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We hear everyday how we’re subjected to information overload.  That is, being provided with more information than we can handle.  I disagree with this position and believe that in reality we receive much less useful information than is needed for developing positions and making decisions.  

There are several components to supplying information; frequency, pertinance and actionability. The Argus provides a good local example of this.

The information provided is always pertinent because if it isn’t pertinent to Petaluma, it’s doesn’t fit the basic function of a local newspaper.  The major media on the other hand, scatters their information all over the map hoping that some piece of it will be pertinent to each of its viewers.

The information is usually actionable in that we have access to our local newsmakers.  Whether it’s the City Council, School Board or local businesses, we have immediate access to them and can respond to what they’re doing or have done.  National media news can usually only be addressed at the Congressional or corporate level and not easily at that.

The frequency may be another matter.  The paper’s weekly format doesn’t lend itself to keeping the public’s interest sustained.  If a subject doesn’t rouse you to instant action, it’s easy to let the subject slip.

My focus is of course on what’s happening with government. Local sports, businesses, club activities, human interest items can be, and are, adequately served by the once a week format.  

Getting back to the under/over load concept, with the enormous number of things happening in the world in any one day, isn’t it strange how much duplication there is in the news presented?

The three TV networks seem to feed off the same plate as fully half of their news is on the same few topics.  If you were to channel surf, you could hear the same major story three times.  The other half of their broadcast is entertainment and infomercials designed to fill in the breaks between commercials.

The cable news outlets are no better.  They recycle their half and full hour shows over and over from afternoon to night.  They replicate the network’s line up of somebody’s choice of what are the news stories of the day and compound it by rebroadcasting the same taped show over again.  Receiving the same information multiple times doesn’t count towards overload.

They do give us a wider assortment of infotainment though.

Perhaps we equate the time we spend watching news to the amount of news we receive.  It needs to be kept in mind that 12 minutes of every half hour are given over to commercials.  And a significant portion of the remaining 18 minutes is used for graphics, promotions, and lead-ins telling us what they’re going to tell us “after this commercial.”  I’ll bet we get less than 15 minutes out of a half hour program.  

The underload I’m talking about is of course the information presented to us by someone else.  There is more than enough information out there on the Internet to overload anybody.  But there aren’t very many anybodies who will go in search of voluminous information.  Those who use the Internet most likely substitute the net’s packaged information for the national media’s packaged TV presentation.

Locally, there is much more detailed information available if you’re equipped to access it. The City of Petaluma is very advanced in providing access to official data. Zoning information, maps, records of public meetings are all available.  

Video of many public meetings is also available both from the city’s web site and our Community Access Channels.  Also, the Argus has daily updates on its web site for those who want to follow the action without waiting a week.

Just as the varying levels of terror alerts keeps our anxieties on a roller coaster, the volumes of trivia broadcast gives the illusion that we’re receiving lots of useful information.  Perhaps a measure of how much useful information we receive can be measured by how often we’re surprised by what’s happening around us.        

