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House Holds Hearing on Internet Privacy and Deep Packet Inspection

The House held a hearing last week  about privacy and the Internet. Under particular scrutiny was a technology called “deep packet inspection” that is used by Internet Service Providers to manage broadband data traffic and target advertising to individual Internet users. With deep packet inspection, an ISP can see everything a user sends or receives and every site they visit on the Web. 

Rep. Edward Markey of Massachusetts expressed his concern about the sensitivity of personal information being collected.

Rep. Edward Markey – Consumers deserve clear, conspicuous and constructive notice about what broadband providers use of deep packet inspection will be. Meaningful, opt-in consent for such use. And no monitoring or data interception of those consumers who do not grant consent for such use.

In an interchange with Robert Dykes, CEO of behavioral advertising company NebuAd, Markey pressed the issue of the need for consumers to opt-in to targeted advertising. NebuAd currently gathers and sells information about users unless they opt out.

Markey -  I think that that’s basically saying that silence is consent and that, as a result, you can do whatever you want with their information. I don’t think, unless you’ve gotten their affirmative permission that you should be allowed to be able to take this incredible leap into the breaching of the privacy of Americans. It’s like saying the mailman can open up any letter, can open up any package, find out what’s in it, and then start to partner with other companies, letting them know what individual Americans are receiving mail, what kind of packages are coming to their house. But it’s ok because the consumer doesn’t know that you’re doing it and hasn’t given you the opportunity to say to the mailman, “Stop opening my packages, stop opening my mail, I don’t want anyone to know about it.” And so we’ve got a real problem here.
Markey indicated that Congress could take action to strengthen privacy protections.

Markey – The very principles of individual freedom, individual liberty – your right not to have either the government or a private sector company coming into your life without your permission is central to who we are as Americans. That’s what we fought for. That’s what we continue to fight for. 
Quality Local TV News Attracts a Bigger Audience

The conventional wisdom among local television news broadcasters is that quality journalism doesn’t attract good ratings. “If it bleeds, it leads” has been the mantra of the TV news industry for years, spawning sensationalized stories of crime and disasters that is now daily fare on most local news broadcasts.

But a new study disproves the notion that audiences prefer superficial tabloid coverage to well-written, quality journalism.

Professor Marion Just of Wellesley College and the Joan Shorenstein Center on Press, Politics and Public Policy at Harvard, says she and her co-author Todd Belt initially wanted to give a nudge to the industry. The researchers compiled a huge amount of data from nearly 34,000 news stories from 50 TV markets across the country. The stories were then scored for quality with criteria determined by news professionals.

Just – We began to look at all of this data and said, let’s see if we can figure out how this matches up with the ratings. And what we found was that better stories tended to get better ratings. And by better, we didn’t mean necessarily that they were only on politics or esoteric subjects, but stories that people in the journalism business told us were better stories. That is, stories that had good sourcing, multiple points of view, a balance of views, experts, use of data.
So why do so many local news networks continue with superficial stories? Just says that local TV news is a victim of its own success.

Just – Because it has attracted such a large audience, the local stations use it as a cash cow. And in order to make the maximum profit, they’ve been squeezing the actual budgets, which forces news directors to cheapen the stories. And how do you do that? You put fewer personnel on the story, you accept a video news release, you don’t get the other side of the story. Those are things that make the news cheaper to produce, but it also loses audience.

Professor Just and professor Belt have written a book published by Cambridge University Press called, We Interrupt This Newscast: How to Improve Local News and Win Ratings, Too.
