual com mu n i c a ti on s , and calls for new
d i gital produ ct con cept s .

How are digital media tra n s forming culture
and the way people interact and com mu n i c a te ?

The past 20 ye a rs have bro u ght us an aston i s h-
ing array of d i gital tech n o l ogies and, with them ,
a bewi l dering va ri ety of n ew media form s — su ch
as Web page s , instant messagi n g, i m a ge em a i l ,
mu l ti - p l ayer online ga m e s , mu l ti m edia CD-
RO M s , DV D s , music down l oad s , online ph o to
a l bu m s , and high ly ref i n ed animati on . Toget h er,
m a ny argue, these and other forms of n on l i n e a r
d i gital media are reshaping the way we live ,
work , and play.

Ma rs h a ll Mc Lu h a n’s famous dictu m , “Th e
m ed ium is the message ,”2 is ri ght on target in
our digital worl d . In other word s , the med iu m
( i n cluding de s i gn) thro u gh wh i ch inform a ti on is
com mu n i c a ted affects the con tent of that infor-
m a ti on and its com mu n i c a tive ef fect .

We stand at the ed ge of the digital revo lu-
ti on—the produ cts and servi ces we have tod ay
a re simply the tip of the iceber g. Soon ,d i gi t a l
conver gen ce wi ll cre a te the po ten tial for prod-
u cts that wi ll all ow user access to a wi de ra n ge of
com preh en s ive servi ce s ,s i mu l t a n eo u s ly, f rom

a ny wh ere , at any ti m e .
Wi reless com mu n i c a ti on tech n o l ogy en a bl e s

produ cts to com mu n i c a te vi s i bly or invi s i bly.
Vi s i ble com mu n i c a ti on is con s c i o u s ly initi a ted
and con tro ll ed by users . For ex a m p l e , a mobi l e
ph one becomes an el ectronic wall et ,a ll owi n g
one to buy a can of Co ke from a ven d i n g
m achine or a ti cket for the bu s , or even to con-
du ct wee k ly grocery shopping at the su perm a r-
ket ; with 24/7 broadband In tern et con n ecti on s ,
we are alre ady able to down l oad pictu re s , mu s i c ,
and movi e s , while our cars can wi rel e s s ly com-
mu n i c a te with satell i te - l i n ked GPRS sys tems to
obtain current traffic inform a ti on and   get us to
our de s ti n a ti ons via the faste s t ,s a fest ro ute s .

Invi s i ble com mu n i c a-
ti on , on the other hand,
wi ll take place wi t h o ut
our being aw a re of i t ; o u r
pers onal data assistants,
( P DAs) wi ll autom a ti c a lly
com mu n i c a te with our
pri m a ry com p uters to
s e a m l e s s ly update our cal-
en d a rs , to - do lists, a n d
ad d ress books so that we
a lw ays have up-to - d a te
i n form a ti on , even wh en
on the move ; our cars wi ll
talk to the servi ce cen ter
to iden tify and diagn o s e
en gine probl ems and then
l et us know if and wh en a
s ervi ce appoi n tm ent should be sch edu l ed ;a n d
our ref ri gera tors wi ll mon i tor dates of peri s h a bl e
con ten t s , advise us on wh en to discard item s ,
and order more from the su perm a rket as need-
ed .

Even looking at the rel a tively simple digi t a l
tech n o l ogy we have at our disposal tod ay, we can
s ee a massive social impact on the way in wh i ch
we com mu n i c a te with the people around us.
Su ch a dra m a tic shift is exem p l i f i ed by the pas-
s i on a te way in wh i ch young people have adopted
m obile com mu n i c a ti on s . While their parents use
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Figure 1. Broadband access as a percentage of Internet households.

1. The New Yo rk Ti m e s ( May 5, 2 0 0 3 ) , p. C 1 .

2 . Ma rs h a ll Mc Lu h a n , Un d erstanding Media: T h e

Extensions of Man ( New York ,N Y: Mc Graw - Hi ll ,1 9 6 4 ) ,

p. 7 .

S a m s u n g ’s digital multimedia information manager was
designed to be a personal, mobile accessory.



m obile handsets as trad i ti onal ph ones wi t h
wh i ch to com mu n i c a te verb a lly, the young are
pushing pri m i tive tech n o l ogies like SMS (short
m e s s a ge servi ce) to their limits, devel oping thei r
own unique text language and using it as a
means of simple direct com mu n i c a ti on wi t h
t h eir peers .

In To kyo, the “keitai kids” (keitai denwa
tra n s l a tes as mobile tel eph one) are known as oya
yu bi sed a i, or the “t humb gen era ti on” ( f i g u re 2).
These yo u n gs ters use their thumbs for tex ti n g,
p l aying ga m e s , and dialing nu m bers . In many
c a s e s , the thumb has rep l aced the index finger as
the pri m a ry digi t ; it is even used for poi n ting at
t h i n gs or ri n ging doorbell s .

While activi ti e s
su ch as tex ti n g, e -
m a i l , In tern et ch a t ,
and instant messag-
ing repre s en t
i m proved modes of
com mu n i c a ti on ,
t h ere can also be
n ega tive ef fect s . It
has been ob s erved by
p s ych o l ogists that
h e avy users of d i gi t a l
com mu n i c a ti on are
becoming less capa-
ble of d i rect soc i a l
com mu n i c a ti on .

Ob s ervers of t h i s
d i gital revo luti on
h ave noti ced that
constant con n ectivi ty
is in some cases
u n dermining users’
s el f - rel i a n ce ,t h ereby
making them unabl e
to opera te wi t h o ut

h aving their mobile ph ones close by as a crutch .
Being con s t a n t ly in to u ch and in con tro l , peop l e
h ave fewer opportu n i ties to ex peri en ce the
va ga ries of ch a n ce , the su rprise en co u n ter, or an
u n ex pected adven tu re with su rprising re su l t s .

On the other hand, the abi l i ty to instantly
com mu n i c a te el ectron i c a lly via tex t ,i m a ge ,a n d
voi ce , ra t h er than face - to - f ace , en a bles those
with neu ro ti c , i n troverted ten dencies to tem-
pora ri ly su ppress them and build con f i den ce in
com mu n i c a ti on skill s . As with the introdu cti on
i n to soc i ety of a ny new tech n o l ogy, t h ere can be

both po s i tive and nega tive aspect s , depending on
con tex t .

Within the hom e , we are alre ady seeing the
ef fects of d i gital conver gen ce , as produ cts like
the classic “h i - f i ”s ys tem disappear and are
rep l aced by digital radio del ivered via the TV
s et - top box and CDs played on the DVD player.
Servi ces are being devel oped and implem en ted
that all ow the conver gen ce of TV and PC into
one box , and while produ cts of this natu re are
c u rren t ly ava i l a bl e ,n one of t h em amount to
mu ch more than ei t h er a TV with basic com p ut-
er functi on s , su ch as email and In tern et , or a PC
with an integra ted TV tu n er.

However, f utu re produ cts of this natu re wi ll
m ove out of the tech n o l ogy gh et to and becom e
m a i n s tream wh en companies pay atten ti on to
i n tegra ting tech n o l ogy with the more intangi bl e
a s pects of the produ ct — s pec i f i c a lly, i n teractive
u s er rel a ti on s h i p s .

For ex a m p l e , as digital TV becomes more
i n teractive , we find that the user has to swi tch
bet ween the trad i ti onal “l e a n - b ack” p a s s ive
m ode (watching TV, l i s tening to music) and
“l e a n - forw a rd ” active mode (su rfing the Net ,
re ad i n g / wri ting em a i l ) . E ach of these interacti on
m odes requ i res a different form of en ga gem en t
f rom the user and trad i ti on a lly demands differ-
ent types of produ ct s .

As tech n o l ogy makes conver gen ce po s s i bl e ,
the ch a ll en ge facing de s i gn ers is to determ i n e
wh et h er to pursue integra ted soluti ons that wi ll
a ll ow mu l tiple modes of i n teracti on to be car-
ri ed out su cce s s f u lly and en j oya bly. Recen t ly,
Sa m sung tack l ed this probl em with a proj ect
i nvo lving an integra ted laptop home en tert a i n-
m ent sys tem for yo u n ger peop l e , wh i ch wo u l d
t a ke the place of s ep a ra te PC, TV, DV D, a n d
VHS sys tem s , while incorpora ting a su rro u n d
sound sys tem .

Al t h o u gh this type of conver ged - s ys tem con-
cept is targeted to a specific user segm en t , it is
i m portant that the evo luti on of d i gital media be
d riven by con s i dera ti ons of wh i ch conver gen ce
is the most appropri a te for the con text in wh i ch
i t’s being used—not simply because the minia-
tu ri z a ti on of tech n o l ogy all ows for the integra-
ti on of mu l tiple functi on s . More of ten than not,
the most appropri a te directi on wi ll be tow a rd
i n d ivi dual devi ces that do a sel ected nu m ber of
t h i n gs ex trem ely well and can re ad i ly com mu n i-
c a te ac ross a net work .
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They’re known as oya yubi sedai—the thumb generation.

S a m s u n g ’s exchangeable digital media concept enables the
“socialization” of inform a t i o n .



Wh en and for wh i ch users are digital media the
most ef fec tive means of com mu n i c a ti on ?

Di gital com mu n i c a ti on is not limited to a spec i f-
ic group or cultu re . However, it does seem that
the yo u n ger gen era ti on has the cl e a rest grasp of
d i gital tech n o l ogy and with their rel a ti on s h i p
with it. Less tech n o - s avvy con su m ers are simply
i n tere s ted in basic, uti l i t a rian servi ces and don’t
de s i re the gra ti f i c a ti on of pushing tech n o l ogy
i n to new terri tory.

Di gital media of fers almost unlimited oppor-
tu n i ty for conver gen ce , because miniatu ri z a ti on
and adva n ces in tech n o l ogy mean that produ ct s
can po ten ti a lly “do more stu f f ,” a nyti m e ,i n
m a ny different place s . The ch a ll en ge for com p a-
nies at the foref ront of this digital revo luti on is
to find met h ods of s el f - con trol that wi ll en su re
that the conver gen ce they cre a te is both ben ef i-
cial to the custom er and appropri a te . Faced wi t h
the vast array of d i gital media opportu n i ti e s , it is
tem pting to su ccumb to the eternal marketi n g
lu re of “c reeping fe a tu ri ti s .”

The most su ccessful examples of d i gital prod-
u cts and servi ces are found in produ cts that
don’t try to do too mu ch . A good example is the
Yepp brand of Sa m sung digital audio player.
This produ ct has the tech n o l ogical po ten tial to
of fer a whole ra n ge of s ervi ce s — P DA ,d i gi t a l
i m a ge vi ewer, m obile tel eph on e , c a m era , and so
on . However, Sa m sung has sen s i bly dec i ded to
limit the produ ct to doing one thing—acqu i r-
i n g, p l ayi n g, and managing music on the
m ove—and making su re that it performs this

s ervi ce very well .
Ra t h er than a on e - s i ze - f i t s - a ll digital produ ct ,

the most stra tegic approach seems to be a nu m-
ber of wi rel e s s ly linked digital devi ces that all ow
the user to assem ble a su i te of produ cts to su i t
his or her life s tyle and particular purpo s e . Su ch
c u s tom i z a ti on all ows each produ ct to be
de s i gn ed with one spec i f i c , or a couple of cl o s ely
rel a ted , f u n cti ons in mind. If a produ ct is
de s i gn ed with too many functi ons and servi ce s ,
the de s i gn ers wi ll inevi t a bly have to com prom i s e
on issues of f u n cti on a l i ty, l e ading to a less-than-
s a ti s f actory custom er ex peri en ce .

We can see this custom i zed approach em er g-
ing as companies bring out ra n ges of produ ct s —
com p uters , m obile ph on e s , and PDAs — t h a t
s h a re el em ents of phys i c a l , as well as gra ph i c a l ,
u s er interf ace s , making it easy for the custom er
to move bet ween them . A co h erent vi sual inter-
f ace , com bi n ed with the com m on rem ova bl e
d i gital media mem ory format and seamless
i n tercon n ectivi ty, means that a custom er wi ll
m ore than likely add produ cts from the same
s ys tem , ra t h er than from another com p a ny.

An o t h er intere s ting opportu n i ty that digi t a l
m ed i a , rem ova ble high - den s i ty mem ory, a n d
com m on intercon n ectivi ty of fer is the abi l i ty to
provi de users with pers onal acce s s ories for stor-
ing and sharing mu s i c , i m a ge s , and vi deo. Th e s e
types of devi ces wi ll all ow for the cre a ti on of
n ew com mu n i c a ti on beh avi ors ,e s pec i a lly in the
vi su a l ,s en s ory - d riven yo uth cultu re .
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S a m s u n g ’s wearable yepp digital audio player focuses on a specific
function—music on the move.

The mobile USB digital memory concept is Samsung’s personal accessory for storing and
sharing music, images, and video.



How can vi sual com mu n i c a ti ons ref l ec t
n a ti onal and regi onal culture s ?

In most cultu re s , a pictu re is worth a thousand
word s , because the dep i cti on of an image has
a lw ays been one of our most basic forms of
com mu n i c a ti on . Th erefore , the abi l i ty to sen d
p i ctu re s , tex t , and sound wi rel e s s ly is a com-
pelling opportu n i ty on a gl obal scale. Na ti on a l
and regi onal ch a racteri s tics wi ll manifest them-
s elves in the natu re of the com mu n i c a ti ons and
in how mu ch the custom er is wi lling to spend to
access these servi ce s . The ch a ll en ge for mobi l e
provi ders is to stru ctu re con tent and pri c i n g
plans that re s pond to the unique needs of c u s-
tom er segm en t s , as well as to cultu ral con tex t .

In Eu rope , tel ecom servi ce provi ders aggre s-
s ively market image messaging and are keen to
en co u ra ge their custom ers to upgrade thei r
h a n d s ets (and, n a tu ra lly, i n c rease the provi der ’s
revenue per user ) . In tere s ti n gly, u n l i ke the last
revo luti on a ry mobile servi ce , wi reless app l i c a-
ti on pro tocol (WA P ) , wh i ch was over- hyped as
the “ In tern et in your pocket ,” i m a ge messaging is
n ow being sold via user scen a rio adverti s i n g.
Po ten tial custom ers are asked to “ro l e - p l ay ”
owning one of these produ cts so that they can
s ee how an image messaging servi ce would fit
i n to their life s tyl e s . Su ch a re a l - l i fe approach is
m ore user- cen tric than lectu ring people abo ut
h ow a new tech n o l ogy with wi der bandwi d t h
s ends and receives data faster.

In As i a ,m obile ph ones are curren t ly a more
i m portant part of peop l e’s lives than in Eu rope
or the Un i ted State s . Mu l ti m edia messagi n g
s ervi ce (MMS) has been a hu ge su ccess in Ja p a n
and Korea and repre s ents a stra tegic platform
for business growt h , because it all ows mobi l e
ph one users to send and receive tex t ,p i ctu re s ,
vi deo, and sound instantly. MMS is very similar
to short message servi ce (SMS) tex t - on ly mes-
s a ging in its provi s i on of a utom a ti c ,i m m ed i a te
del ivery of pers onal messages bet ween ph on e
and email or ph one and ph on e . To some degree ,
M M S’s su ccess in Asia ref l ects a cultu ral fascina-
ti on with cartoon s , com i c s , ga m i n g, and “c ute”
i con s , as well as an on going love affair with tech-
n o l ogy.

But even in this tech n o - s avvy part of t h e
worl d , Asian tel ecom servi ce provi ders report
that wh en custom ers first purchase a camera
ph on e ,t h ere is an initial su r ge of activi ty as the
u s er takes and sends lots of ph o to s , and that use
of the servi ce declines as the novel ty we a rs of f .
However, u s a ge is beginning to rise dra m a ti c a lly
as camera ph ones are pri ced to re ach the hands
of the custom er segm ent that wi ll use them the
m o s t — teens and young adu l t s . In fact , c a m era
ph ones have become a flagship produ ct in
Kore a .

Vi sual imagery has en ormous intrinsic va lu e
to groups su ch as teen a gers . And after all ,t h e
va lue of d i gital media is what specific con su m er
s egm ents are prep a red to pay for it. Ma ny su b-
s c ri bers , for instance , re ad i ly pay to down l oad
i m a ge s ,i con s ,a n i m a ti on s , and ring tones from
In tern et servi ce s .

How are vi sual com mu n i c a ti ons becom i n g
m ore intera c tive , and what implicati on doe s
this have for businesses and marketi n g ?

Most “devel oped ”s oc i eties have become acc u s-
tom ed to mu l ti - t a s k i n g, hyperactivi ty, and mu l-
ti m edia as a part of everyd ay life . Tod ay, peop l e
can absorb gre a ter vo lumes of i n form a ti on and
com preh end the most com p l ex vi su a l i z a ti ons at
s peeds not ex peri en ced by pri or gen era ti on s .
According to aut h or James Glei ck , “We have
l e a rn ed a vi sual language made up of i m a ge s
and movem ents inste ad of words and syll a bl e s .”
The flip side is that too mu ch vi sual exc i tem en t
can cause an “overl oad ” con d i ti on that is incom-
preh en s i ble and even tu a lly becomes bori n g.

In con tra s t , a more su btle and simple
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The Samsung mobile
c o m m u n i c a t o r, with
built-in camera and
high-resolution color
display for digital 
multimedia messaging.



a pproach can stand out from all the fast-paced ,
a n i m a ted vi sual clut ter and can en a ble more -
ef fective com mu n i c a ti on s , as well as provi de a
u n i que image . While dynamic vi sual com mu n i-
c a ti ons are su rely appropri a te for some app l i c a-
ti on s , con text of use should be the very firs t
con s i dera ti on . In our world of s peed and easy
m a n i p u l a ti on , de s i gn ers should first step back
and focus on the intent of s pecific vi sual com-
mu n i c a ti ons with a co h erent set of i deas before
rushing to incorpora te all the latest digi t a l
de s i gn tri ck s . To qu o te preem i n ent inform a ti on
de s i gn er Edw a rd Tu f te , “The two stra tegies for
i m proving inform a ti on de s i gn are (1) to redu ce
the noi s e , and (2) to improve the sign a l .”

This fundamental de s i gn approach is even
m ore crucial as mobile produ cts become small er
for the sake of port a bi l i ty, while the amount of
vi sual inform a ti on grows larger due to broad-
band net work s . The screen size has becom e
i nvers ely proporti on ed to the capabi l i ty of d i s-
p l ayed con ten t . While this dich o tomy can be
ad d re s s ed by simplifying inform a ti on navi ga ti on
and increasing screen re s o luti on , it is a com p l ex
de s i gn probl em with no easy answers .

L ooking ahead      

The forces of gl ob a l i z a ti on and the power of
d i gital media are com bining to cre a te sign i f i-
c a n t ly en h a n ced forms of vi sual com mu n i c a-
ti on s . From a tech n o l ogical pers pective ,t h e
d i gital revo luti on is well underw ay. From a
hu m a n - ad a pt a ti on point of vi ew, it is just begi n-
n i n g.

The rapid pro l i fera ti on of d i gital media and
com mu n i c a ti ons ac ross a specific stra tum of
s oc i ety has re su l ted in whole dem ogra phic en ti-
ties being almost com p l etely exclu ded from this
gl obal inform a ti on revo luti on . The unedu c a ted ,
the poor, and those with physical and men t a l
l i m i t a ti on s ,e s pec i a lly those in devel op i n g
n a ti on s ,a re becoming a pop u l a ti on of h ave - n o t s
in the scen a rio known as the “d i gital divi de .”

O f co u rs e ,s ocial differen ces wi ll con ti nue to
exist into the fore s ee a ble futu re ,b a s ed on a mu l-
ti tu de of va ri a bles su ch as intell ect and econ om-
i c s . However, it is unwise to have soc i ety
po l a ri zed in su ch a way as to inhibit large seg-
m ents of people from parti c i p a ting in the soc i a l
and com m ercial ben efits of su ch an histori c ,
i m port a n t , and gl obal revo luti on .

G iven that the su ccess of business depends on

an edu c a ted work force and an econ om i c a lly
vi a ble pop u l a ti on , it would seem fitting that all
of us in the business com mu n i ty focus on bri d g-
ing the digital divi de by working to make infor-
m a ti on more unders t a n d a ble and access more
equ i t a ble for a ll s egm ents of s oc i ety.

Con s equ en t ly, it is on ly fitting that the new
f ron ti er in vi sual com mu n i c a ti ons be a gl ob a l
ef fort for i n cl u s iven e s s.

Di gi tAll… everyon e’s invi ted .
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