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Chapter 6 – Television and Cable:

The Power of Visual Culture

[p.232] “…since its creation, commercial television has tended to serve the interests of profit more than those of democracy.  Despite this, television remains the main storytelling medium of our time.”

The networks (ABC/CBS/NBC) are in trouble:

· increased competition from cable

· increased competition from Internet options (that don’t generate major revenue)

· smaller audiences

· decreasing advertising revenue

· cable networks are producing original content

[p.226] Target audience – primetime advertisers want affluent 18-49-year-old viewers who account for most consumer spending
TV has been criticized as a negative impact on kids contributing to increases in teenage sex & violence; in times of crisis, TV is embraced as common ground.  TV is woven into the cultural fabric of our daily lives.
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smartphones, iPods, iPads, and mobile devices are forcing major changes in consumer viewing habits & content creation
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Cathode ray tube – forerunner of the picture tube combined principles of the camera & electricity; signals are encoded at transmission point (TV station) and decoded at reception point (TV set)
Sept. 7, 1927 – Philo Farnsworth (left) transmitted the first electronic TV picture; received patent in 1930; successfully fought lawsuit by RCA and later licensed his patents to RCA and AT&T in commercial development of television

Iconoscope – first TV camera tube to convert light rays into electrical signals (1928)

Kinescope – recording of a live TV show accomplished by aiming an inexpensive camera at a studio monitor

1930s/40s – programs developed, produced & often owned by a single sponsor

1940s – hills & mountains blocked broadcast signals in rural areas so TV dealers & electronics firms built relay towers to pick up distant signals; CATV (Community Antenna Television) was the beginning of Cable Television.  The advantage of cable is programs without electrical interference & increased channel capacity

1940-70s – TV industry successfully lobbied against cable because it was perceived as a competitive threat...early FCC rules blocked cable from importing distant TV signals into local markets except in rural areas where TV reception wasn’t otherwise possible
Differences between television & cable:

TV – signals transmitted through the air

Cable – signals transmitted through wire (coaxial cable)

Coaxial cable – solid core of copper-clad aluminum wire encircled

by an outer layer of braided wires

Fiber-optic technology – thin glass on which coded information is

                                      transmitted along beams of laser light

1941 – FCC adopted analog standard for American TV sets; movie attendance dropped 20-40%…radio listening declined…library book circulation declined…taxi receipts & nightclub attendance fell

1952 – FCC approved experimental CBS color system; not compatible with B&W sets

1954 – FCC approved RCA’s color system that was compatible with B&W sets

1955-57 – Networks gradually moved entertainment divisions from NY to LA

1958-59 – Quiz shows cheap to produce, minimal paid talent, sponsor names prominent; many turned out to be rigged…prompting contemporary cynicism about TV.  Quiz show scandal magnified the division between high and low culture.

mid 1960s – satellites could be locked into geosynchronous orbit, hovering 22,3000 miles above the equator and circling the earth at the same speed at which the earn revolves on its axis

1966 – ABC/CBS/NBC networks offered entire evening lineups in color
1970 – FCC enacted the Prime Time Access Rule (PTAR), reducing network control of prime time from 4 to 3 hours daily.  It also enacted the Financial Interest & Syndication Rules (fin-syn), prohibiting networks from reaping huge profits from program syndication

1972 – FCC affirmed the must-carry rules implemented in 1965; cable operators were required to carry all local TV signals on their systems

1972 – FCC mandated access channels in the top hundred TV markets requiring cable systems to carry original education, government and public programming (this is no longer a requirement though most cable companies continue offering them as a goodwill gesture to the communities they serve)
1972 – HBO provided movies to hotels/motels; available to cable markets in 1975

1975-76 – consumer introduction of videocassettes & VCRs

1976 – Ted Turner uplinked WTBS (the Superstation) to satellite, making it available on cable

1979 – Though the FCC treated cable systems as common carriers (services that don’t get involved with content), the U.S. SUPCO ruled the cable industry were electronic publishers (could pick & choose content like the print industry)

end of the 1970s – end of the network era

1982 – Ted Turner’s second satellite cable service, Headline News, made a profit grabbing the attention of the big 3 networks.  Cable News Network was launched in 1985

Telecommunications Act of 1996
· impact on TV – relaxation of ownership rules, elimination of decades worth of programming guidelines

· impact on cable – brought the industry under rules governing telephone, radio & TV; allowed regional phone companies, long-distance carriers, Internet service providers & cable companies to enter each other’s markets; bundling digital cable, broadband Internet & telephone service

Intent

spur competition

lower phone & cable rates
Actual Impact

cable & phone mergers

prices remain at premium

minimum competition

About 90% of U.S. cable subscribers live where there is no viable competition

1999 – VHS format gave way to DVD

1999 – FCC stopped regulating cable rates

2008 – Blue-ray DVDs (Sony) won format war against HD DVD (Toshiba)

2009 – FCC replaced free, over-the-air analog signals with paid digital signals (improved quality & sound); this increased cable channel capacity & improved home reception, but also opened up new viewing opportunities via laptops, iPads, etc. 

COMCAST headends in Southern NH:

Concord

ALLENSTOWN                                        ANTRIM                                        BOSCAWEN                                        BOW                                        CANTERBURY                                        CHICHESTER                                        CONCORD                                        DEERING                                        HENNIKER                                        HILLSBORO                                        HOPKINTON                                       LOUDON                                        PEMBROKE                                        WEARE
Derry

DERRY                                        HAMPSTEAD                                        PLAISTOW                                        SALEM                                        SANDOWN
Exeter

BRENTWOOD                                        DOVER                                        DURHAM                                        E. KENSINGTON                                        EPPING                                        EXETER                                        FREMONT                                        GREENLAND                                        HAMPTON                                        HAMPTON FALLS                                        KENSINGTON                                        LEE                                        MADBURY                                        NEW CASTLE                                        NEWFIELDS                                        NEWINGTON                                        NEWMARKET                                        N. HAMPTON                                        NOTTINGHAM                                        PORTSMOUTH                                        RAYMOND                                        ROLLINSFORD                                        RYE                                        SEABROOK                                        SOMERSWORTH                                        STRATHAM
Manchester

AUBURN                                        BEDFORD                                        CANDIA                                        GOFFSTOWN                                        HOOKSETT                                        MANCHESTER
Nashua

NASHUA

Headend – central point at which TV signals are processed by cable systems; cable companies rent space on utility poles from phone & electric companies

Cable Franchises – most towns & cities grant rights to just one company. Most households pay for tiers of cable or direct satellite programming, with the more affluent able to afford more shows.
Franchise fee – money the cable company pays to cities & towns for the right to operate the system

Narrowcasting – specialized cable programming for diverse & fragmented audiences; as a result the networks’ role as chief programmer of our shared culture began to erode
Pay-per-view (PPV) channels offer recently released movies or special sporting events for a set fee.

Video-on-demand (VOD) allows customers to select from a menu of programs; features like pause, fast forward and rewind are available.

Direct Broadcast Satellite (DBS) – transmits directly to small satellite dishes on or near customers’ homes.  The first DBS system was in Florida in 1978 when the diameter of satellite dishes shrunk from 10 feet to the size of a large pizza; can carry 350-500 basic signals plus premium, pay-per-view options; generally superior quality to cable or TV

DirecTV (18 million subscribers) & DISH Network (14 million) are the two DBS companies in the U.S.  (Until 1999 DBS didn’t pick up local signals)
Culture – early TV centered in NY so many personnel & ideas came from NY theater; anthology dramas brought live dramatic theater to TV viewers but it proved too high-brow for many working class Americans

Many critics complain that the corporations that own the networks exert too much power and control over broadcast television content.
1. Episodic series – main characters continue week to week; sets remain the same, technical crews stay with program…they come in 2 general types:

2. Chapter shows – self-contained stories featuring a problem, series of conflicts, and a resolution

3. Serial programs – open-ended shows with story lines that continue from episode to episode (i.e., soap operas)

Reality-based programs – cheap to produce, no scripts, no paid talent, contestants showcased as celebrities

Time shifting – viewers record shows to watch at a more convenient time

DVR – digital video recorder; technology allows advertisers to target viewers with specific ads when they playback saved programs

[p.221] Economics of television:

Television delivers viewers to merchandise displayed in blocks of ads – at stake is $60 billion in advertising revenues per year.

Deficit financing – production company leases the show to a network for a license fee that is less than the cost of production

Syndication – leasing stations the exclusive right to air TV shows in a given market

Rerun (or off-network) syndication – successful programs are leased to hundreds of stations in US and abroad; profit potential is enormous (M*A*S*H, C.S.I., Law & Order)

First-run syndication – program specifically produced for sale into syndication market (Ellen, Entertainment Tonight, Jeopardy)

A.C. Neilsen Market Research Company – an independent organization that tracks and rates primetime TV shows (8:00-11:00 p.m., typically largest audiences & highest ad revenues)

Rating – statistical estimate expressed as the percent of households tuned to a program 

Share – statistical estimate of the percent of homes tuned to a specific program compared with those using their sets at the time of sample

[p.232] “The development of cable, VCR and DVD players, DVRs, the Internet, and smartphone services has fragmented television’s audience by appealing to viewers’ individual and special needs.”

The Effects of Consolidation:

What happens to new ideas or controversial views that may not always be profitable to circulate?
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