
 

A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 

 

Are technology companies the new media owners? 

“Technology companies are indeed the new media owners, but they always have been”. 

These were the words of Rory Sutherland, Executive Creative Director & Vice-

Chairman OgilvyOne London and Vice-Chairman Ogilvy & Mather UK. He was 

proposing the motion ‘Technology companies are the new media owners’ at the 

Debating Group debate at the House of Commons on 24 March 2014. The debate was 

sponsored by the International Advertising Association UK Chapter and chaired by the 

Rt Hon Baroness Dean of Thornton-le-Fylde. 

Rory Sutherland suggested that there was false tautology in the wording of the motion. There is no 

reason why companies cannot be technology companies and media owners or vice versa. Media 

companies arise out of new technology eg colour TV, Disney patents in animation techniques. Nearly 

all great media companies start with new technology, using new forms of content and distribution. 

Great media companies are the first people to exploit media technology and they turn commercial 

very quickly. You won’t last long as a media owner if you don’t embrace technology, Companies can 

also be disrupted by a tiny element in technology which affects human behaviour eg a new £35 device 

which changes the way people consume and pay for TV. 

Rory Sutherland pointed out that consumers of media will use whatever suits them at any time. Those 

under 20 have different forms of media consumption. He argued that advertisers don’t really 

understand how advertising works and the way the human brain decodes information. He suggested 

that believability and trust are linked with the amount of time the consumer engages with the message. 

Messages have more meaning if they are costly to send. Technology seems to offer lower cost but 

loses out on understanding.  

Rory Sutherland concluded that it is true that technology companies are the new media owners but 

this is not a new truth.  

Brand journalism 

Opposing the motion, Hugo Rifkind, journalist and columnist for The Times and The Spectator, 

stated that he did not believe that technology owners are the new media owners, although he 

confessed that he wished they were. He maintained that technology companies would not employ him 

and pay for his time; they would not scrutinise you or care about the world at large. These are the 

three big failings of technology companies and why they compare very poorly with the media owners 

of the past. 

He suggested that Amazon is poorly understood as a technology company. In fact it is a fairly 

traditional retailing giant that simply does business through the Internet. For the most part technology 



companies are nihilists or worse. Apple does nod towards something traditional and behaves like a 

traditional media owner. Understanding what that company is doing with the iTunes platform and 

particularly the Appstore, leads you to something pretty analogous to what Rupert Murdoch did with 

Sky – controlling the platform and thus having enormous leverage over those outlets that wish to use 

it.  But there, however, the similarities end. Hugh Rifkind believes that Steve Jobs was a visionary and 

a genius, but he was also a man who did not care about the world other than the bit that contains his 

products. Hugh Rifkind cited terrible conditions in one of his factories in China, culled from an article 

in the Daily Mail. Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook called President Obama to express frustration at the 

threat he believes mass government surveillance poses to the future of the Internet, but he was 

actually complaining about encryption. Twitter is fighting for the rights of people to use Twitter in 

Turkey. Similarly Google’s campaign in Libya. These are self-interested campaigns which are narrow 

and calculated. These companies choose their battles carefully to serve their own interests. One could 

argue that old media companies also served their own interests, often with a political agenda, but the 

difference is that, for the technology companies, it is one dimensional. The technology companies are 

only interested in their own interests, not at all in ours. We do not regard technology companies in the 

manner that we regard traditional media as owned by one person or an entity and projecting that view 

of the world. 

Quoting from one of his own articles, Hugh Rifkind, described the phenomenon of Facebook, “...all 

Internet giants...play a vital role in modern lives and because of that we have a tendency to consider 

them mighty and responsible institutions....with an element of public service embedded within their 

mission. But they aren’t that at all. They have no mission. Theirs is not a quest for your trust or your 

love or your vote. Theirs is a quest for your money”. 

Facebook and Twitter, particularly, are regarded as public space, like the old-fashioned city square. 

But it is not public space. It is a private space, in which we are guests. We have firm views about what 

our newspapers or TV channels ought to be responsible for. We are wholly unclear on what an 

Internet giant should be responsible for, if anything. They are much more like any old seller of 

widgets and have a different sort of engagement with the stuff - the content - they carry. 

Hugh Rifkind went on to discuss the difference between content and journalism. In 2011 the 

Columbia School of Journalism issued a breakdown of how the industry was changing. As the 

Guardian reported, “In the most performing outlets such as the Huffington Post, more resources are 

allocated to audience valuation than to content creation”. This leads to the breakdown of the Chinese 

wall between journalism on the one hand and the business model on the other. You start writing, story 

by story, not to affect or inform your reader, but to attract your reader so as to sell advertising. Or 

worse, you are the advertising. This is the phenomenon known as ‘brand journalism’ where 

organisations use the position of privilege they enjoy in their own fields, to deliver their own message. 

It’s what happens when you no longer need to navigate the troublesome demands of an outlet with 

integrity – a newspaper, in other words – but can post straight to one – such as Facebook or Twitter – 

that will report your words verbatim, without subjecting them to scrutiny at all. It is what happens in a 

world where publishers publish without any sense of responsibility at all. Hugh Rifkind argued that 

the technology companies are nihilistic in this respect because they are led differently. The technology 

companies have skills in building the technology, but they have not yet begun to come to terms with 

the responsibility inherent in owning them too. If companies have no filter, it is hard to see how they 

could ever be worthy successors to even bad media owners. 

Social capital 

Seconding the motion, Anjali Ramachandran, Head of Innovation, PHD UK, discussed the 

ecosystem of ideas underlying technology. She suggested that any technology is a medium in itself. 

She cited 3D printing which helps to give shape to our ideas. She stressed the importance of social 

capital – the links provided by technology. When you think of technology companies you think of the 

ease with which you communicate with others. Anjali Ramachandran went on to discuss the role of 

technology in politics citing the Obama campaign where he was able to use technology to reach 

people who do not consume traditional media. Media owners are now talking to a generation of 



people who use technology and they have more guile at responding to their needs. She pointed out 

that all media companies are technologically-based. Media on demand is technology, so are the 

Guardian’s data visualisation and the Economist’s Podcasts. The best kinds of journalism need the 

new breed of web companies. 

Anjali Ramachandran argued that technology companies are more democratic than traditional media. 

She cited the phenomenon of ‘School in a Cloud’ whereby children all over the world can work on 

their own without a formal classroom. It is easy to forget what is going on in the rest of the world, 

where traditional media is not always available. Technology companies may not be the best media 

owners, but the motion is about new media owners. Future generations will only know technology and 

these are the people to whom the new media owners will pay attention. 

Technology platforms 

Seconding the opposition, Chad Wollen, Group Head of Innovation and Commercial Futures, 

Vodafone, unpicked the motion, by looking at what we mean by the terms ‘technology companies’, 

‘media owners’ and ‘new’. He argued that the motion fails to recognise the complexity and shades of 

grey which reflect our lived experience and real working lives in the media or technology sector. He 

questioned what we mean by ‘technology companies’. Using technology does not make you a 

technology company. It is almost impossible to think of an area of life which is not touched by 

technology. It is integrated and embedded into everything and has always been part of media. 

Chad Wollen looked at some measures or proxies of technology companies: 

- R % D spend. The consultancy firm Booz conducts an annual audit of the top 1000 companies 

by R & D spend. Google, Microsoft, Intel and IBM are in the top 20 but so are Samsung, 

Sony, Panasonic, Volkswagen, Honda, GM and big Pharmaceutical companies. The top 

spenders are drawn from automotive, healthcare, computing/electronics and software/Internet. 

A few technology companies are involved in the media. 

- Patent filers. IBM has topped for 21 years in a row, with Microsoft, Samsung, Sony and 

Panasonic. Google is at no 11 and Apple at 13. But most of the list is made up of companies 

which none of us will have heard or thought about in the context of media. They are the vast 

majority of technology companies that design, build and make technology platforms and 

products. 

Chad Wollen went on to look at the term ‘media owners’. Zenith Optimedia produce an annual list of 

the top 30 global media owners. Google made the number 1 spot in 2013. In the top 3 are also 

Yahoo!, Microsoft and Facebook. But so are names like Walt Disney, ITV, Hearst, Time Warner, 

Gannett, Globo and JC Deacaux. – 26 out of 30. Of the 26 can we really say they are being usurped 

by technology companies? Rather, they have had to adapt. Walt Disney has Pixar in its stable and has 

launched Club Penguin. You don’t have to be a technology company to be a successful user of 

technology. In fact you cannot talk about the media without talking about technology. Chad Wollen 

cited the film ‘Singing in the rain’ which heralded a technical change in the motion picture industry. 

The media have always been impacted by technological change. The media landscape is changing, but 

media companies are adapting and doing what they have always done – using technology to their 

advantage. 

Discussion from the floor 

For the motion 

- Technology has made technology companies the new media owners. 

Against the motion 

- The contributor relies on local print media for his political campaigning. 

- Technology has democratised the media and turned all of us into media owners. 



Neutral 

- The contributor was concerned about ownership of content and the increasing distribution of 

content. 

- An element of conscious is involved with content. But channels only want to make money 

from delivery of content. 

There was a dearth of contributions from the floor and Baroness Dean asked how traditional media 

companies cope with consumers’ changing habits. There are still old media companies which haven’t 

run out of money. 

Hugo Rifkind believes that the only model is philanthropy. It is very hard at the present time to see 

how you can get enough money to fund the Internet. 

Rory Sutherland believes that quantitatively technology companies are the new media owners, but not 

qualitatively. An algorithm is not a substitute for an editor and money is needed to fund serious 

investigative journalism. Social media are neither technology nor media companies. Technology 

companies are the new media owners, but they do not have the same reputational risk as traditional 

media owners. 

Summing up 

Summing up for the opposition, Hugo Rifkind referred first to Rory Sutherland’s remark that you 

trust a medium if you feel a lot of money has been spent on it. Hugo Rifkind felt that the reverse is 

true. 

He admitted to being a great fan of new technology, but he was concerned about ownership of 

content. In addition he did not want media that fulfilled his every whim. The Internet has not 

empowered the powerless at the expense of the powerful. We are all empowered by the Internet, but 

technology companies are not the new media owners. 

Summing up for the motion, Rory Sutherland argued that a disproportionately large amount of 

attention will continue to shift to technology. The trend is inevitable – if you are not a technology 

company or do not act like one, the future is not good. This is even more so in the many parts of the 

world which do not have broadsheets. 

He stressed that we must be alert to advertising funding. People pay a high price for things that are 

scarce, but advertising is not scarce and targeting makes it less so.  

 Rory Sutherland believes that we should not be naive or Panglossian about the trend. It is not 

anything that we can do much about. 

The result 

The motion was defeated. 

Next debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 19th May 2014 sponsored by the Marketing Agencies 

Association. For more details contact Doreen Blythe, Debating Group Secretary, on 020 8202 5854, 

e-mail: doreen.blythe22@btinternet.com  - www.debatinggroup.org.uk 

 


