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http://www.technologyreview.com/articles/05/10/wo/wo_100705roush.asp 

http://www.wired.com/news/technology/0,1282,69114,00.html?tw=rss.TEK
The recent Web 2.0 conference held in San Francisco marked an eventful year for the 'collaborative' direction that the internet has undergone. A year before, it would be hard for anyone to say with certainty that the web-based application software arena could take on the traditional software company. But now we have a strong slew of online applications that build on the networking effect of the virtual community made possible by the internet. Some successful stories include Flikr (the photo-sharing service), Wikipedia (a collaborative knowledge editing platform), Delicious (networked bookmarking mechanism) and of course the explosion of "blogsphere" which had led to the dismay of some big companies (eg some nasty blogs written by microsoft employees) while developing into an advertising tool for others. Newly developed tools such as the AJAX (asynchronous Java and XML) will be used to further leverage the 'processing' power of the web-cased software that pose a formidable threat to traditional software vendors. (A good example is Zimbra which produces web-based email/contacts/calender organizer). 

Despite the promises, I agree with Barry Diller, CEO of InterActiveCorp, that the rise of video blogs and the likes will not displace the conventional entertaining industry. The ability to edit and present the huge amount of data found on the web in a meaningful and entertaining way will probably be out of reach for any individual blogger or homemade video guru. Also, the marketing power of established firms can continue to push their product more strongly than any individual out there who face a much harder time to get pass the 'tipping point' of the network effect. 

On the other hand, it’d be interesting to see how established content provider who are accustomed to distributing their service in traditional means (for example, Britannica and CNN) respond to the threat bought about by positive feedback effect in the Web 2.0 era. Indeed, even supposedly technology-advanced companies such as Microsoft are not immune to the onslaught of services based on the concept of ‘power in the people’. Microsoft will not be foreign to this network effects game since they are possibly the biggest benefiter from the prevalence of their widely-entrenched windows OS system. While they have been slow to response to the internet revolution, their victory in the internet browser war in the late 90s suggest they can muscle their way into gaining a bigger web presence with their OS dominance. It now remains to be seen if they can fend off a new set of challenges bought on by AJAX-enabled web-based on-demand software.

http://news.com.com/New+iPods+make+some+add-ons+yesterdays+hits/2100-1041_3-5907356.html?part=rss&tag=5907356&subj=news
The introduction of the new iPod presents an interesting account of how certain products might be affected during a major shift in strategy or design of their complementary counterparts. In this case, the relationship between iPod and its many accessories is quite different from that between DVDs and DVD players. While the popularity of DVD was triggered by an ever-expanding selection of movie titles, which was in turn reinforced by a constant drop of DVD players, iPod’s commercial success could be attributed mostly to its excellent design, attention to user experience as well as an excellent marketing campaign. The existence of a wide variety of add-ons and accessories are certainly a bonus, but they cannot be said to be the main cause of iPod’s success, while the vice versa would be a much more valid claim. 

As such, a change in the new iPod’s design which renders some existing add-on products incompatible expose the more-established add-on product manufacturers while providing a vacuum for new entrants. The fact that most of these manufacturers were caught off-guard suggests that Apple does not perceive these add-on products as being a crucial complementary products or allies to their iPod product and hence the lack of communication with these different manufacturers on the new changes in design prior to the launch. Of course, Apple runs the risk of an added switching cost for customers to switch to their new iPod due to the extra investment that users have sunk in with the previous generation of add-ons. In fact, Apple has to retire many of its original line of add-on products after the introduction of the new iPod. 

In this light, the iPod can be viewed as a platform on which add-ons are built around to provide additional value to customers. Hence, a launch of a new iPod design translates to a new platform on which the add-ons have to be redesigned to remain compatible with this overall “platform”. While given its usual secretive nature, it’s unlikely for Apple to include the add-on manufacturers into the info loop during the next launch. In this case the individual manufacturer’s comparative advantage would be more than their ability to rapidly redesign new prototype and put into production. More importantly, the manufacturers should time their launch of products such that there’d be fewer releases of new design close to the expected date of another Apple’s redesign announcement. Hence, for any complementary products that resemble this one-sided dependence on a major platform, the ability to accurately predict the near future action of the major player (in this case the platform manufacturer) would be extremely crucial.

http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20051111/ap_on_hi_te/sony_copy_protection_7
First, Sony introduced a digital rights management software into 20 of their new album titles whose mode of operation resembles that of a typical spyware as it hides the installed program in the customer’s PC once the user attempts to play the CD on his or her computer. Then now comes the news of malicious virus that piggyback on the protected hidden program on these CD to be installed in the affected PC without the users’ knowledge. 

This article highlights the tremendous challenge content providers face in countering the zero-cost copy and redistribution ability offered by a lethal combination of a normal media player and broadband connection. In the digital world, a perfect copy of the original media format can be reproduced and distributed easily, quickly and cheaply. To curb the illegal distribution of copyrighted content, content provider has tackled the problem from several fronts. They have filed major law suits against p2p software companies such as Napster and KaZaa which served as major distribution channel for such illegal transaction. Some internet service providers (such as Swifel in Australia which was raided earlier this year by Music Industry Piracy Investigation) also faced legal action due their inability to limit illegal downloading on their controlled bandwidth. On another front, content providers had teamed up with various software media player companies to monitor and limit the number of digital copies a person can make after the initial purchase.  

However, their efforts so far have been met with mixed results. Crackdowns on p2p websites are met by new programs such as Bit torrent that effectively provide the same platform for illegal downloading. Needless to say, Sony would get at least a temporary backslash from customers against purchasing their CDs in fear of similar spyware attack. Indeed, it seems that any algorithm manipulation done in software to monitor or track content reproduction could just as likely be cracked by someone from the large community of programmers out there. 

A third approach, pioneered by Apple rather than content provider, seems to the only bright performer in this age of digitalization of content. The ability to sell one song at a time helps to maximize price differentiation for those who deem the cost of a CD too high if all they want is only one or two hit songs in the album. The seamless integration between the physical portable music player (iPod) and the song sales service (iTunes) minimize the inconvenience cost to the customers, which in turn translates to parts of that 99 cents that iTunes customers are willing to pay. 

While Apple has the head start in the downloadable music industry, its resistance to adopt a more flexible pricing model for different songs (instead of the current 99 cents for all songs) may alienate major record labels who are already working with other similar services (such as Napster and Wal-Mart) to experiment different pricing models (such as a subscription-based model) to maximize their profits from online song sales. Regardless of the eventual outcome of the downloadable song industry, it seems that the days of listening to our favorite music on CD will soon be over, just like how LP records became obsolete after the introduction of CD.

http://news.com.com/Blu-ray+group%2C+HP+at+odds/2100-1041_3-5957853.html
http://news.com.com/FAQ+HD+DVD+vs.+Blu-ray/2100-1041_3-5886956.html
http://news.com.com/All+eyes+on+new+DVDs+format+war+-+page+2/2100-1026_3-5783387-2.html?tag=st.num
http://www.zatznotfunny.com/2005-11/netflix-declares-blu-ray-winner/
The independent video stores dread it, different Hollywood studios, together with various computer and electronics manufacturers are divided over it, and most consumers are praying for a quick resolution, but for now it looks like the movie industry is witnessing another standards showdown, much like the VHS-Betamax debate decades ago. 
Billions of dollars are at stake as various players take side in the battle for market dominance between HD DVD (led by Toshiba, with support from Sanyo, NEC, HBO, Warner Home Video, Microsoft, Intel etc) and blue-ray (led by Sony, with support from Panasonic, Philips, Samsung, Sharp, LG, Dell, HP, Apple Twentieth Century Fox, Walt Disney etc). Both technologies utilize a blue-laser reading technique which helps to drastically increase the amount of data that can be stored in a DVD (maximum of 50GB for blue-ray and 30GB for HD DVD) and both types of new drives would be able to read current-generation DVD. While blue-ray seems to offer a substantial advantage in terms of storage size, the HD DVD camp claims that their technologies are cheaper to manufacture as the same equipment used in today’s plants can be reused for the new HD DVD production.

While both technologies are both great advancements compared to today’s technologies, a misstep for any company who make a substantial investment into the losing side could be catastrophic. For now, it is indeed very hard to predict the eventual winner as both camps have similar strengths on almost all dimensions that matter in a standards war. Firstly, both sides have the credibility of backings by big market players, which could create significant network effects and establishment of complementary products (due to the involvement of various stakeholders along the value chain, from players manufacturers to content providers) much needed in a new technology’s adoption. Also, the main leaders in both camps (namely Sony and Toshiba) have entrenched positions as they have poured in years of research and built up a library of patents to protect their standing within their standards. Hence, both sides have much incentive to “fight till the end” to realize the rich gains if their standard is adopted. Finally, neither seems to have the first-mover advantage as both camps expect to begin shipping products in their respective standards early 2006. As such, there is not much the two sides can do much about customer expectation management as both camps seem to possess very similar strengths on most fronts. 

Both consortium realize though that an all-out war could mean years of aggressive pricing (an estimated $16mil could be lost for media companies shall a standard war last for 7 years) and create much confusion in the market which will delay the adoption of these great technologies at the expense of consumers. While there have been on-going negotiations, some companies such as HP, which have originally sided with blue-ray, have stepped back on their commitment and announced that they’d support both standards for the convenience of the end-users, which of course would also minimize their loss in a standard war. Samsung has also made similar announcements recently. 

As a consumer, I certainly hope that the negotiation can arrive through some kind of profit-sharing scheme among the main stakeholders so that we can enjoy this new technology sooner. After all, who wants to deal with another agony of choosing between a DVD-RW or DVD+RW disc, the remnant of a smaller standard war in today’s DVD writing technology.  

