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by Nicholas Sparks and Stephenie 
Meyer. They are albums by 

Jay-Z, Taylor Swift, and the 
Black Eyed Peas. They are 

the common media prod-
ucts, the common cul-
ture we all share.

Despite the consoli-
dation of the media 
business and the ever-

growing emphasis on the 
importance of blockbust-

ers to Big Media, a strange 
phenomenon has been taking 

place. The annual box office has 
been falling for movies, broadcast televi-

sion has lost one-third of its audience, and sales of CDs are 
plummeting, yet people seem to be consuming more media 
content than ever.

The Short Head Versus the Long Tail
Chris Anderson, in his book The Long Tail, argues that 

we are leaving the era of mass culture and entering one that 
is vastly more individualistic and much less mass oriented. 
He writes that, when he was growing up, the only alterna-
tives to Big Media were the library and the comic book 
store. But today there are vastly more choices at both the 
commercial and noncommercial levels. Take Apple’s 
iTunes music and video store. Through it, you can buy 
current blockbuster songs, movies, and television shows, 
but you can also find rather obscure materials, such as the 
songs of indie music duo Pomplamoose (pamplemousse 
means “grapefruit” in French), who have built a following 
through videos on YouTube. Or an EP by the Arizona-
based band Calexico. Or the crowd-sourced dance film Girl 
Walk // All Day that was posted serially online over a 
month and a half. Or you could take a look the gross-out 
horror film The Human Centipede from mail-order DVD 
rental/streaming video company Netflix.

This is how Anderson describes the shift that has taken 
place as consumers turn from the mass content produced 
by broadcasters and publishers to the more focused content 
provided by broadband connections to the Internet:

The great thing about broadcast is that it can bring 
one show to millions of people with unmatchable 
efficiency. But it can’t do the opposite—bring a mil-
lion shows to one person each. Yet that is exactly 
what the Internet does so well. The economics of the 

broadcast era required hit shows—big buckets—to 
catch huge audiences. The economics of the broad-
band era are reversed. Serving the same stream to 
millions of people at the same time is hugely expen-
sive and wasteful for a distribution network opti-
mized for point-to-point communication.104

In short, our mass communication is becoming less 
mass, and we have new media companies that specialize in 
providing narrowly focused content. Anderson uses the 
statistical term the long tail to refer to this phenomenon.

Figure 3.1 depicts this phenomenon as a distribution 
curve showing that a relatively limited number of media 
products—books, songs, DVDs—sell the most copies. This 
area of a limited number of products and high sales on the 
left—the short head—is where Big Media companies like to 
live. When a movie comes to a local theater, it needs to 
attract about 1,500 people over a two-week period for the 
run to be a success. That means that you won’t see a lot of 
the more obscure movies in your local theater. A CD has 
to sell at least four copies a year to justify the shelf space it 
takes up—that is, to pay the rent on its shelf space. Even if 
it sells 5,000 copies nationwide, if it can’t sell four copies in 
your local store, your local store can’t pay the rent on the 
half-inch of shelf space the CD takes up. So Big Media are 
all about finding the limited number of hits that will appeal 
to the most people. As Anderson observes, that’s what they 
have to do to survive.105

To see the short-head portion of the demand curve, look 
at Walmart, the United States’ biggest music retailer. The 
discount giant carries about 4,500 different CDs in its 
stores. Of those, 200 CDs account for more than 90 percent 
of their sales. But what about the remaining thousands and 
thousands of songs that a limited number of people are 

Questioning the Media 

Do you 
think that  

these new players  
in the media world have  

more or less influence on  
us than the traditional  

media companies we previously 
discussed? Why? Before reading  

this chapter, did you view  
Google or Apple as  

media companies? Why  
or why not?

Video 3.7: See and hear Pomplamoose, Calexico, 
and Girl Walk // All Day.

Web 3.17: Read Chris Anderson’s article on long tail.

long tail: The portion of a distribution curve where a limited number of 
people are interested in buying a lot of different products.

short head: The portion of a distribution curve where a large number of 
people are interested in buying a limited number of products.
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Figure 3.1 �� The New Media Marketplace


