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WORLD CUP AND THE NET

Football scores for Web 2.0
Kicking the Internet into touch
with its users

t a recent IIC meeting in London there was
an interesting discussion about how major
sporting events - in this case, the World (football) Cup - have been the stimulus to innovation in the media. Previous examples of how
international sporting events push along the
technology and practice of the masss media
include High definition TV, 3-D Hi-Fi TV and (at
the recent World Cup in Germany) mobile TV.

A

But in this discussion, the emphasis was on
the Web - or rather, on what is called Web 2.0.
Here, the World Cup certainly had an impact
on how websites seek to communicate with
their users - and vice versa. Speakers from
the television and newspapers squared up to
the issue.
What is now referred to, somewhat dismissively, as Web 1.0, is or was all about supplying
information on the basis of which the user then
went elsewhere. It consisted of "flat words and
still pictures" or a virtual "newspaper on the
Web", said one contributor. Web 2.0, on the
other hand, is all about audience interaction.

Live streaming
In the case of football at the World Cup on
the BBC website, for example, this in practice
meant live streaming of matches, with attendant successes - and problems. On the one
hand, the BBC showed, both to the football
authorities and to sports fan web users, that
it could be done. On the other hand, it raised
important rights issues that are hardly new but
may get worse rather than better as web coverage of events diversifies.
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On the one hand, the BBC experience showed
that it was able to handle up to 100,000 concurrent 'streams' of live football, without crashing the Internet, with perhaps a total of half a
million people dipping in and out i.e. not everyone was streaming all the time. That was just
as well, since there were real concerns as to
whether live streaming of popular events like
the World Cup would bring down or overwhelm
the Net. The numbers are also a comment on
the rapid spread of broadband.
It also showed that, whatever the employment
rules about staff distractions, the most use
of this web streaming was in the afternoons,
when people were (presumably) at their desks
and at their PCs or terminals - hence, no
doubt, the quick dipping in and out. The most
clicks for the BBC were to the S.Korea versus
Togo match - held in the afternoon i.e. in working hours.

TV on the PC
These numbers are not of course large in relation to the huge audiences for sporting events
in more traditional media, where multiple millions are the norm. This raises the interesting
question of the relation between the 'old' media
and the new in terms of (in this case) football
coverage. Is it about numbers? Or is it about
diversifying the offering to your customers?
Anyway, is TV on the PC the way of the future
- or not?
A related problem is that user loyally on the
web is practically zero - people click around
to find what they want, and it is hard to build
up or retain a loyal following in the way that,
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say, conventional terrestrial TV scheduling has
in the past managed to do. So while special
events such as the World Cup may boost web
traffic temporarily, they may be no carry-over
effect.

commentary on them. The group also launched
a series of podcasts, 36 in total. Finally, staff
writers took part in 'blogs', which generated a
lot of interest.

Web goes visual
The rights issue was basically solved at the
Athens Olympics, in the sense that the BBC (in
this example) was able to acquire the national
UK-only rights for live streaming of World Cup
matches.
National rights in practice means that only
those web users who are registered with a
service provider in that same country, can get
access to the events streamed by the rights
holder for that country i.e. the system knows
who you are, and can and does debar you.
But as the Web develops, future sports events
are bound to raise fresh questions about what
rights can be defined and can be traded, and
who has the right (or power) to demand money
for granting those rights.

Virtual replay
But streaming, though perhaps the most important demonstration of Web 2.0, was not the
only example of it. Users were for example
offered the chance to compile their own ratings
of the performance of players, to get audience
interest.

Clearly, this is a different style of website to
that of a TV organisation like the BBC, much
more text-based and writer-based. But even
so, a print organisation is or will be up against
the same rights issues. As the web 'goes
visual' with Web 2.0, and if it generates large
audiences, then fees for rights will get much
larger, and rights fees may extend their scope
to things that are so far right-fee-free, such as
still photography or even live spoken commentaries from the stadium.
Nor is user-generated content the perfect
answer. It may be a way of the future, but it is
not free, as some have supposed. The need to
check it for e.g. copyright infringement as well
as infringements of the law, can make it expensive to moderate. The rights issue will not go
away - on the contrary, it gets more complex.
The next Olympics in China, for example, will
be an interesting test of who will be accredited
to do what, where and how.

Togo's team got the most clicks

Also very popular were virtual replays of key
moments like goal scorings in the style of computer games, with different camera angles and
perspectives on the play. These latter particularly appeal to the younger age group - say, 25
to 45 - but the aim must be to get to and hold
the age group below that - that 16 to 24s.
By contrast, a newspaper organisation without
the resources of the BBC (in this case, the
Guardianl Observer group of London) based
its web appeal on quite different factors - and
with widely recognised success. It adopted four
approaches to its World Cup web coverage, all
of which could equally well be applied to other
web content.
One was 'tone of voice' - an irreverent, funny,
conversational tone. The next was minute-byminute text creation as writers watched the
matches and wrote their own style of instant
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