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Places to Go: YouTube

In

by Stephen Downes

According to the Digital Television Transition and Public Safety Act of 2005, broadcasters across the United
States must complete their switch from analog to digital video in 2009, rendering millions of television sets
obsolete. Viewers will be required to purchase converter boxes in order to view the new high-definition (HD)
signals. In addition to these behind-the-scenes changes to transmission standards, consumers will notice
major differences on their television screens. The aspect ratio of the televised image will change from 4:3, the
shape of a normal television, to 16:9, which looks more like a movie screen. Moreover, the resolution will
improve dramatically from what was effectively 512 x 400 pixels (Brain 2001) to 1920 x 1080 pixels (Beaver
Installations 2007). This means that even if you purchase a converter for your old television, the television still
won't display the new HD signals very well.
But while old televisions do not support HD signals very well, they do come very close to the video standards
in effect at YouTube where the typical video conforms to the 4:3 aspect ratio and the resolution is at least 320
x 240 (and can be as high as 640 x 480). It must have occurred to the executives at Google by now that the
provision of a small and inexpensive appliance connecting soon-to-be obsolete televisions with the home
computer could revolutionize the act of watching video.
After all, YouTube has already revolutionized the Internet. Founded in 2005 by three former PayPal
employees, Chad Hurley, Steve Chen, and Jawed Karim, YouTube has grown in only a few short years to
become the most popular site on the Web. A year after its creation, YouTube was serving 2.5 billion videos a
month (Reuters 2006a). At the end of 2006, it was purchased by Google for $1.65 billion (Reuters 2006b),
and in January 2008, almost 79 million viewers watched more than three billion user-posted videos on
YouTube (Yen 2008).
Just as the appearance of the Web browser in 1994 marked the transition from the text Internet to the visual
Internet, the creation of YouTube in 2005 marked the transition from the static Internet to the dynamic
Internet. What made these transitions possible was the adoption of generally ubiquitous media formats. For
the Web in 1994, those formats were GIF and JPEG; widely available viewers such as LView, "a shareware
GiflJpeg viewer/editor that works well with Mosaic" (Graham n.d., "LView Pro," ＬＩＲｾ
could be added to Web
browsers to embed these images in Web pages. For Web users in 2005, this format was the Macromedia
Flash plug-in, which by then had been installed in 93% of all browsers (McAdams 2005). YouTube capitalized
on the fact that the Flash viewer, which was designed for animations and games, was ideal for viewing video.
The rise of Flash video is relatively easy to explain. In a nutshell, as Tom Green notes, "bandwidth became
cheap, users were demanding an easy install, and these same users regarded platform as irrelevant-video
content should play equally as well on both the Mac and the PC platforms" (Green 2006a, "A short history of
Flash video," ｾＸＩＮ
Moreover, as Green explains, Flash provided the kind of access and flexibility that
consumers of video require: "Debates about which format is best can stop. They are mostly irrelevant,
because Web consumers are going to watch just as much quality content as they will watch garbage. They
are simply demanding it be available anywhere at any time and on any machine and, at this moment in time,
the Flash Player is really the only technology that fits the bill" (Green 2006b, "Forget about FLV," ｾＸＩＮ
The YouTube Web site itself reflects and expands upon the two major advantages of Flash video in its
design. The first is that Flash allows Web users to post videos in a convenient format that is not constrained
to platform-specific players or applications. YouTube further enhances this advantage by allowing users to
upload their video in almost any format and have it converted into Flash video. This task can be
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