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Preface

Every book has its own story about the process of its creation—call it a 
book’s biography. Part of the biography of the first edition of The Television 
Will Be Revolutionized is that I returned the proofs to New York University 
Press three days after the birth of my first child, in July 2007. So watching 
that child head off to kindergarten in the fall of 2012 gave the age of the book 
an uncommon physical form. Oddly, it was easier to fathom that it was time 
for kindergarten than that the insights of the book were now five years old.

Much has happened in the television industry in these intervening years, 
though much has also remained unchanged. When the first edition went 
to press, I was playing around on the beta version of Hulu—though there 
was little content, YouTube was still a start-up, the broadcast networks had 
clunky interfaces for streaming the very little content they made available, 
and there was nothing but movies or advertorials available through video on 
demand. A cable executive interviewed for this edition noted that the speed 
with which broadband-delivered video became ubiquitous caught even most 
industry insiders by surprise. Those on the forefront had tried out the slow-
streaming, blocky, early ventures in this area and didn’t think much of the 
experience. Then it all seemed to change overnight. Netflix, HBO GO, smart-
phones, tablets, TV Everywhere, oh my! The vast proliferation of content 
through various broadband providers is addressed in all of the book’s revised 
chapters, as it has affected every aspect of the industry and provides the big-
gest paradigmatic adjustment from the first edition.

The revised second edition updates developments throughout the television 
industry over the last seven years, focuses the book more on broad frameworks 
for thinking about these changes than on cataloging a multiplicity of initiatives 
and experiments, and makes general improvements upon certain aspects that 
I found suboptimal when I revisited it. In some places, details about the con-
ditions of the industry in 2006 remain because they provide a valuable bench-
mark of the transition that allows the book to be a history of the present, while 
other details have been eliminated. Though many consider the book to be 
about the post-network era, I saw the contribution of the first edition primar-
ily as a calling into existence and systematic explanation of the multi-channel 
transition period of the 1980s and 1990s. This context building prepares us to 
be able to talk about and theorize a post-network era and remains unchanged 
and unchallenged by the last seven years. The second revised edition maintains 
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that contribution here and also expands on what can be said of the post-net-
work era as it has come into greater relief. The structure and organization of the 
book remain largely intact; substantive adjustments are noted below. 

It is the curse of a project like this to be inevitably out of date. During 
the time lag of the production process alone, new developments will occur. 
There are even developments that transpired before I submitted the manu-
script that I elected to exclude because their consequences and likelihood 
of lasting impact, though potentially substantial, were not yet clear (Aereo; 
Chromecast). Here, I’ve focused more on frameworks for understanding 
developments than on cataloging what different companies are doing in 2014 
because of the inevitable change. For example, YouTube seems to have a new 
monetization strategy about every nine months, so instead of detailing the 
strategy in place at the moment of manuscript submission, I focus more on 
the industrial differences of advertising and subscription economic models 
and the consequences they’ve produced for content in other media. I find my 
voice bolder here than in the first edition, but I’m a conservative prognosti-
cator by nature. I’m more enamored with the consequences of new technolo-
gies, regulations, or economic strategies than with crystal ball gazing, and 
when teaching the book, am interested in encouraging my students to think 
about new developments in this way as well. It remains an obvious class 
assignment to have students investigate what has happened since the book 
was written; and I’ll have done my job well if I’ve given them enough tools 
here to make arguments about why, how, and to whom those changes matter.

When I first proposed the revision, I suspected I would need to add a 
great deal to the first version, but instead found a considerable amount I 
wished to cut. To me, the first edition now read as though the author felt she 
needed to prove her mettle on the topic by offering a detailed and exhaus-
tive recounting of the vast experiments in each industrial process—and that 
was probably the case. Here I rest on the reputation of my past work and 
do less to chronicle each new thing. Maybe I’ve omitted something that will 
prove important in time, but the last seven years have offered countless les-
sons about television use, distribution, and financing, and I chose to focus 
more on areas now offering some evidence and consistency, rather than the 
most current thing. I don’t doubt that a few years hence I’ll either be back at 
this or we’ll deem that a new book is needed and that this one has become a 
historical text. The frameworks the book uses for thinking about television 
are the parts that will live on regardless of further redevelopment of industry 
practices and changes in the companies that dominate them.

The introduction is now more succinct, and the detailed discussion of the 
different eras has been moved into the first chapter. In its place, I provide a new 
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section that argues that we need to begin speaking of television content with 
more specificity when we consider the post-network era. I posit the categories 
of prized content, live sports and contests, and linear viewing as three such 
categorizations. I use these different ways of experiencing content throughout 
the book to illustrate how industrial adjustments affect each differently.

Except for the addition of the era explanations, chapter 1 remains the 
most unchanged. This book has been successful in reaching a variety of audi-
ences, and this is the chapter that most marks it as a scholarly endeavor—
which makes it more and less interesting to different audiences. In some 
ways the distinction of phenomenal television that I offered in 2007 is now 
made more precise through discussion of prized content and live sports and 
contests, which are distinctions defined as much by viewer behavior as by 
content. Given that only a narrow group of early adopters experiences televi-
sion in the ways made possible by post-network distribution technologies, 
it is difficult to think much further about the uses of television in the post-
network era beyond what was possible in 2007.

Adjustments to chapter 2, which focuses on technology, are mostly of 
the “update” variety. The development and fast penetration of smartphones 
required significant adjustment in the discussion of mobile uses of television, 
although with the exception of sports programming, these devices are used 
more for “portable” television than for “mobile” (live) television in the United 
States. I’ve also added two tables charting key moments in the shift to non-
linear viewing and significant milestones in digitally distributed U.S. sports. 

Chapter 3 includes new discussion of funding from outside the industry, 
new funding and distribution models such as the 10-90 sitcom, and the pro-
duction mechanisms of series originally produced for online distribution. 
Other sections are updated; most notably, I include a discussion of the emerg-
ing use of social media in promotion. The conclusion to this chapter is also new.

I’ve reframed chapter 4’s discussion of shifting windows. Strategies that 
seemed important in 2007 have been revealed to be but transitional practices 
in the broader evolution to nonlinear viewing norms. An abbreviated dis-
cussion of reallocation, repurposing, and DVD sales remains—as these were 
important strategies in the trajectory of change—and I’ve added extensive 
new discussion of video on demand and broadband streaming. Addressing 
the emergence of Netflix was a much-needed component, not only because of 
what Netflix does, but also because its competition pushed established enti-
ties to adopt endeavors such as TV Everywhere far more quickly than would 
have occurred otherwise. The discussion of distribution to the home is more 
streamlined, as the arrival of the DOCSIS 3.0 standard largely eliminated the 
distinction of IPTV that existed in 2006. I’ve updated the competitive and 
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regulatory framework to acknowledge the role—albeit limited—of telco ser-
vice providers and Google Fiber, the evolution of net neutrality as a regula-
tory issue, cable and Internet bundling, and the fact and fiction of “over-the-
top” access as it had developed by 2014. Because of the increased technical 
language and jargon, I have added a table defining different delivery technol-
ogies early in the chapter; I’ve also added a time line chronicling the techno-
logical developments in the evolution of digital television distribution.

I have adjusted the framing of chapter 5 from advertising to financing to 
better address the variety of subscription and transaction financing struc-
tures being used by nonlinear television. The chapter now opens by address-
ing key differences between advertiser-supported and viewer-supported 
financing and the necessity of keeping these distinctions clear when we con-
sider how content is received. In many ways, HBO and Netflix are more alike 
because they are non–advertiser-supported subscription services than differ-
ent because one comes in through cable and the other over broadband—a 
distinction I suspect will be technologically nebulous the next time I revisit 
this book. A condensed discussion of advertiser-supported alternatives to 
the thirty-second advertisement remains, and the sponsorship section now 
addresses sports programming more specifically. I’ve expanded the discus-
sion of efforts to save the thirty-second ad to include discussion of pre-roll 
video ads that support Hulu and YouTube. I also explore how new dynamic 
ad insertion technologies now make it possible for advertisers to monetize 
advertisements in VOD (video on demand) to an extent likely to expand this 
nonlinear form of distribution.

The exploration of audience measurement in chapter 6 has been updated 
to match the reframing of the previous chapter away from an exclusive focus 
on advertiser-supported television. I’ve reorganized the chapter to make the 
steady progression of new measurement norms developed throughout the 
last decade more systematic, and updated data based on new interviews with 
executives at Nielsen and follow-up interviews with some who were quoted 
in the first edition. 

Chapter 7 is still built upon the same case studies as the first edition. 
When I considered replacing them with newer shows, I ultimately deter-
mined that I would lose more than I gained. The original case studies are 
extraordinary “firsts” that have given rise to so many similar successors that 
there is not much that is distinctive about newer shows; these case studies 
have become the new normal. The opportunity to take an even longer view 
of the original case studies and the more expansive distribution some have 
experienced also strengthens them through added richness. I have moved 
the discussion of The Shield’s early advertising struggles from the advertising 
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chapter and incorporated it into the case study, and also moved the discus-
sion using Arrested Development as an ideal text for a post-network distribu-
tion method to its case study. I’ve addressed the “progeny” of the different 
cases in the conclusion to each case study, including addressing Off to War as 
a precursor to YouTube original content.

The conclusion now looks ahead more than the previous version did, as I 
imagine what television might be like at the point when the post-network era 
has truly arrived. I extend my personal use anecdotes to identify the exten-
sive ways my own television use has changed in the last seven years, and 
return to the discussion of the distinctions of prized content, live sports and 
contests, and linear television.

Without doubt, the most satisfying part of returning to this project was 
coming to find that the “end of television” discourse had finally abated and 
that considerable evidence existed suggesting that the moving pictures and 
sounds we’ve long characterized as “television” are enjoying expanded sto-
rytelling possibilities and integration into the lives of those who consume 
them. I know that this terrain will continue to evolve, and I am not interested 
in tying the future of television to its continued distribution by broadcast 
network or cable wire and channel. The passing of these technologies does 
not mark the death of television, but the passing of inferior distribution sys-
tems that were the best technologies available in another era. Exploring how 
new distribution technologies enable new ways of financing and producing 
the moving pictures and sounds we know as television provides much to 
consider in the years ahead. 
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Introduction

As I was dashing through an airport in November 2001, the cover of Technol-
ogy Review displayed on a newsstand rack caught my eye. Its cover story was 
titled “The Future of TV,” and the inside pages provided a smart look at likely 
coming developments.1 Even by the end of 2001, which was long before view-
ers or television executives truly imagined the reality of downloading televi-
sion shows to pocket-sized devices or streaming video online, it was apparent 
that the box that had sat in our homes for half a century was on the verge of 
significant change. The future that the author, Mark Fischetti, foresaw in the 
article depicted the television world that would be available to early adopt-
ers by the mid-2000s fairly accurately (by “2000s,” I mean the first decade of 
the twenty-first century, not the century in its entirety). His focus, though, 
was on the living room television set, and his vision did not anticipate the 
portability of computing that would develop over the late 2000s to break 
down distinctions between television and “computer” screens, or that mobile 
phones would so quickly become pocket computers and portable televisions. 
But right there in his third paragraph is the sentiment that television and 
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consumer electronics executives uttered incessantly beginning in 2006 as 
the mantra of the television future: “whatever show you want, whenever you 
want, on whatever screen you want.” 

Even though Fischetti presciently predicted the substantial adjustments 
in how we view television, where we view it, how we pay for it, and how the 
industry would remain viable and vital, many other headlines in the interven-
ing years predicted a far more dire situation. Reports and articles bore omi-
nous titles like “The End of Television as We Know It” (IBM Business Consult-
ing Services), “The Death of Television” (Slate), “Why TV Will Never Be the 
Same” (Business Week), and “How Old Media Can Survive in a New World” 
(Wall Street Journal).2 By 2007, a Wired article better captured the emerging 
contradictions with the title “The TV Is Dead. Long Live the TV.”3 Predict-
ing the coming death of television became a new beat for many of the nation’s 
technology and culture writers in the mid-2000s. When television contrarily 
persisted, the naysayers turned instead to the dominant cable delivery model, 
announced the imminent demise of the cable industry, and suggested that 
legions of viewers would soon cancel cable subscriptions. Sounding the death 
knell for cable, prognosticators proposed that viewers would go “over the top” 
(OTT) of their cable boxes to access favorite shows through Internet delivery 
of content by using services such as Netflix, Hulu, iTunes, or a wide range of 
authorized and unauthorized web-based sources; Max Fisher’s Atlantic arti-
cle “Cable TV Is Doomed” is indicative of the new apocalyptic theme.4 But 
despite such claims and endless fawning over the latest gadget or gizmo that 
would usher in the demise of television or cable, both persisted. Showtime’s 
CEO, Matt Blank, wryly joked at the 2013 Cable Show that industry journal-
ists’ favorite topics were companies with no revenues and no earnings, fol-
lowed by those with some revenues and still no earnings; “old” television 
companies like his that were flush with both proved of little interest.

The journalists weren’t alone in their uncertainty about the future of tele-
vision or even the definition of television, as new ways to use television and 
new forms of content confounded even those who used the device every day. 
In 2004—before much legal or illegal streaming of video online occurred—
the longtime broadcast television executive Rich Frank told a Las Vegas 
ballroom full of television executives about a recent visit with his young 
grandson. He asked the boy which network was his favorite, expecting to 
hear a broadcast network or perhaps Nickelodeon in response. But without 
a moment’s hesitation the boy replied, “TiVo.” By 2013, a child might instead 
answer “PBS.org” or “the videos on daddy’s phone.” If the period from 2000 
through 2010 led audiences to imagine that television would become some-
thing different than it had been during the preceding half century, the period 
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from 2010 through 2014 introduced and normalized aspects of the future of 
television, such as the presumption that “television” is not only viewed on a 
television set. By that time, the industry slowly but meaningfully expanded 
viewers’ ability to watch “whatever show you want, whenever you want, on 
whatever screen you want.” 

We may continue to watch television, but the new technologies available to 
us require new rituals of use. Not so long ago, television use typically involved 
walking into a room, turning on the set, and either turning to specific content 
or channel surfing. Today, viewers with digital video recorders (DVRs) may 
elect to circumvent scheduling constraints and commercials, while others 
download or stream the latest episodes of their favorite shows, either within or 
outside the conventional setting of the living room. And this doesn’t even begin 
to touch upon the vast array of content created outside the television industry 
that appears on video aggregators such as YouTube or social networking sites. 

As a result of these changing technologies and modes of viewing, tele-
vision use has become increasingly complicated, deliberate, and individual-
ized. Television as we knew it—understood as a mass medium offering pro-
grams that reached a broad, heterogeneous audience and spoke to the culture 
as a whole—is no longer the norm in the United States, though most cer-
tainly neither is going “over the top.” But despite what many initially thought, 
changes in what we can do with television, what we expect from it, and how 
we use it have not been hastening the demise of the medium; instead, they 
are revolutionizing television. 

To explore this revolution, this book offers a detailed and extensive 
behind-the-screen exploration of the substantial changes occurring in televi-
sion technology, program creation, distribution, and television economics, 
why these practices have changed, and how these changes are profoundly 
affecting everyone from television viewers to those who study and work in 
the industry. It examines a wide range of industrial practices common in U.S. 
television and assesses their recent evolution in order to explain how and 
why the images and stories we watch on television find their way to us as 
they do in the twenty-first century. These changes are so revolutionary that 
they suggest the nascent development of a new era of television, the effects of 
which we have only begun to detect. 

What Is Television Today? 

Television is not just a simple technology or appliance—like a toaster—that 
has sat in our homes for more than sixty years. Rather, it functions as both 
a technology and a tool for cultural storytelling. We know it as a sort of 
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“window on the world” or a “cultural hearth” that has gathered our families, 
told us stories, and offered glimpses of a world outside our daily experience. 
It brought the nation together to view Lucy’s antics, gave us mouthpieces 
to discuss our uncertainties about social change through Archie and Meat-
head, and provided a common gathering place through which a geographi-
cally vast nation could share in watching national triumphs and tragedies. A 
certain understanding of what television was and could be developed dur-
ing our early years with the medium and resulted from the specific indus-
trial practices that organized television production processes for much of 
its history. Alterations in the production process—the practices involved in 
the creation and circulation of television—including how producers make 
television programs, how studios finance them, and how audiences access 
them, have created new ways of using television that now challenge our basic 
understanding of the medium. Changes in television have forced the pro-
duction process to evolve during the past twenty years so that the assorted 
ways we now use television are mirrored in and enabled by greater variation 
in the ways television is made, financed, and distributed. 

We might rarely consider the business of television, but production prac-
tices inordinately affect the stories, images, and ideas that project into our 
homes. The industrial transformation of U.S. television has begun to modify 
what the industry creates. Industrial processes are normally nearly unal-
terable and support deeply entrenched structures of power that determine 
what stories can be told and which viewers matter most. But beginning in 
the mid-1980s, the U.S. television industry began reinventing itself and its 
industrial practices to compete in the digital era by breaking from custom-
ary norms of program acquisition, financing, and advertiser support that in 
many cases had been in place since the mid-1950s. This period of transition 
created great instability in the relationships among producers and consum-
ers, networks and advertisers, and technology companies and content cre-
ators, which in turn initiated uncommon opportunities to deviate from the 
“conventional wisdom” or “industry lore” that ruled television operations. 
Industry workers faced a changing competitive environment triggered by 
the development of new and converging technologies that expanded ways to 
watch and receive television; they also found audiences willing to explore the 
innovative opportunities these new technologies provided. 

Rather than enhancing existing business models, industrial practices, 
and viewing norms, recent technological innovations have engendered 
new ones—but it is not just new technologies that have revolutionized the 
television industry. Adjustments in how studios finance, make, and dis-
tribute shows as well as in how and where viewers watch them occurred 
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simultaneously. None of these developments suggested that television would 
play a diminished role in the lives of the nation that spends the most time 
engaging its programming, but the evolving institutional, economic, and 
technological adjustments of the industry have significant implications for 
the role of television in society. 

The industry remains in the throes of rapid and radical change in 2014 
as the television transformation moves from a few early adopters to a more 
general and mass audience. As new uses become dominant and shared by 
more viewers, television’s role in culture continues to evolve. Understanding 
these related changes is of crucial interest to all who watch television and 
think about how television communicates ideas, to those who study media, 
and to those who are trying to keep abreast of their rapidly changing busi-
nesses and remain up-to-date with new commercial processes. 

Despite changing industrial practices, television remains a ubiquitous 
media form and a technology widely owned and used in the United States and 
many similarly industrialized nations. Yet the vast expansion in the number 
of networks and channels streaming through our televisions and the varied 
ways we can now access content has diminished the degree to which societ-
ies encounter television viewing as a shared event. Although once the norm, 
society-wide viewing of particular programs is now an uncommon experi-
ence. New technologies have both liberated the place-based and domestic 
nature of television use and freed viewers to control when and where they 
view programs. Related shifts in distribution possibilities that allow us to 
watch television on computer screens, tablets, and mobile phones have mul-
tiplied previously standard models for financing shows and profiting from 
them, thereby creating a vast expansion in economically viable content. 
Viewers face more content choices, more options in how and when to view 
programs, and more alternatives for paying for their programming. Increas-
ingly, they have even come to enjoy the opportunity to create it themselves. 

Although television maintains the technological affordances of a mass 
medium that, in principle, remains capable of serving as the cultural hearth 
around which a society shares media events—as we did in cases such as the 
Kennedy assassination or the Challenger explosion—it increasingly exists 
as an electronic newsstand through which a diverse and segmented soci-
ety pursues deliberately targeted interests. The U.S. television audience now 
can rarely be categorized as a mass audience and is instead more accurately 
understood as a collection of niche audiences. Television has been recon-
figured in recent decades as a medium that most commonly addresses 
fragmented and specialized audience groups, but no technology emerged 
to replace its previous norm as a messenger to a mass and heterogeneous 
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audience. The development of broadband distribution substantially affected 
the circulation of ideas and enabled dissemination to even international 
audiences, yet the Internet allows us to attend to even more diverse content 
and provides little commonality in experience. 

Television’s transition to a narrowcast medium—one targeted to distinct 
and isolated subsections of the audience—along with adjustments within the 
broader media culture in which it exists, significantly altered its industrial 
logic and has required a fundamental reassessment of how it operates as a 
cultural institution. For the last sixty years, we have thought about television 
in certain ways because of how television has been, but the truth is that tele-
vision has not operated in the way we have assumed for some time now. Few 
of the norms of television that prevailed from the 1950s into the 1980s remain 
in place, and such norms were themselves the results of specific industrial, 
technological, and cultural contexts long since passed. In particular, the 
presumption that television inherently functions as a mass medium contin-
ues to hold great sway, but the mass audiences once characteristic of televi-
sion were, as the media scholar Michael Curtin notes, an aberration result-
ing from Fordist principles of “mass production, mass marketing and mass 
consumption.”5 Consequently, previous norms did not suggest the “proper” 
functioning of the television industry any more than did subsequent norms; 
rather, they resulted from a specific industrial, technological, and cultural 
context no more innate than those that would develop later. 

Understanding the transitions occurring in U.S. television at this time is 
a curious matter relative to conventional approaches to exploring technol-
ogy and culture. Historically, technological innovation primarily has been 
a story of replacement, in which a new technology emerged and subsumed 
the role of the previous technology. This indeed was the case of the transi-
tion from radio to television, as television neatly adopted many of the social 
and cultural functions of radio and added pictures to correspond with the 
sounds of the previous medium. The supplanted medium did not fade away, 
but repositioned itself and redefined its primary attributes to serve more of 
a complementary than competitive function. But it is not a new competitor 
that now threatens television; it is the medium itself and those who try to 
retain practices now clearly suboptimal. 

The changes in television that have taken place over the past two 
decades—whether the gross abundance of channel and program options 
we now select among or our increasing ability to control when and where 
we watch—are extraordinary and on the scale of the transition from one 
medium to another, as in the case of the shift from radio to television. And it 
is not just television that has changed. The field of media in which television 



Introduction  >>  7

is integrated also has evolved profoundly—most directly as a result of digital 
innovation. The audience’s experiences with computing and the emergence 
of the mobile phone as a sophisticated portable screen technology better 
thought of as a “pocket computer” than a “phone” are now as important to 
understanding television as the legacy behaviors of domestic viewing. Vari-
ous industrial, technological, and cultural forces have begun to radically 
redefine television, yet paradoxically, it persists as an entity that most people 
still understand and identify as “TV.” 

This book explores this redefinition of television specifically in the United 
States, although these changes are also redefining the experience with televi-
sion in similar ways in many countries around the world. From its begin-
ning, broadcasting has been “ideally suited” technologically to transgress 
national borders and constructs such as nation-states; however, the early 
imposition of strict national control and substantially divergent national 
experiences prevailed over attributes innate to the technology.6 Many dif-
ferent countries experienced similar transitions in their industrial composi-
tion, production processes, and use of this thing called television at the same 
time as the United States, but precise situations diverge enough to make it 
difficult to speak in transnational generalities and lead to my focus on only 
the U.S. experience of this transition. As Graeme Turner and Jinna Tay tell-
ingly assessed in 2009, “‘What is television?’ very much depends on where 
you are.”7 The specific form of the redefinition—as it emerges from a rupture 
in dominant industrial practices—is particular to each nation, yet similarly 
industrialized countries are experiencing the transition to digital transmis-
sion, the expansion of choice in channel and content options, the increasing 
conglomeration of the industry among a few global behemoths, and the drive 
for increased control over when, where, and how audiences view “television 
programs.” The development of an increasingly global cultural economy also 
has led the fate and fortune of the U.S. television industry to be determined 
beyond national confines. 

Situating Television circa 2014 

During its first forty years, U.S. television remained fairly static in its indus-
trial practices. It maintained modes of production, a standard picture qual-
ity, and conventions of genre and schedule, all of which led to a common and 
regular experience for audiences and lulled those who think about television 
into certain assumptions. Moments of adjustment occurred, particularly 
at the end of the 1950s when the “magazine” style of advertising began to 
take over and networks gained control of their schedules from advertising 
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agencies and sponsors, but once established, the medium remained relatively 
unchanged until the mid-1980s. First, the “network era” (from approximately 
1952 through the mid-1980s) governed industry operations and allowed for 
a certain experience with television that characterizes much of the medium’s 
history. The norms of the network era have persisted in the minds of many as 
distinctive of television, despite the significant changes that have developed 
over the past twenty years. I identify the period of the mid-1980s through 
the mid-2000s as that of the “multi-channel transition.” During these years, 
various developments such as the growing availability of cable service and 
new cable channels, videocassette recorders (VCRs), and remote controls 
changed our experience with television, but did so very gradually, in a man-
ner that allowed the industry to continue to operate in much the same way as 
it did in the network era. 

Signs of a subsequent period, a “post-network era,” began to emerge in 
the early 2000s. Many changes from the norms of the multi-channel transi-
tion are readily identifiable, but it remains too early to know the ultimate 
characteristics and conventions of the post-network era. What separates the 
post-network era from the multi-channel transition is that the changes in 
competitive norms and operation of the industry become too pronounced 
for many of the old practices to be preserved; different industrial practices 
are becoming dominant and replacing those of the previous eras. 

These demarcations in time, which are intentionally general, recognize 
that all production processes do not shift simultaneously and that people 
adopt new technologies and ways of using them at varied paces. By the end 
of 2005, adjustments in how people could access programming—particularly 
through DVR use and purchase of full seasons on DVD—enabled a small 
group of early adopters to experience television outside the linear schedules 
of network programmers in a manner characteristic of a preliminary post-
network era.8 By 2014, a greater range of viewers were engaging television in 
places other than the living room screen, but such Internet, mobile phone, 
and even DVR time-shifted viewing accounted for only a small fraction of 
overall viewing. As an illustration, Nielsen data from the second quarter of 
2013 indicated that the aggregate of time per month spent watching time-
shifted TV (12 hours, 35 minutes), using a DVD/Blu-ray device (5 hours, 10 
minutes), using a game console (6 hours, 27 minutes), using the Internet on a 
computer (not specifically for viewing video content) (27 hours, 21 minutes), 
watching video on the Internet (6 hours, 28 minutes), or watching a video 
on a mobile phone (5 hours, 45 minutes) amounted to only 63 hours and 46 
minutes, a good bit less than half of the 146 hours, 37 minutes viewers still 
spent watching “traditional” TV.9 Indeed, much about the nuances of shifts 
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in behavior is lost in aggregate averages, and change of this scale is necessar-
ily gradual and profoundly varied when more individualized behaviors are 
considered. Even as I made final edits to this manuscript in early 2014, it 
remained impossible to assert that a majority of the audience had entered the 
post-network era or that all industrial processes had “completed” the transi-
tion, but the eventual dominance of post-network conditions appeared to be 
inevitable. 

The characteristics of the three phases of television, explored in more 
detail in chapter 1, are summarized in table I.1. 

And So, the Television Will Be Revolutionized 

The world as we knew it is over.
—Les Moonves, president, CBS Television, 2003 

The 50-year-old economic model of this business is kind of history now. 
—Gail Berman, president of entertainment, FOX, 200310 

These bold pronouncements by two of the U.S. television industry’s most 
powerful executives only begin to suggest the scale of the transitions that 
took place as the multi-channel transition yielded to new industrial norms 
characteristic of a post-network era. Television executives commonly traf-
fic in hyperbolic statements, but the assertions by Moonves and Berman did 
not overstate the case. Here they reflected on the substantial challenges to 
conventional production processes as a result of scheduling and financing 
the comparatively cheap but widely viewed unscripted (“reality”) television 
series that flooded onto network schedules in the early 2000s. Yet the issues 
brought to the fore by the success of unscripted formats offered only an indi-
cation of the broader forces that threatened to revise decades-old business 
models and industrial practices. 

A confluence of industrial, technological, and cultural shifts conspired 
to alter institutional norms in a manner that fundamentally redefined the 
medium and the business of television. The U.S. television industry was a 
multifaceted and mature industry by the early years of the twenty-first 
century, when Moonves and Berman made these claims. As post-network 
adjustments became unavoidable, many executives expressed a sense that the 
sky was falling—and indeed, the scale of changes affecting all segments of 
the industry gave reasonable cause for this outlook. A single or simple cause 
did not initiate this comprehensive industrial reconfiguration, so there was 
no one to blame and no way to stop it. 
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An important harbinger of the inevitability of the post-network era 
occurred in mid-2004, when the rhetoric of industry leaders shifted from 
advocating efforts to prevent change to accepting the present and coming 
industrial adjustment. This acceptance marked a transition from corporate 
strategies that sought to erect walls around content and retard the availabil-
ity of more personalized applications of television technology to efforts to 
enable content from traditional providers to travel beyond the linear network 
platform.11 In his detailed history of the invention of media technologies, 
Brian Winston illustrates how existing industries have repeatedly suppressed 
the radical potential of new technologies in an effort to prevent them from 
disrupting established economic interests. Unsurprisingly, the patterns Win-
ston identifies also appear in the television industry, in which “supervening 
social necessities” such as a desire for greater control over television content 
led inventors to create technologies that provided markedly new capabilities 
(such as the DVR), while those with business interests threatened by the new 
inventions sought to curtail and constrain user access.12 Nonetheless, many 
of the conventional practices and even the industry’s basic business model 
proved suboptimal in this new context and resulted in crises throughout all 
components of the production process. Considerable uncertainty persists 
about the new norms for programming and how power and control will be 
reallocated within the industry. 

New technological capabilities and consumers’ response to them forced 
the moguls of the network era to imagine their businesses anew and face 
fresh competitors who had a vision of a new era. As suggested by the dura-
tion of the multi-channel transition, this industrial reconfiguration often 
produced unanticipated outcomes and developed haphazardly. Much of 
the sense of crisis within the industry resulted from the inability of power-
ful companies to anticipate the breadth of change and to develop new busi-
ness models in response. Those who dominated the network era sensed their 
businesses to be simultaneously under attack on multiple fronts, which often 
led to efforts to stifle change or deny the substance of the threats to con-
ventional ways of doing business.13 Entrenched network-era business enti-
ties consequently did not lead the transition to the post-network era; rather, 
mavericks such as TiVo, Apple, Google, and Netflix identified businesses that 
connected with viewers’ desires and forced industrial evolution. 

Contrary to the persistent headlines, television is not on the verge of death 
or in any way dying. Although indications of all kinds of change abound, 
there is little to suggest that the central box through which we view will be 
called anything other than television in this lifetime. Adjustments through-
out the television industry will not turn us into “screen potatoes” or lead us 
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to engage in “monitor studies.” We have processed and will continue to pro-
cess coming changes through our existing understandings of television. We 
will continue to call the increasingly large boxes that serve as the focal point 
of our entertainment spaces television—regardless of how many devices we 
need to connect to them in order to have the experience we desire or whether 
they are giant boxes, flat sheets of glass mounted on walls, or some technol-
ogy yet only imagined. We are even likely to conceptualize almost all video 
that conforms to the conventions we’ve come to associate with television as 
television, even if we stream it years after its production, if we watch it on 
personal-size mobile phone screens, or if it is produced for entities never dis-
tributed as television, such as Netflix or Amazon. The U.S. television indus-
try may be evolving, the experience of television viewing may be evolving, 
but our intuitive sense of this thing we call television remains intact. A revo-
lution is on its way, but it will not overthrow television; the growing acces-
sibility and manipulability of video will expand its sovereignty and embed it 
ever more deeply into our cultural experience.

The adjustments characteristic of a still largely imagined post-network 
era will be far more profound than the changes evident so far. One thing 
revealed by the current conditions of the nascent post-network era is that 
television content no longer can be considered uniformly. Since the early 
2000s, the broad constellation of television programming has fractured into 
at least three distinct entities that are fundamentally different in ways very 
meaningful to the commercial underpinnings of the industry. 

One type of content enabled by the post-network era is what I distinguish 
as “prized content.” Prized content describes programming that people seek 
out and specifically desire. It is not a matter of watching “what is on”; prized 
content is deliberately pursued. Prized content also compels some audience 
members to follow news of its development, to read endless chatter on blogs 
and news sites, to seek out missed episodes, control viewing, and even pay 
for this most valued content. Prized content is determined by the audience 
member—what I prize may not be prized by you—though there may be 
features more likely to make content prized by larger or specific audiences. 
Prized content is a post-network-era phenomenon that emerges in defiance 
of the technological affordances of mid-twentieth-century broadcasting, 
which created the norm of a linear content flow that provided specific con-
tent at certain network-determined times and that has served as the domi-
nant organization for television. Though these norms remain entrenched 
and still persist in 2014, post-network-era affordances of digital distribution 
enable prized content to be viewed in more deliberate ways, though also in 
accord with the traditional linear scheduling. The opportunity to experience 
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television independently from an externally determined flow fractures the 
monolithic television experience to create this category of prized content. 

Emergent distribution technologies have enabled a television practice that 
allows greater selection—perhaps parallel to the transition in filmgoing in the 
mid-1940s, when audiences began seeking out particular films rather than 
continuing the rote behavior of going to the theater each week and viewing 
whatever movie was playing. Many observers reference examples of what I 
consider prized content in declarations of a “new golden age” of television or 
in “Best of ” lists developed in the last decade.14 A sampling of content of the 
last fifteen years that was prized by a significant audience might include The 
Sopranos, Mad Men, The Wire, Lost, West Wing, Friday Night Lights, Break-
ing Bad, and Downton Abbey, among many others. Notably, that significant 
audience may only be two to three million viewers, far from the mark of 
contemporary mass hits that are watched by many more, but that may not 
inspire the same passion as prized content. Audiences with different tastes 
might include Real Housewives, Jersey Shore, or Duck Dynasty as similarly 
compelling cases of prized content, underscoring how prized content is not 
an aesthetic or evaluative distinction assessed based on features of the show, 
but is distinguished by how audiences desire to experience it. 

Prized content is so compelling that it suffers from interruption, be it 
the interruption of commercial pods or the interruption of a week’s passage 
between conventional “airings.” The media scholar Jason Jacobs has also 
identified disruption—and digital television’s ability to eliminate and reduce 
it—as a defining distinction of what I’d categorize as the network and post-
network eras.15 Preliminary data about the use of video on demand and DVR 
playback by genre reveal that the far greatest use of these devices is to view 
dramas, which affirms the idea that many viewers particularly desire a differ-
ent experience with this narrative form than traditional television experience 
has allowed.16 The desire for control over pace of viewing and the opportu-
nity to re-view enables—and perhaps even makes superior—nontraditional 
economic models such as direct, transactional payment. Rather than model 
existing norms of viewer behavior, engagement with prized content might be 
more comparable to how audiences read a novel.

A second distinct type of content is that of “live sports and contests.” 
Indeed, live sporting events are far from new—they can be found among 
the earliest broadcasts—but as the break from the multi-channel transi-
tion has become more profound, the exceptionality of live sporting events 
has become inescapable. Live sports, as well as live televised contests such as 
American Idol or Dancing with the Stars, resist all of the ways the technolo-
gies and distribution opportunities of the post-network era enable audiences 
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to disrupt prized content from residual viewing norms and economic strate-
gies. As they do with prized content, audiences place high value on watching 
particular contests as specifically sought-after content, but full enjoyment of 
this content features exceptional time sensitivity that necessitates live or near-
live viewing. The formats of most contests naturally allow for action breaks, 
which has made sports programming resistant to the commercial-skipping 
and illegal-downloading technologies that have imperiled the economics 
of other programming forms.17 Sports and contests thus remain optimal for 
the traditional mechanisms of television advertising and the economics that 
support it, and also offer seemingly endless opportunities for sponsorship 
and branding, further expanding their economic value. 

Sports programming has been a frequent topic in discussions of the future 
of television precisely because the increasing fees demanded by rights hold-
ers and eventually passed on to television viewers—whether or not they view 
sports—have grown so significantly as to threaten the equilibrium of pro-
gramming costs. The investment house Sanford C. Bernstein & Company 
released research in 2013 illustrating that live sports accounts for 20 percent 
of viewing by cable subscribers but 50 percent of the cost of their subscrip-
tions.18 The journalist Derek Thompson captured the dilemma of costs and 
audience demand for televised sports well: “Without live sports,” he asserts, 
“the TV business could fall apart; and because of live sports, the TV business 
could fall apart.”19 The value of live televised sports has increased because so 
little other programming continues to unite comparatively large audiences 
who watch at an appointed time and remain captive through the commer-
cials. When we talk of the future of “television,” we must do so in a way that 
acknowledges that the features that distinguish prized content and live sports 
and contests prepare them for very different industrial norms.

I distinguish the final type of programming as “linear content,” though 
most recognize this as plain old television. Not long ago, all television was 
linear, and much of what is viewed still is. Linear content is what people watch 
when they watch “what is on,” or it might be distinguished by the notion of 
“I’m going to watch television” as opposed to “I’m going to watch Sons of 
Anarchy.” Like sports, linear content is viewed live, but likely with much 
less intention than most sports. The motivation for viewing is not watching 
particular content, but a desire for companionship, distraction, or entertain-
ment that may or may not make the content the viewer’s focus. Linear televi-
sion might be the television viewed when you sit down in the evening to see 
what’s on; it is the morning talk show that airs as you ready for work, and the 
evening news that plays as you prepare dinner. By definition, linear content 
is not time-shifted, so the established model of advertising remains effective, 
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if “effective” is a term that could ever really describe the economic benefits of 
airing commercial messages in content that viewers attend to only casually. 

I offer these categories of television to illustrate the need to speak of par-
ticular types of television content and make content-specific claims when pos-
tulating coming economic models. These three categories don’t quite contain 
all viewing, and I’m sure we can imagine many instances that present features 
of multiple categories. My point is to begin to speak of television viewing with 
greater specificity, because viewers’ increased ability to manage viewing dif-
ferently has significant implications throughout television’s industrial norms. 
Creating terminology that acknowledges the different attributes that are 
enabled by technological and distribution affordances of the post-network era 
aid in crafting a more sophisticated conversation about television’s present and 
future. Though disruptions to conventional practices occur—such as iTunes 
sales of single episodes beginning in 2005 or Netflix’s rich subscription-based 
on-demand offerings beginning in 2010—acknowledging the range of content 
now characteristic of television helps make clear that it is a variety of practices 
and norms that are imperiled, rather than television per se.

Key aspects of the post-network revolution include the enabling of new 
types of programming such as prized content and the establishment of pro-
found distinctions in the experiences and economic possibilities among exist-
ing programming types such as live sports and contests and linear content. 
Another emerging aspect of the revolution can be found in the growing mech-
anisms for organizing and packaging content, whether by emergent aggrega-
tors such as Netflix or Hulu, emergent devices such as Roku and Boxee, or 
emergent applications, whether those enabling live streaming of channels over 
computers or devices such as gaming systems that enable accessing television 
content through Internet connection. We remain at a most nascent stage of 
what I suspect will be a massive disruption of norms of television delivery, and 
it is too soon to predict common viewing behaviors in the future. Nonlinear 
viewing—that is, viewing not at an externally appointed time—whether by 
DVR, video on demand (VOD), DVDs, or streaming—has become a primary 
way of engaging television for some viewers, though these behaviors remain 
irregular or completely unused by many more. Nonlinear viewing calls into 
question the continued need for previous ways of organizing television, such 
as the “channel,” and these early years of preliminary post-network formation 
have featured the addition of new channel-like distribution and aggregation 
“middlemen” such as Netflix, Hulu, and YouTube that are each trying to reor-
ganize the content experience. Adding more middlemen, at the same time 
that channels become increasingly superfluous, seems a short-lived disrup-
tion, though one likely to aid a longer-term paradigm shift. 
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The following pages update understandings about television’s industrial 
practices from which others might build analyses of the substantial adjust-
ments occurring within other media systems and their societies of reception. 
The book also contributes to the necessary rethinking of “old” media in new 
contexts. The deterioration of the foundational business model upon which 
the commercial television industry long has operated suggests that a substan-
tive change is occurring. Examining the industry at an embryonic moment 
of norm creation sheds light on how power is transferred during periods 
of institutional uncertainty and reveals how new possibilities can develop 
from emerging industrial norms. There is a similarity between the industrial 
moment considered here and that examined in Todd Gitlin’s 1983 book Inside 
Prime Time.20 Both books chronicle the consequences of industrial practices 
of the television industry at the close of an era. Gitlin, however, captured this 
moment unintentionally, while this work is reflexively aware of the transitory 
status of the practices it explores. 

Perhaps paradoxically, I take a particular type of television—“prime-time 
programming”—as the book’s focus. Despite significant industry changes, as 
I completed the book, prime-time programming remained the most viewed 
and most widely discussed form of “television,” though its high costs did 
not make it the most lucrative. The post-network era threatens to eliminate 
time-based hierarchies, but the distinctive status of prime time is determined 
as much by its budgets and production practices as by the time of day in 
which it has traditionally “aired.” Changing industrial norms bore conse-
quences for all programming. Adjustments in production components also 
affected affiliate and independent stations in significant and particular ways, 
but the breadth of these matters prevents me from addressing them here. 
Although the affiliates represent a large part of the television industry, the 
consequences of post-network shifts affected these stations in substantially 
different ways depending, among other things, on whether the station was 
owned and operated by a network, whether it was located in a large or small 
market, and the network with which the station was affiliated.21 

The next chapter develops the distinctions of the network era, multi-chan-
nel transition, and post-network era with greater detail and briefly steps away 
from the book’s main focus on how shifts in industrial practices and business 
norms affect programming to meditate on some of the more abstract and 
bigger issues—some might say theories—called into question by these insti-
tutional adjustments. Concerns about how television operates as a cultural 
institution, the adaptation of tools used to understand it, and the develop-
ment of new ones aid us in thinking about intersections of television and cul-
ture that may not be the primary concern of those who work in the industry. 
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Such questions and concerns are nonetheless of crucial importance to the rest 
of us who live in this world of fragmented audiences and wonder about the 
effects of the erosion of the assumptions we have long shared about television. 

Each aspect of production examined in chapters 2 through 6 changed on 
a different timetable in the course of the multi-channel transition. By 2005, 
profoundly different technological capabilities and distribution methods had 
emerged, though these new possibilities were pushed further by 2010, once 
broadband distribution of full-length professional content suggested greater 
change. Though indications of post-network technologies and distribution 
norms may now be evident, other production components remain insub-
stantially adjusted. Thus, each of these chapters focuses on a particular pro-
duction component—technology, creation, distribution, financing, and audi-
ence measurement—and explores the process of transition, what practices 
have changed, and their consequences with regard to how television func-
tions as a cultural institution. 

With a focus on technology, chapter 2 explores how new devices have 
made television more multifaceted and allowed more varied uses than were 
common during the network era. By 2005, new television technologies 
enabled three distinct capabilities—convenience, mobility, and theatrical-
ity—that led to different expectations and uses of television and created a 
diversified experience of the medium in contrast to the uniform one com-
mon in the network era. Technologies including DVRs, VOD, portable 
television, and high-definition television—among many others—produce 
complicated consequences for the societies that adopt them as viewers gain 
greater control over their entertainment experience, yet become tethered 
by an increasing range of devices that demand their attention and financial 
support. The technological field expanded in 2010 as television delivered by 
Internet technologies expanded the mobility and portability of television 
and freed the medium from its staid domestic norm to be experienced on an 
array of screens.

Chapter 3 explores the practices involved in the making of television, 
particularly the institutional adjustments studios and networks made dur-
ing and after the implementation of the financial interest and syndication 
rules, as well as the effects of these adjustments on the content the indus-
try produces. Studios have responded to changing economic models by 
battling with creative guilds and unions to maintain new revenue streams, 
shifting production out of union-dominated Los Angeles, and creating verti-
cally integrated production and distribution entities. Changing competitive 
practices among networks have resulted in significant adjustments in the 
types of shows the industry produces and expanded the range of profitable 



18  <<  Introduction

storytelling. The chapter thus examines how redefined production norms 
have created opportunities for different types of programming and required 
new promotion techniques. 

Some of the most phenomenal adjustments in the television industry 
result from viewers’ expanded ability to control the flow of television and 
to move it out of the home. Whereas a distribution “bottleneck” character-
ized the network era and much of the multi-channel transition, the bottle-
neck broke open in late 2005 and has expanded to offer nearly limitless pos-
sibilities for viewers to access programming. Chapter 4 explores how viewers 
gained access to television in an increasing array of outlets that featured dif-
ferentiated business models. New distribution methods made once unprof-
itable programming forms viable and decreased the risk of unconventional 
programming, opening creative opportunities in the industry and contrib-
uting to the fundamental changes in the production processes discussed 
throughout the book. 

Chapter 5 examines the shifting strategies for financing television, par-
ticularly the emergence of alternatives to the advertiser-supported model 
that dominated previous eras. In the last decade, U.S. television has expe-
rienced notable expansions in subscription and other direct-pay economic 
models, as well as a diversifying array of strategies for advertiser support. 
Here again distinctions among prized content, live sports and contests, and 
linear viewing reveal divergent futures for financing, and the emergence of 
more diversified strategies is symptomatic of the conditions of a multifaceted 
post-network era that relies upon multiple, coexisting financing strategies. 

Following the examination of financing and advertising, chapter 6 explores 
the often-unconsidered role of audience measurement, which proved partic-
ularly contentious in the late years of the multi-channel transition and as the 
post-network era developed. The industry leader, Nielsen Media Research, 
endeavored to introduce technological upgrades that reallocated advertising 
dollars, while new distribution methods and advertising strategies required 
impartial measurement for validation. The existing paradigm of audience 
measurement proved increasingly insufficient for the variation characteristic 
of post-network television. This chapter considers the crucial role of audi-
ence measurement and developments during the tumultuous early 2000s, as 
well as the consequences adjustments in this sector might bring to the pro-
duction of television in the future. 

While chapters 2 through 6 include many examples that apply somewhat 
abstract industrial practices to specific shows and circumstances, chapter 7 
takes a detailed look at how technology, creation, distribution, financing, 
and audience measurement intersect in five very different programs. Each of 
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the five cases explored here owes its existence or success to production prac-
tices uncharacteristic of the network era and tells a particular and distinctive 
story about production processes at the end of the multi-channel transition. 
These shows, Sex and the City, Survivor, The Shield, Arrested Development, 
and Off to War, illustrate how changes in multiple practices interconnected 
to expand the range of stories that could be profitably told on U.S. television, 
as well as point to some of the implications of this expanded storytelling field 
for the industry and culture. I also address more recent shows that continue 
the paths charted by these early shows, but still lack as full a history, such as 
Girls and Video Game High School or the fortunes of the “stars” produced 
thus far by YouTube.

The perspective here involves looking ahead, not to predict, but to pre-
pare for a new era of television experience and criticism. The precise forms 
that the technologies and uses of television will take are not definite, but 
substantial industrial ruptures are already apparent, and the need for practi-
cal information and conceptual models to rethink the medium is evident. 
The following pages may consequently both serve as a eulogy to the televi-
sion we have experienced to this point and prepare our understanding of the 
medium yet to come. 
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1

Understanding Television at the Beginning 
of the Post-Network Era 

Before continuing further, we must develop the distinctions between the 
U.S. network era, the multi-channel transition, and the post-network era 
in greater detail. This chapter opens with a concise recounting of the 
major developments of sixty-five years of U.S. television that explains 
the norms that produced a particular experience of television in each 
era. The second half of the chapter steps back from the details of indus-
trial operation that otherwise motivate the story told in these pages to 
reflect on how television has been thought of and the role it has been 
perceived to play in society. The adjustments in industrial norms have 
produced corresponding changes in television content and in viewers’ 
experience of television. The second half of the chapter discusses past 
consequences and conjectures about future developments in television’s 
transition from a medium designed first for a mass audience and then for 
niche audiences.
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The Network Era

The series of fits and starts through which U.S. television developed com-
plicates the determination of a clear beginning of the network era. Early 
television unquestionably evolved from the network organization of radio. 
This provides a compelling argument for dating the network era to the first 
television broadcasts of the late 1940s, if not to the days of radio. Alterna-
tively, the industrial conditions of early television enabled substantial local 
production and innovation, which made these early years uncharacteristic 
of what developed in the early through mid-1950s and became the network-
era norm. Dating the network era as beginning in 1952 takes into account 
the passage of the channel allocation freeze, the period from 1948 to 1952 
during which national television licensing was halted as the FCC organized 
its practice of frequency distribution, color television standard adoption, 
and other institutional aspects that regularized the network experience for 
much of the country.1 

Television certainly began as a network-organized medium, but many of 
the industrial practices and modes of organization that eventually defined 
the network era were not established immediately. By the early 1960s, net-
work-era conventions were more fully in operation: the television set (and 
for some, an antenna) provided the extent of necessary technology; compe-
tition was primarily limited to programming supplied to local affiliates by 
three national networks that dictated production terms with studios; the net-
works offered the only outlets for high-budget original programming; thirty-
second advertisements—the majority of which were sold in packages before 
the beginning of the season—supplied the dominant form of economic sup-
port and were premised upon rudimentary information about audience size. 

The network era of U.S. television was the provenance of three substan-
tial networks—NBC, CBS, and ABC—which were operated by relatively 
non-conglomerated corporations based in the business center of New York. 
These networks were organized hierarchically with many layers of manag-
ers, and each was administered by a figurehead with whom the identity and 
vision of the network could be associated.2 Established first in radio, the net-
works spoke to the country en masse and played a significant role in articu-
lating postwar American identity.3 Networking was economically necessary 
because of the cost of production and the need to amortize costs across 
national audiences. Networking used economies of scale to recoup the tre-
mendous costs of creating television programming by producing one show, 
distributing it to audiences nationwide, and selling advertising that would 
reach that massive national audience. Gathering mass audiences through a 
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system of national network affiliates enabled networks to afford “network-
quality” programming with which independent and educational stations 
could not compete. 

The financial relationships between networks and the production compa-
nies that supplied most television programming have changed throughout 
the history of television, but the dominant practices of the network era were 
established by the mid-1960s. Film studios and independent television pro-
ducers had only three potential buyers of their content and were thus com-
pelled to abide by practices established by the networks. In many cases the 
networks forced producers to shoulder significant risk while offering limited 
reward through a system in which the producers financed the complete cost 
of production and received license fees (payments from the networks) that 
were often 20 percent less than costs. Studios also sold the programs to inter-
national buyers or in syndication to affiliates after the program had aired on 
a network, but the networks typically demanded a percentage of these rev-
enues, as detailed in chapter 3. 

The conventions of advertising and program creation were multifaceted 
in television’s early years. As was the case in radio, much early television 
featured a single sponsor for each program—as in the Texaco Star Theater—
rather than the purchase of commercials by multiple corporations, a prac-
tice that later became standard. Only in the late 1950s and early 1960s did 
the networks eliminate the single-sponsorship format, thereby wresting sub-
stantial control of their schedule away from advertising agencies and spon-
sors. The earlier norm eroded precipitously in part as a result of the quiz 
show scandals, which revealed advertisers’ willingness to mislead audiences, 
but as explored in chapter 5, this erosion also had much to do with adjust-
ments in how the networks sought to operate, as well as differences in the 
demands of television relative to radio. After the elimination of the single-
sponsorship format, networks earned revenue from various advertisers who 
paid for thirty-second commercials embedded at regular intervals within 
programs in the manner that is still common today. Advertisers made their 
purchases based on network guarantees of reaching a certain audience, 
although many of the methods used to determine the size and composition 
of the audience were very limited. 

Viewers had few ways to use their televisions during the network era in 
comparison with the television we know in the twenty-first century. Most 
viewers selected from fewer than a handful of options and primarily chose 
from three nationally distributed networks, inconsistently dispersed inde-
pendent stations, and the isolated and underfunded educational televi-
sion stations that became a slow-growing and still underfunded public 
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broadcasting system. As the name implies, in the network era, U.S. “televi-
sion” meant the networks ABC, CBS, and NBC. 

In addition to lacking choice, network-era viewers possessed little control 
over the medium. Channel surfing via remote control—an activity taken for 
granted by contemporary viewers—did not become an option for most until 
the beginning of the multi-channel transition—although, as established, 
there were few options to surf among. Viewers possessed no recourse against 
network schedules, and time shifting remained beyond the realm of possibil-
ity. If the PTA bake sale was scheduled for Thursday night, that week’s visit 
with The Waltons could not be rescheduled or delayed. 

In the network era, television was predominantly a nonportable, domestic 
medium, with most homes owning just one set. Even by 1970, only 32.2 per-
cent of homes had more than one television.4 The communication scholar 
James Webster describes television in this era as an “old medium,” in which 
programming was uniform, uncorrelated with channels, and universally 
available.5 Such basic characteristics of technological use and accessibility 
contributed to the programming strategies of the era in important ways. Net-
work programmers knew that the whole family commonly viewed television 
together, and they consequently selected programs and designed a schedule 
likely to be acceptable to, although perhaps not most favored by, the widest 
range of viewers—a strategy the CBS vice president of programming Paul 
Klein described as “least objectionable programming.”6 This was the era of 
broadcasting, in which networks selected programs that would reach a het-
erogeneous mass culture, but still directed their address to the white middle 
class. This mandate was integral to the business design of the networks and 
led to a competitive strategy in which they did not attempt to significantly 
differentiate their programming or clearly brand themselves with distinctive 
identities, as is common today. 

The network era featured very specific terms of engagement for the audi-
ence regardless of the broader distinctions in how the industry created that 
programming or how the business of television operated. Viewers grew 
accustomed to arbitrary norms of practice—many of which were established 
in radio—such as a limited range of genres, certain types of programming 
scheduled at particular times of day, the television “season,” and reruns. 
These unexceptional network-era conventions appeared “natural” and 
“just how television is” to such a degree that altering these norms seemed 
unimaginable. However, adjustments in the television industry during the 
multi-channel transition revealed the arbitrary quality of these practices and 
enabled critics, industry workers, and entrepreneurs to envision radically 
different possibilities for television. 
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As the arrival of technologies that provided television viewers with unprec-
edented choice and control initiated an end to the network era, the multi-
channel transition profoundly altered the television experience. To be sure, 
many network-era practices remained dominant throughout the multi-chan-
nel transition, but during the twenty-year period that began in the mid-1980s 
and extended through the early years of the twenty-first century, these prac-
tices were challenged to such a degree that their preeminent status eroded. 

The Multi-Channel Transition 

Beginning in the 1980s, the television industry experienced two decades of 
gradual change. New technologies, including the remote control, videocas-
sette recorder, and analog cable systems, expanded viewers’ choice and con-
trol; producers adjusted to government regulations that forced the networks 
to relinquish some of their control over the terms of program creation;7 
nascent cable channels and new broadcast networks added to viewers’ con-
tent choices and eroded the dominance of ABC, CBS, and NBC; subscription 
channels launched and introduced an advertising-free form of television pro-
gramming; and methods for measuring audiences grew increasingly sophis-
ticated with the deployment of Nielsen’s People Meter. As in the network era, 
this constellation of industrial norms led to a particular viewer experience of 
television and enabled a certain range of programming. Many of these indus-
trial practices are explored in greater depth in chapters 2 through 6, which 
focus on new norms emerging in production processes, including technol-
ogy, program creation, distribution, financing, and audience measurement, 
and how these norms adjusted the type of programming the industry creates. 
In introducing this distinction between the multi-channel transition and the 
post-network era here, we must first establish the difference in viewers’ expe-
rience of television. The subsequent chapters then detail the modifications in 
industrial practices that introduced these changes for viewers. 

The common television experience was altered primarily as a result of 
expanded choice and control introduced during the multi-channel transi-
tion. As competition arising from the creation of new broadcast networks, 
such as FOX (1986), the WB (1995), and UPN (1995), expanded broadcast 
viewing options, a rapidly growing array of cable channels also drew viewers 
away from broadcast networks. The combined broadcast share—the percent-
age of those watching television who watched broadcast networks—declined 
from 90 to 64 during the 1980s, and that percentage was shared by six broad-
cast competitors instead of three.8 Broadcast networks (ABC, CBS, FOX, 
NBC, the WB, and UPN) collected an average of only 58 percent of those 
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watching television at the conclusion of the 1999–2000 season, and only 46 
percent by the end of the 2004–2005 season.9 Alternative distribution sys-
tems such as cable and satellite enabled a new abundance of viewing options, 
and 56 percent of television households subscribed to them by 1990—a fig-
ure that grew to 85 percent of households by 2004.10 

The development of new technology that increased consumer control also 
facilitated viewers’ break from the network-era television experience. Audi-
ences first found this control in the form of the remote control devices (RCDs) 
that became standard in the 1980s. The dissemination of VCR technology fur-
ther enabled them to select when to view content and to build personal libraries. 
For many, the availability of cable, remote control devices, and VCRs resulted in 
significant change all at once. The diffusion of these technologies was complexly 
interrelated. Viewers did not need to purchase a new remote-equipped set to 
gain use of an RCD. Many who acquired cable boxes and VCRs first accessed 
RCDs with these devices, while the new range of channels offered by cable and 
the control capabilities of VCRs expanded viewers’ need for remotes.11 

Substantial changes within the walls of the home also altered how audi-
ences used television during the multi-channel transition. Because of the 
limited options of the network era, programs were widely viewed through-
out the culture, but the explosion of content providers throughout the 
multi-channel transition enabled viewers to increasingly isolate themselves 
in enclaves of specific interests. As Webster explains, “new media” provide 
programming that is diverse and is correlated with channels, and they make 
content differentially available.12 For example, although many cable channels 
can be acquired nationwide, the varying carriage agreements and packaging 
of the channels by locally organized cable systems create different availability 
based on geography and subscription tier. 

Webster argues that this programming multiplicity results in audience 
fragmentation and polarization.13 While much of the concern within the 
industry about audience fragmentation focuses on the consequences of 
smaller audiences for the commercial financing system that supports U.S. 
television, cultural critics are now considering how the polarization of media 
audiences contributes to cultural fissures such as those that emerged around 
social issues in the 2000 and 2004 elections as well as the continued sense that 
different sites of television news perpetuated divergent realities of national 
issues. Here, polarization refers to the ability of different groups of viewers to 
consume substantially different programming and ideas, rather than simply 
to the dispersal of audiences. New technologies contribute to this polariza-
tion in various ways; for example, control technologies, which enable audi-
ences to view the same programs at different times, decrease the likelihood 
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of viewers sharing content during a given period, while the new surplus of 
channels spreads the audience across an expansive range of programming.14 
Moreover, viewers’ ability to use recording technologies to develop self-
determined programming schedules also diminished the already languish-
ing notion of television as an initiator of watercooler conversation—a notion 
once enforced through the mandate of simultaneous viewing. 

The emergence of so many new networks and channels changed the com-
petitive dynamics of the industry and the type of programming likely to be 
produced. Instead of needing to design programming likely to be least objec-
tionable to the entire family, broadcast networks—and particularly cable 
channels—increasingly developed programming that might be most satis-
fying to specific audience members. At first, this niche targeting remained 
fairly general, with channels such as CNN seeking out those interested in 
news, ESPN attending to the sports audience, and MTV aiming at youth cul-
ture. As the number of cable channels grew, however, this targeting became 
more and more narrow. For example, by the early 2000s, three different cable 
channels specifically pursued women (Lifetime, Oxygen, and WE), yet devel-
oped clearly differentiated programming that might be “most satisfying” to 
women with divergent interests. These more narrowly targeted cable chan-
nels increased the range of stories that could be supported by an advertising-
based medium. By the mid- to late 1990s, some cable channels built enough 
revenue to support the production of “broadcast-quality” original series such 
as La Femme Nikita (USA) and Any Day Now (Lifetime), and their particular 
economic arrangements allowed them to schedule series with themes and 
content unlikely to be found on broadcast networks.15 Their niche audience 
strategy and the supplementary income they gained from the fees paid by 
cable providers led cable channels to develop shows that have much more 
specific target audiences than those of broadcast series. The ability of cable 
channels to succeed with smaller audiences has made broadcasters’ mission 
difficult; once given an option, viewers have found the more precisely tar-
geted content offered by many cable channels more satisfying than broad-
casters’ least objectionable fare. Yet the expanse of cable channels has spread 
audiences thinly, and most cable channels remain constrained by their much 
smaller audiences and related lower advertising prices. 

Indications of a Post-Network Era 

The choice and control that viewers gained during the multi-channel transition 
only continued to expand as evidence of a post-network era emerged. Others 
(myself included) have previously used “post-network” to indicate the era in 
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which cable channels created additional options for viewers—similar to the 
way I use the phrase “multi-channel transition” here. The term “post-network” 
is best reserved, however, as an indicator of more comprehensive changes in 
the medium’s use, one I suspect will ultimately take a nonlinear form. Here, 
“post-network” acknowledges the break from a dominant network-era expe-
rience, in which viewers lacked much control over when and where to view 
and chose among a limited selection of externally determined linear view-
ing options—in other words, programs available at a certain time on a certain 
channel. Such constraints are not part of the post-network television experi-
ence in which viewers now increasingly select what, when, and where to view 
from abundant options. Though I once intended the post-network distinction 
to simply indicate the erosion of network and channel control over how and 
when viewers watch particular programs, it has grown more feasible to imag-
ine a post-network era devoid of networks or channels as the distinctive indus-
trial entities they’ve served as thus far. In the early years of the post-network 
era, networks and channels have remained important sites of program aggre-
gation, operating with distinctive identities that help viewers find content of 
interest. The gradual transition away from previous norms of mass audiences, 
new ways of accessing and paying for content, and the economic crises to 
which they contribute have decreased the profit margins of some sectors of the 
industry. Though multi-channel video programming distributors (MVPDs) 
such as Comcast, Charter, or DirecTV have passed costs for the ever-growing 
array of content to their subscribers, evidence of a breaking point for incre-
mental cost increases has presented itself and reveals the inefficiency of bun-
dling collections of unwanted channels into cable packages, and even of bun-
dling unwanted programs into channels. Though this inefficiency could be 
tolerated in an era in which the license fees for channels were more modest, the 
fast growth in program costs—described by a cable industry financial analyst 
in 2013 as “multiples of the rate of inflation”—may yield a more radical depar-
ture from existing norms of packaging content, especially for those who pre-
dominantly view prized content and live sports and contests.16 

Chapters 2 through 6 provide detailed considerations of the new indus-
trial conditions that suggest the gradual establishment of a post-network era. 
These conditions include emerging technologies that enable far greater con-
trol over when and where viewers watch programming; multiple options for 
financing television production that develop and expand the range of com-
mercially viable programming; greater opportunities for amateur production 
that have arisen with and been augmented by a revolution in distribution that 
exponentially increases the ease of sharing video; various advertising strate-
gies including product placement and integration that have come to coexist 
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with the decreasingly dominant thirty-second ad, as well as new economic 
models built on subscription and transaction payment; and advances in 
digital technologies that further expand knowledge about audience viewing 
behaviors, allow for pay-per-click advertisement pricing, and create oppor-
tunities to supplement sampling methods with census data about use. Once 
again, adjustments in the production process change the use of television as 
viewers gain additional control capabilities and access to content variation. 
Additionally, other new technologies have expanded portable and mobile 
television use and have removed television from its domestic confines. 

Unlike the fairly uniform experience of watching television in the network 
era, by the end of the multi-channel transition, there was no singular behav-
ior or mode of viewing, and this variability only continues to increase as the 
post-network era develops. For example, research on early DVR adopters 
found that they sometimes engaged television through the previously dom-
inant model of watching television live. However, at other times and with 
other types of programming they also exhibited an emergent behavior of 
using the device not only to seek out and record certain content but also to 
pause, skip, or otherwise self-determine how to view it. Control technologies 
have effectively added to viewers’ choice in experiencing television, as they 
have enabled far more differentiated and individualized uses of the medium. 

Two key non–television-related factors also figure significantly in creat-
ing the changes in audience behaviors that characterize the post-network 
era: computing and generational shifts. The diffusion of personal computers 
relates to changing uses of television in notable ways. During the multi-chan-
nel transition, when viewers began to experience television as one of many 
“screen” technologies in the home, the initial contrast between the experience 
of using computers and watching television led users to differentiate between 
screen media according to whether they required us to push or pull content, 
lean back or lean forward, and pursue leisure or work. Subsequently, however, 
digital technologies have come to dismantle these early differentiations and 
tendencies of use and have allowed for the previously unimagined integra-
tion of television and computers—of all types—in the post-network era. This 
integration occurred concomitantly first with the growth in home computer 
ownership, which rose from 11 percent in 1985 to 30 percent in 1995, 67 per-
cent by 2005, and 80 percent by 2013.17 Second, the rapid diffusion of smart-
phones—devices in 65 percent of homes owning televisions by 2013—further 
disrupted expectations of devices and the capabilities of screens even since 
preliminary suggestions of the post-network era emerged. Mobile devices, 
however, are not necessarily used for mobile viewing: 2013 research revealed 
that 64 percent of smartphone TV/video use occurs in the home, suggesting 
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that most use is simply for the convenience of viewing more places within 
the home.18 Smartphones have quickly accustomed their users to expect to be 
able to engage in any “computer” need from any location, which has encour-
aged expectations of convenient access to television content.

The technological experience of personal computing and smartphone use 
is important beyond the growing convergence of media in the latter part of 
the multi-channel transition period because of the new technological apti-
tudes and expectations embodied in their use. The presumption that technol-
ogies “do” something useful and that we “do” something with them has played 
a significant role in adjusting network-era behavior with regard to television. 
The media theorist Dan Harries refers to the blending of old media viewing 
and new media using as “viewsing.”19 Thinking about such activities as being 
merged, rather than as being distinct, takes important steps beyond the bina-
ries between computer and television technologies commonly assumed in the 
past and addresses the multiple modes of viewing and using that audiences 
began to exhibit by the end of the multi-channel transition. The distinction 
of “computing” has also become as unstable as “television,” as computing has 
moved beyond the PC and become integrated into a wide range of mobile 
devices used constantly and in an array of contexts in a manner that makes 
the notion of computing as an activity done at a desk increasingly residual.

Related generational differences have also played a key role in chang-
ing uses of television.20 Many of the distinctions such as broadcast versus 
cable—let alone between television and computer—that have structured 
understandings of television are meaningless to those born after 1980. Most 
members of this generation (dubbed “Millennials” or “digital natives”) never 
knew a world without cable, were introduced to the Internet before graduat-
ing from high school, and carried mobile phones with them from the time 
they were first allowed out in the world on their own.21 The older edge of 
this generation provoked a new economic model in the recording industry 
through rampant illegal downloading, while their younger peers may own 
elaborate music collections that lack any physical form such as CDs. 

Acculturated with a range of communication technologies from birth, this 
generation moves fluidly and fluently among technologies. Anne Sweeney, 
then cochair of Disney media networks and president of the Disney-ABC 
television group, cited research in 2006 indicating that 40 percent of Mil-
lennials went home each evening and used five to eight technologies (many 
simultaneously), while 40 percent of their Boomer parents returned home 
and only watched television.22 Similarly, a 2006 report by IBM Business 
Consulting Services emphasized the “bimodality” of television consumers 
in coming years. It predicted a “generational chasm” between the “massive 
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passives” (mainly Boomers who retained network-era television behaviors), 
“gadgetiers” (members of the middling Generation X who were not accul-
turated with new technologies from birth but were more willing to experi-
ment with them), and “kool kids” (the Millennials).23 Younger generations, 
who have approached television and technology in general with very differ-
ent expectations than their predecessors, have also introduced new norms of 
use. For example, the television scholar Jason Mittell reflects on the signifi-
cance of the arrival of a DVR in his home at the same time as his first child, 
and notes that when she came to ask, “What is on television?” the question 
referred to what shows might be stored on the hard drive, as she had no 
sense of the limited access to scheduled programming assumed by most oth-
ers.24 The widespread availability of control technologies provides a different 
experience for younger generations, who may never associate networks with 
television viewing in the same manner as their predecessors. As the genera-
tion that came of age using television to watch videos and DVDs and to play 
video games becomes employed in the industry, it will enable even greater 
reimagining of television content and use. 

At a summit entitled “The Future of Television” sponsored by the trade pub-
lication Television Week in September 2004, all but one of the panelists used 
evidence drawn from observations of their children’s approach to television 
as justification for their arguments about the new directions of the medium. 
In addition to their children not operating with a model of television orga-
nized by networks and linear schedules, the executives noted, with awe, the 
mediated multitasking that defined their children’s television use. Research 
that continues to show growth in all media use supports these anecdotes. For 
example, as of 2007, time spent viewing television had not diminished despite 
continued expansion in time spent using the Internet; instead, multiple media 
have come to be simultaneously used. By 2012, the industry had termed this 
“second screen” use and found that 85 percent of tablet or smartphone users 
use these devices while watching television at least once a day, mostly to check 
e-mail or social media or send text messages.25 Generations who are growing 
up with smartphones and tablets are accustomed to using multiple technolo-
gies to achieve a desired end, whether to access information, find entertain-
ment, or communicate with friends. Such comfort in moving across technolo-
gies—or what those in the industry refer to as “media agnosticism”—has been 
crucial to the adoption of devices for watching television and ways of doing so 
that further facilitate the shift to the post-network era. 

In sum, while features of a post-network era have come to be more appar-
ent, such an era will be fully in place only when choice is no longer lim-
ited to program schedules and the majority of viewers use the opportunities 
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offered by new technologies and industrial practices. Post-network televi-
sion is primarily nonlinear rather than linear, and it could not be established 
until dominant network-era practices became so outmoded that the industry 
developed new practices in their place. The gradual adjustment in how view-
ers use television, and corresponding gradual shifts in production practices, 
have taken more than two decades to transpire, which is why I distinguish 
this intermediate period as the multi-channel transition. During this time, 
viewers experienced a marked increase in choice and achieved limited con-
trol over the viewing experience. But the post-network era allows them to 
choose among programs produced in any decade, by amateurs and profes-
sionals, and to watch this programming on demand on main “living room” 
sets, computer screens, or portable devices. 

Implications of a Post-Network Era

I used to start each semester by surveying my classes in search of a show we 
all shared in common to draw examples from throughout the term. This was 
a pretty easy feat in my first few years of teaching in the early 2000s. Usually 
I found a show on my first (Friends) or second (ER) try. By 2007, I gave up 
on such unanimity. Instead I now gather a sense of what different factions 
of students might be watching, as it has been a while since I taught a class in 
which we had all seen the same show at least once (yes, even American Idol, 
Jersey Shore, or Real Housewives). This development illustrates an important 
consequence of the choice in viewing provided by the post-network era. The 
hundreds of channels offering programming by the end of the multi-channel 
transition significantly fragmented the audience. Then, by the end of 2010, 
viewers could readily access hundreds of television shows from any era on 
DVD or online, and an amateur video clip could reach as large an audience 
as a network show. Although only early adopters may have been viewing 
television in these new ways by this time, these developments suggest addi-
tional coming fragmentation. 

One of the first amateur videos to reach a mass audience appeared in April 
2006. By the time “The Evolution of Dance,” a humorous six-minute ama-
teur performance of the progression of popular dance styles from the 1950s 
through the present, had been on YouTube for four months, it had been 
played at least thirty million times. That figure grew to over 210 million seven 
years later.26 Site users re-posted the video multiple times, and in at least 
three different languages, taking advantage of one of YouTube’s technologi-
cal strengths—the ease with which videos can be linked to other sites—but 
making it difficult to sum up how many times it had been viewed across these 
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multiple postings and on other sites. As a point of comparison, the most-
watched television show of the preceding 2005–2006 television season—
American Idol’s Tuesday-night performance episodes—averaged 31.2 million 
viewers each week. FOX’s blockbuster hit included judges paid roughly $30 
million a year, and the network earned $700,000 for a thirty-second adver-
tisement, in addition to the at least $25 million per season paid by each of 
the three series sponsors.27 In contrast, “The Evolution of Dance” featured 
the negligible production values of a video camera set up in the audience of 
a comedy club and was originally posted by the video’s creator and dancer, 
Judson Laipply. Laipply did not profit directly from the millions of viewers 
(this was before YouTube enabled profit participation in its advertisements), 
although stories about the video’s popularity appeared on the Today Show, 
Good Morning America, and Inside Edition and drew attention to his work as 
a public speaker and “inspirational comedian.” YouTube benefited from the 
high traffic to the site that may have initially clicked through some of the ban-
ner advertisements and later from pre-roll advertisements—the video adver-
tisements that play before selected clips—and the video’s 2006 debut aided 
growing cultural awareness of the site. When I queried my classes in the fall 
of 2006 about their familiarity with the video, some had seen it—although 
fewer than I had expected and by no means as many as had seen various 
television shows. When I asked coworkers (faculty and staff over the age of 
thirty), most responded by asking what YouTube was—until a few months 
later, when Google’s $1.65 billion purchase of the site drew much attention. 

By the end of the decade, video sharing and YouTube use had grown con-
siderably: By 2013, YouTube reported one billion unique visitors to the site 
each month.28 Laipply posted “Evolution of Dance 2” in January 2009, but 
lacking novelty, drew only twenty million viewers in four years. There have 
been other so-called viral or spreadable hits such as “David after Dentist” 
and “Charlie Bit My Finger,” though neither has been viewed nearly as many 
times as the YouTube topper as of 2013, Psy’s “Gangnam Style” video, which 
had been streamed 1.8 billion times. Most web video circulates through dis-
tinct taste communities, and though nearly 2 billion views seems broad, 
with the possibility of an international audience of 2.5 billion Internet users 
on computers and 1 billion worldwide smartphone-enabled users, and that 
these are not unique viewers, even “Gangnam Style” can be seen as a niche 
phenomenon.29

The changes in how we view, experience, and use television made evident 
by these anecdotes have massive implications for how we think about televi-
sion and its role in culture. The increased fractionalization of the audience 
among shows, channels, and distribution devices has diminished the ability 
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of an individual television network or television show to reinforce a certain 
set of beliefs to a broad audience in the manner we long believed to occur. 
Although television can still function as a mass medium, in most cases it does 
so by aggregating a collection of niche audiences. The narrowcasting that 
became common to television during the multi-channel transition has thus 
required adjustments in theories about the mass nature of the medium, while 
the exponential expansion in viewers’ choice and control since the network 
era has necessitated an even more substantive reassessment of television. Tak-
ing up these issues, this chapter provides an overview of some of the central 
ideas that have governed the study of television and culture as well as some 
preliminary tools for making sense of television in the post-network era. 

Defining Television 

The industrial changes that developed during the multi-channel transition 
made uncertain the object called “television” as new forms and ways of using 
the device required us to reconsider how we determine “what is television?” 
The term “television” has been broadly used to refer to a singular technol-
ogy—a box with a screen—though it has enabled a range of experiences 
since the network era. But television is more than just a technology—more 
than a composite of wires, metal, and glass. It possesses an essence that is 
bound up in its context, in how the screen is most commonly used, in where 
it is located, in what streams through it, and in how most use it, despite the 
possibility for broad variation in all the factors. It is primarily this essence—
derived from existing use—that distinguishes a television from a computer 
monitor, particularly in the context of contemporary technological conver-
gence and the manufacturing of digital “televisions” that have no tuning 
capability—that is, the ability to receive signals over the air. 

Lisa Gitelman argues for a definition of media as “socially realized struc-
tures of communication, where structures include both technological forms 
and their associated protocols.”30 Protocols include “normative rules and 
default conditions,” such as the greeting “Hello,” monthly billing cycles, and 
a system of wires and cable for the U.S. phone service. Understanding that 
the protocols of television contribute to distinguishing the medium helps us 
rectify some of the inadequacy of defining the medium only in terms of the 
piece of equipment and to address how the technology becomes a television 
when it receives signals via broadcast, cable, or satellite transmission. A tele-
vision is not just a machine, but also the set of behaviors and practices asso-
ciated with its use. The media scholar James Bennett has helped in the rethe-
orization of television’s scope through his distinction of “digital television”: 
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Television as digital media must be understood as a non–site-specific, 
hybrid cultural and technological form that spreads across multiple plat-
forms as diverse as mobile phones, games consoles, iPods, and on-line 
video services such as YouTube, Hulu, Joost, and the BBC’s iPlayer, as 
well as computer-based mediaplayers such as Microsoft’s Windows Media 
Player and Apple TV.31 

Like Bennett, I find it useful to allow “television” to expand the narrow con-
fines of its network-era operation. This new stage—what Bennett terms digi-
tal television and I distinguish as post-network television—doesn’t mark an 
end of television, but the beginning of a new era.

I approach television with the presumption that our cultural understand-
ing of this medium does indeed conceive of it as more than a monitor, piece 
of hardware, or gateway to programming, and that television is less defined 
by how the content gets to us and what we view it on than by the set of expe-
riences and practices we’ve long associated with the activity of viewing. All 
of these technical attributes unquestionably contribute to how a culture uses 
and understands television, yet inherited meanings, expectations, and hab-
its also circumscribe it in particular ways. New technologies and industrial 
practices have introduced radical changes in technological aspects of televi-
sion, its use, and its consequent cultural significance, but various aspects of 
sociocultural experience still define television in our minds in specific and 
meaningful ways, particularly for those generations who knew television in 
the network era. 

Television may not be dying, but changes in its content and how and 
where we view have complicated how we think about and understand its 
role in the culture. The transition of radio in the 1940s provides an illustra-
tive parallel. As television first entered homes, radio had to fundamentally 
redefine itself—both in its programming and in the ways and places that lis-
teners used it. Before television, radio was primarily a domestic-bound tech-
nology that played particular programs on a known schedule; after television 
usurped the captive home audience, radio became a portable medium and 
shifted to emphasize ongoing music or talk formats. Nonetheless, after televi-
sion, the technology remained commonly understood as “radio” despite the 
substantial difference in the medium and adjustments to its role as a cultural 
institution. In truth, “video” provides the more accurate term for the cross-
platform circulation of “television” content, but as the television experience 
has encompassed new capabilities and spread to additional screens in recent 
years, established cultural understandings have shifted accordingly so that we 
still continue to comprehend different experiences as watching “television.” 
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In introducing a collection of essays that consider various aspects of the 
wide-ranging transitions that occurred by the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, Lynn Spigel reflects on the title of the anthology—Television after 
TV: Essays on a Medium in Transition. “Indeed,” she notes, “if TV refers to 
the technologies, industrial formations, government policies, and practices 
of looking that were associated with the medium in its classical public ser-
vice and three-network age, it appears we are now entering a new phase of 
television—the phase that comes after ‘TV.’”32 Although the title of the collec-
tion is eye-catching and provocative, it suggests a far more absolute rupture 
than that which occurred; it is also arbitrary in affording the norms of the 
network era such eminence as determinant of the medium. Still, attention to 
transition and uncertainty about the present status and likely future of tele-
vision evident in the anthology and its title were not uncommon by late in 
the multi-channel transition. The title of another important article queries, 
“What is the ‘television’ of television studies?”—a question that similarly 
asserts concern about ambiguity regarding the fundamental attributes of tele-
vision.33 Those who write about television have never adequately addressed 
which of the “technologies, industrial formations, government policies, and 
practices of looking,” to borrow from Spigel, might particularly establish 
the ontological boundaries of the medium—the things that make television 
“television.” We err in allowing those norms established first to “determine” 
the medium; they are as arbitrary as any subsequent formation.34 

Thinking about Network-Era Television 

Scholars in fields as diverse as literature, film studies, political science, sociol-
ogy, psychology, and communication developed different ways of thinking 
about television and its role in culture. Those in the area of “media studies” have 
attended most closely to the ways programs, audiences, industries, and socio-
cultural contexts intertwine in the creation and circulation of television, and 
their ideas are most relevant here. Scholars of media studies—and critical tele-
vision studies in particular—have developed detailed theories and empirical 
studies that examine the multifaceted nature of cultural production common 
to television. But in the network era, there was no need for esoteric discussions 
of what television is, as it was assumed to be a simple technology whose varia-
tion spanned little more than screen size and color or black and white.35 Much 
television theory continues to presume network-era norms in explaining the 
cultural and institutional functions of television, and draws from distinctive 
national experiences with the medium. This book and the conditions of the 
post-network era call many of these assumptions into question. 
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Foundational understandings of television view it as a—if not the—cen-
tral communicative and cultural force in society. Its centrality derived from 
its availability and ubiquity; as early as 1960 more than 87 percent of U.S. 
households had televisions, and the technology increasingly was available in 
spaces outside the home, such as taverns and hospitals.36 The accessibility 
of television was in many ways enabled by the low cost of acquiring its pro-
gramming. Either as a result of advertising support in the United States or 
public funding in most other countries, viewing television programs did not 
require the same type of per-use fee associated with most other entertain-
ment and informational media such as films, newspapers, and magazines. To 
be sure, commercial media “cost” societies in ways obscured by simple pre-
sumptions that proclaimed that network-era television was “free”; nonethe-
less, it was reasonable to assert that television’s low barriers to access greatly 
contributed to its cultural importance in the network era. 

During that time, the medium gained its status as a primary cultural insti-
tution precisely because network-era programming could and did reach such 
vast audiences. Television derived its significance from its capacity to broadly 
share information and ideas and facilitate an “electronic public sphere” of 
sorts.37 Its stories and ideas reached a mass audience that some have argued 
enabled television programs to negotiate contradictory and contested social 
ideas, while others have proposed that this reach allowed television to enforce 
a dominant way of thinking.38 Significantly, both perspectives ascribed impor-
tance to television because of its pervasiveness.39 Viewers’ lack of control over 
the medium and the limited choice at this time aided its ability to function as 
both forum and ideological enforcer. Network-era norms imposed the syn-
chronousness of linear viewing, and television earned its status as an instiga-
tor of “watercooler conversation” by providing shared content for discussion. 
Coworkers and neighbors chose from the same limited range of programs 
each night, and thus were likely to have viewed the same program. 

Assessments of television that consider how it contributes to the shar-
ing and negotiation of ideas understand it to operate as a “cultural institu-
tion”—that is, as a social conduit that participates in communicating values 
and ideas within a culture by telling stories and conveying information that 
reflects, challenges, and responds to shared debates and concerns. Educa-
tional systems, clubs and societal orders, and religious organizations are also 
cultural institutions, although we may more readily identify and accept the 
influence of these sites on how we know and understand the world around 
us.40 At the same time television functions as a cultural institution, however, 
it is also a “cultural industry.” That is, in a context such as the United States, 
the television industry operates as a commercial enterprise that primarily 
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seeks to maximize profits, while nonetheless producing programs that are 
important creative and cultural forms that communicate social values and 
beliefs. Industry workers may primarily make decisions based on what types 
of programming they perceive to be most profitable, yet these decisions still 
have important cultural implications for what stories are told, by whom, 
and how society comes to understand the worlds that television presents. 
Remembering the commercial mandate of television—again, particularly in 
the United States—is imperative: in the cultural industry of television, busi-
ness and culture operate concurrently and are inextricable in every aspect. 

Studies that explain the economic and industrial norms of television in 
the network era are particularly relevant to the focus here upon television as a 
cultural industry. Until recently, few attempted to bridge the chasm between 
humanities-inflected theories about the operation of media in culture and 
political economy research that emphasizes economics and industrial opera-
tions.41 This history of avoidance, and at times hostility, between approaches 
is increasingly being corrected by theories and methods that deliberately 
merge aspects of culture and economics or explore quotidian industrial pro-
cesses to better understand the agents, organizations, and processes involved 
in cultural production—as I attempt here.42 

As is the case of dominant cultural theories about television, most politi-
cal economy work assumes television to be a mass medium and attributes 
much of its importance to this characteristic. The notion of mass media and 
the scale of such businesses are important to political economy approaches 
examining the assemblage and distribution of labor and capital, while the 
mass audience was crucial to cultural approaches because of the necessity for 
programs to be widely shared within the culture. In both cases, the breadth 
of the audience reached by network-era programming allowed television to 
circulate ideas in a way that asserted and reinforced existing power struc-
tures and dominant ways of thinking within a society. 

In many cases, the changed industrial context has not negated the value 
of theoretical tools provided by these perspectives, but some require recon-
sideration and adjustment. For example, Horace Newcomb and Paul Hirsch’s 
argument that television programs provide a cultural forum to negotiate 
ideas within society makes sense insofar as television continued to facilitate 
this cultural role after the network era on certain occasions; however, broad 
and heterogeneous audiences now rarely share individual programs in the 
manner that could be assumed in the network era. Television might continue 
to provide a cultural forum for those who tune in to a particular show, but it 
has become increasingly unlikely that television functions as a space for the 
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negotiation of contested beliefs among diverse groups simply because audi-
ences are now more narrow and specialized.43 

Other theories, such as Raymond Williams’s network-era theory of “flow,” 
require more significant revision.44 Williams used the idea of flow to com-
ment on the nature of the steady stream of programming through the set 
and the manner in which narrative, advertisements, and promotions all 
intermixed. The continuous infiltration of control devices into television use 
has greatly disrupted flow as a fundamental characteristic of the medium, at 
least in terms of television flow being determined by someone other than the 
individual viewer. 

Television’s transition from its network-era norm as a mass medium 
toward its post-network-era function as an aggregator of a broad range of 
niche and on-demand viewing audiences has required significant adjust-
ments to industrial assumptions about the medium. For example, in his 1989 
book The Capitalization of Cultural Production, Bernard Miège located tele-
vision among media industries that operate under a “flow” model (this use of 
the term differs substantially from that of Williams) and rely on “home and 
family listening,” “an undifferentiated, indirect mass market,” the “instant” 
obsolescence of content, and the use of a programming grid that creates 
daily interaction and cultivates viewer loyalty, all of which eroded during the 
multi-channel transition. By the mid-2000s, the market characteristics of 
U.S. television had come instead to resemble those of his “publishing” model, 
which features a “segmented mass market” and the “dialectic of the ‘hit and 
catalogue,’” along with the purchase of individualized objects—in this case, 
particular episodes of television shows.45 

Noting that “‘television’ now functions as a bookstore, a news stand, or a 
library,” Newcomb has departed from the “cultural forum” concept he and 
Hirsch offered in 1983 and conceived of the medium similarly to Miège’s pub-
lishing model.46 Television has adopted multiple possible revenue streams in 
ways that mirror the bookstore (DVD sell-through, iTunes downloading), 
magazine subscription (premium cable networks such as HBO), and the 
subscription library (MVPD on demand, Netflix). Each of these possible 
transactions of capital for content created new and distinct relationships 
between the economic model, programming, and how these forms of televi-
sion might function as a cultural institution. And, as Newcomb notes, these 
alternative transaction or publishing models thrive on specialty, distinction, 
and niche taste, all of which unmistakably distinguish the practices of the 
multi-channel transition and post-network era from network-era norms that 
privileged the opposite characteristics. 
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Post-network-era practices have led the television audience not only to 
fracture among different channels and devices, but also to splinter tempo-
rally. The control over the television experience that various technologies 
offer has ruptured the norm of simultaneity in television experience and 
enabled audiences to capture television on their own terms. Moreover, as the 
New York Observer columnist Tom Scocca notes, the ephemerality once char-
acteristic of the medium has also come to be less prominent; for example, 
the video experiences offered by YouTube allow for archiving images so they 
may be called up at will.47 New devices have provided tools to capture televi-
sion and consequently have produced a norm of asynchronous viewing that 
has altered the interaction of the culture with the medium in crucial ways. 
Television devices remain ubiquitous and accessible in the post-network era, 
but the ubiquity of specific content has been eliminated as broad audiences 
have come to share little programming in common and less frequently view 
it simultaneously. 

The nature of post-network television will likely be profoundly differ-
ent than that of the network era, but the contradictory affordances of these 
changes make assessing the relative quality of either era difficult. The uncer-
tain future often instigates a nostalgia for past norms that imagines the past 
differently than it was experienced. As Time’s James Poniewozik opines, 

The irony of the nostalgia for TV’s “golden age” is that it romanticizes 
the very things people used to condemn. Mass media were once homog-
enizing; now we miss how they unified us. Cultural critics once said TV 
appealed to the lowest common denominator; now cable’s ambitious niche 
shows cater to elitists. Some even romanticize commercials—commer-
cials!—as making TV for the masses possible.48 

And it is not only the experience of viewers and insights of scholars that are 
changed, the adjustments to the U.S. television industry chronicled here pro-
vided as extraordinary a shift for those who work in it. The diversification in 
economic models, changing industrial relationships, and challenges to regu-
latory practices posed by new technologies all required revisiting many of 
the foundational industrial assumptions of television and how it operated. 

Theorizing Niche Media: Identifying Phenomenal Television 

Regardless of whether we have truly reached the post-network era, the U.S. 
television industry and its norms of operation have changed significantly. 
The most noteworthy adjustment, already evident by 2005, was the erosion of 
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television’s regular operation as a mass medium. Although it has continued 
to play this role in isolated moments, television is no longer organized in this 
way and has not been since the mid-1990s. By then, it was already apparent 
that we needed to reassess television and see it as a medium that primarily 
reaches niche audiences. Continued transition in television’s core economic 
models would only further adjust the type of programming that could be 
profitably produced and television’s operation as a cultural institution. 

No mass medium arose to supplant television in the wake of its industrial 
change, and it might be that mass media as they existed in the twentieth cen-
tury were remnants of a particular set of industrial and economic relations 
from another era.49 Niche-focused media long have played an important role 
in society by communicating cultural beliefs, albeit to narrower groups than 
mass media. Women’s magazines provide an illustrative example, as ample 
critical scholarship has explored how this media form that targets a specific 
audience consistently reproduced certain discourses of beauty, identity, and 
female behavior.50 Niche media are identified as important voices to specific 
communities, but have received less critical attention than mechanisms of 
mass messaging. 

Theorizing the cultural significance of niche media might begin by explor-
ing those industries that have operated in this organization for some time, 
and the magazine industry—with its era of mass distribution earlier in the 
century—may provide the most relevant point of comparison. In consider-
ing the process through which this industry transitioned from mass market 
publications with titles such as Life, Look, and the Saturday Evening Post to 
more narrowly targeted magazines, Joseph Turow argues that demand from 
advertisers to reach ever more specific audiences fueled the fragmentation.51 
While acknowledging the economic value and efficiency targeting provides 
to advertisers, he raises a cautionary flag about such fragmentation and 
rightly notes the dangers for ideals of democracy and community that result 
from what develop into “gated informational communities.”52 The redefini-
tion of television in the course of the multi-channel transition as a medium 
that supports fragmented audiences and polarized content consequently has 
exacerbated the cultural trends and outcomes that Turow identified in the 
magazine industry. 

Television’s new abundant offerings make it difficult to determine a proper 
frame through which to examine programming and assess its significance. 
We are accustomed to moral panics and activism that develop from concern 
about the vast reach of mediated messages. Thinking about television in the 
age of narrowcasting requires that we take into account the substantial varia-
tion now encompassed by its programming. “Successful” television programs 
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might now gather audiences that range from tens of thousands to tens of 
millions, while channels might be accessible in anywhere from three million 
to one hundred million homes. Some programs stream into the home with-
out any viewer payment, others require a subscription for a channel of pro-
gramming (HBO), and viewers now can buy particular programs on DVD 
or as single-show downloads. With such ample variation in the availability 
and ubiquity of television programming, we need more specific models for 
understanding television’s operation in the culture, ones that will enable us 
to differentially assess its significance. 

Toward this end, I propose “phenomenal television” as a particular cat-
egory of programming that retains the social importance attributed to 
television’s earlier operation as a cultural forum despite the changes of the 
post-network era. In the network era, television content derived its rel-
evance simply from being on the air, which necessarily meant that it was 
widely viewed because of the vast and substantive audiences programs had 
to draw to survive. Often popular shows were particularly important sites 
of analysis because broad viewership on a mass medium denoted a certain 
scope of influence. In a narrowcast environment, content must do more than 
appear “on television” to distinguish itself as having cultural relevance, since 
now much that appears on television might be seen by just a few viewers. 
For example, the particular economic model of advertiser-supported cable 
networks allows them to produce shows viewed by 1 percent of the avail-
able audience and for these shows to still be considered hits. Network-era 
theories might still apply to some programming produced in this narrow-
cast environment, and phenomenal television denotes such programming. 
Although the task of determining relevance and distinction is more difficult 
in the post-network era, phenomenal television does have identifiable attri-
butes, as specified below. 

Themes, topics, and discourses that appear in multiple and varied outlets 
indicate a form of phenomenal television. The criterion here is not purely 
quantitative—that is, a topic that appears in seven shows is not necessarily 
“more” phenomenal than one appearing in six. Rather, multiplicity might 
indicate a society-wide negotiation of an issue or a crisis in existing under-
standings in the same manner it did in the network era. Trans-show or trans-
network themes derive importance in a narrowcast environment because 
such scope indicates content that has achieved or is likely to achieve uncom-
mon audience breadth despite fragmentation and polarization. Ideas appear-
ing in multiple shows—particularly different types of shows—might indicate 
concerns relevant to the broader society rather than distinct subcultures.53 
For example, in the year after the September 11, 2001, attacks on New York 
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and Washington, DC, multiple narratives exploring fictional renditions of the 
aftermath appeared across at least twelve shows on seven networks.54 Cultural 
critics could not look to just one of these shows as indicative of cultural senti-
ment on the subject, or even just that of television; instead, the niche media 
environment required a more holistic evaluation of the multiplicity of stories 
that likely reached varied audiences. This attribute responds to the way that 
individual programs and episodes rarely have the cultural significance pre-
viously common because of the fragmentation of audiences, although when 
thematically similar content is viewed and considered in aggregate, television 
has the potential to operate much as it did in the network era. 

Attention to institutional factors such as what network or type of net-
work airs a show relative to the network’s common audience derives increased 
importance after the network era and plays a role in determining phenom-
enal television. Despite all being forms of television, broadcast, basic cable, 
and subscription cable have different regulatory and economic processes that 
contribute to their norms of operation and the possible programs they can 
create. These outlets also vary amply in audience size, and this too is a factor 
we must address in considering the reach and importance of a program or 
theme. Many programs—particularly those on premium and basic cable—
reached narrow audiences throughout the multi-channel transition, but too 
often particular audience conditions were not addressed in framing analyses 
of or concerns about programs. Additionally, factors such as whether viewers 
watch content as part of linear schedules or on demand have come to further 
distinguish contemporary television programming as more viewers incor-
porate new control devices into their regular viewing habits. In the network 
era, we could assume a broad and heterogeneous audience who viewed linear 
schedules of network-planned programs. Now we cannot presume that the 
audience represents the culture at large; instead, it embodies only a distinct 
segment or component thereof. Assessing the type of network providing pro-
gramming offers significant insight into the audience of a particular program. 

Programs that achieve watercooler status earn a certain degree of impor-
tance due to their ability to break through the cluttered media space, but this 
alone does not indicate phenomenal television. We must also explore how 
and why a program achieves this prominence. A watercooler show that is 
supported by a particularly large promotion budget might be less meaningful 
than a show that captures the zeitgeist of the moment or gains its attention 
from the way that it resonates with a cultural sentiment or a struggle per-
colating below the surface of mainstream discourse. Phenomenal television 
can “go under the radar” and circulate out of sight or beyond the awareness 
of most of society, but examinations of such television must attend to how 
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and why such shows are important. In the network era, watercooler shows 
were often those that were somehow boundary-defying, but few boundaries 
remain, and merely airing on television has become less indicative of social 
significance than was once the case. 

Incongruity suggests another feature of phenomenal television, which 
has a tendency to break into unexpected gated communities. For example, 
incongruity might exist in cases where the ideology of a story conflicts with 
the dominant perspective anticipated to be shared by the audience of that 
network. The ability for like to speak only to like is one of the greatest con-
sequences of narrowcast media because it decreases the probability of incon-
gruity and disables the type of negotiation theorized to be central to the abil-
ity of network-era television to operate as a cultural forum. In many ways, the 
significance of a show such as All in the Family resulted from the heteroge-
neous audience that had their views alternatively challenged and reinforced 
by the differing perspectives articulated by Archie and Meathead. Similarly, 
a show such as The Cosby Show was particularly important because its depic-
tions of upper-middle-class black life reached both black and white homes in 
a segregated society accustomed to representations of African Americans as 
being poverty-stricken or criminals. It remains significant to have a dramatic 
series focused on the lives and sexuality of a group of gay men (Looking) or 
lesbian women (The L Word), but these shows aired on a subscription chan-
nel that built an identity as the destination for gay and gay-friendly people, 
which made the content of these shows far more congruous than if they had 
aired elsewhere. Incongruous moments, such as the sophisticated negotia-
tion and deconstruction of patriarchal masculinity provided by Playmakers 
and aired on ESPN or the critical exploration of the abuses of the Taliban 
against women on the WB family drama 7th Heaven—which notably aired 
before September 11, 2001—expose audiences to ideas they may not normally 
self-select. The incongruity of these shows relative to what the audiences of 
these channels and their programs might expect can defy the tendency of 
narrowcasting to perpetuate gated media communities. 

Programming affirmed by hierarchies of artistic value and social impor-
tance—those programs imbued with what Pierre Bourdieu terms “cultural 
capital”—indicate another distinction of phenomenal television. I do not 
wish to suggest that what I term “phenomenal television” is categorically 
“better” than other television, in the manner that “quality” television has 
been inconsistently used. Rather, what I am proposing is that television pro-
gramming of specific aspiration and accomplishment—whether this be an 
ambitious period drama, a rigorous piece of investigative journalism, or a 
pointed political satire—might also distinguish itself as phenomenal because 
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of its particular effort to enrich or expand cultural dialogue or thinking and 
to maximize the creative potential of the medium. 

This delineation of characteristics of phenomenal television is not 
intended to suggest that programs that do not meet any of these criteria 
are unimportant. Rather, it marks a preliminary effort to develop a richer 
vocabulary and to build multifaceted theory in response to the growing mul-
tiplicity of television and its operation as a niche medium. The conditions of 
the post-network era require reconsidering everything we once knew about 
television and more clearly differentiating among its many forms. Size of 
audience is a significant consideration, but there are also features that distin-
guish programs in terms of content and in ways that are important to assess. 
The idea of phenomenal television provides a way to adjust our assumptions 
about television while keeping its increasingly niche operation in mind. 

In many cases, the presumptions of network-era theory remain relevant 
in thinking about the cultural role of niche media and require only slight 
modification. For example, in 1978 John Fiske and John Hartley described 
the “bardic” role of television, noting how programs could “articulate the 
main lines of the established cultural consensus about the nature of reality.”55 
Such a premise remains relevant in a narrowcast environment, but with the 
difference that television articulates the main lines of cultural consensus for 
the particular network and its typical audience member rather than for soci-
ety in general. A so-called boundary-defying program such as The Shield, 
which explores the psyche and actions of a corrupt detective, may seem too 
far outside the accepted reality of the television audience on the whole, but 
the ambiguity of right and wrong it represents does appeal to a specific group 
of viewers who accept the complexity of human action and the arbitrariness 
of the justice system. 

A category such as phenomenal television is just an initial tool for under-
standing the role of niche media in society; much more thinking in this area 
is certainly needed. Theories of niche media can in most cases reasonably 
assume certain characteristics of the audience—as niche media succeed 
because of their ability to tap into certain affinities that bring audience mem-
bers together. But even though television programming of the multi-channel 
transition and post-network era increasingly targeted niche audiences, the 
breadth of content transmitted through the medium remained accessible to 
many beyond those targeted audiences. Those who watch niche content, but 
for whom it was not intended, might be viewed as “cultural interlopers”—
as when teens’ parents watch MTV or liberals view Fox News; although not 
all niche programming is equally susceptible to such practices. Industrial 
and economic factors such as how media are paid for vary the likelihood 
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of interlopers across different types of television and in comparison with 
other niche media such as magazines. For example, subscriptions that pro-
vide access to a package of cable channels readily allow cultural interlop-
ing; subscriptions to specific programs, as in the case of pay-per-view, do 
not. Television watching is also often a shared activity in households, which 
increases the probability of cohabitants exposing others to television content 
not geared toward them. 

Such possibilities for cultural interloping may further change as post-net-
work distinctions solidify. Television purchased on a transactional basis, such 
as the pay-per-episode model available on iTunes, may be less likely to reach 
interlopers because of the added fees required to access this content. By con-
trast, subscriptions to channels might better facilitate interloping—as in the 
case of a viewer who subscribes to HBO for the movies, but samples Looking 
because it has no added cost. Important similarities and differences might be 
identified with other media such as magazines that have a fee per use and 
tend to be consumed in solitude, but can often be picked up in places like 
waiting rooms and read for free. These discrepancies and variations suggest 
the degree to which a one-theory-fits-all-media—and even a one-theory-
fits-one-medium—framework is inadequate for theorizing niche media and 
post-network-era television. Similarities among media might exist, but spe-
cific contexts remain crucial in assessing the particularities of varied media. 

The Persistence of Television as a Cultural Institution 

The ubiquity that earned television much of its perceived significance has also 
been changing as a result of post-network reconfigurations. As the possibili-
ties for portable and mobile television explored in the next chapter indicate, 
television is everywhere it has ever been and in many more places. Paradoxi-
cally, though, individual “pieces” of television (shows, episodes) are shared 
by fewer and fewer viewers. Together, these developments further the need 
to consider specific contexts and factors that are far narrower than a simple 
construction “television” allows. For example, in March 2006, two Univer-
sity of Chicago professors released a study widely reported in newspapers 
across the country that found that children who watched television were not 
substantially harmed by the behavior.56 Such reports—with varied findings—
appear yearly (even monthly) from researchers in many different fields. With 
rare exception these studies talk about the effect of “television,” as though 
there were no differences in the experience of it, no differences in what is 
watched or how. Certainly, effects studies are not the only form of research 
to suffer from such unspecified generalizations concerning television, but 
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the point is that variations in the medium that emerged throughout the 
multi-channel transition indicated how untenable these generalizations had 
become, if they were ever meaningful. 

Instead of utilizing uniform assumptions and explanations of television, 
we might diversify our thinking by establishing “modes of television” that 
group similar functions of the medium. Indeed, for all the differences in 
viewing, every instance is not so distinctive as to be fundamentally unlike 
any other. Establishing some frequent modes of television use aids in dis-
tinguishing characteristics in a great many of television’s iterations. At least 
four distinctive modes of television function existed by 2005: television as 
an electronic public sphere; television as a subcultural forum; television as 
a window onto other worlds; and television as a self-determined gated com-
munity. These persisted as general norms relevant to thinking about televi-
sion’s role in culture a decade later; but by 2014, the industrial distinctions 
among prized content, live sports and contests, and linear television seemed 
more indicative of how those in the television industry were distinguishing 
among television contexts.

Television as an electronic public sphere identifies the operation of televi-
sion in the network era as it was explained by Horace Newcomb and Paul 
Hirsch’s cultural forum model, Todd Gitlin’s delineation of television’s ideo-
logical processes, or John Fiske and John Hartley’s notion of the medium’s 
bardic role.57 Drawing primarily on Newcomb and Hirsch, we might say 
that television operates as an electronic public sphere when it reaches a 
vast and heterogeneous audience and offers a shared experience or content 
that derives its importance from the scope of its reach, its ability to provide 
a space for the negotiation of ideological positions, and as a process-based 
system of representation and discourse. Now, however, television decreas-
ingly operates in this way. When it does, it usually does so on unplanned 
occasions, except for a few remaining events such as the Super Bowl. At the 
same time, though, it is helpful to see the electronic public sphere as exist-
ing on a continuum. For example, in comparison with the network-era reach 
of television—when top shows were watched by 40 to 50 percent of televi-
sion households—popular contemporary shows such as American Idol have 
a narrower scope—only 19.8 million out of a universe of 114 million homes 
watched it most weeks when it was at its peak.58 But even with only an aver-
age of 17 percent of U.S. television households watching the show, it was 
among the most widely viewed regular programs in a given year. 

Television operates as subcultural forum when it reproduces a similar 
experience as the electronic public sphere, but among more narrow groups 
that share particular cultural affinities or tastes. MTV is likely to be the best 
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example, in that the network provides the lingua franca for adolescents and 
operates as “must-see TV” in order for teens to achieve cultural competence. 
The key difference between the electronic public sphere and a subcultural 
forum (note the embedded “cultural forum” in the terminology) is that the 
latter is characteristic of television that reaches smaller and more like-minded 
audiences. For example, Fox News provides a version of daily news and events 
that serves viewers who choose to watch a news outlet with its particular sen-
sibility. Importantly, when television operates as a subcultural forum, it is 
often integrated with the use of other media that similarly reflect subcultural 
tastes and sensibilities. Viewers incorporate a television network or set of 
programs into a broader set of media, reproducing particular silos of specific 
worldviews. Broadband distribution of television and aggregators such as 
YouTube channels now serve far more narrow subcultures than were possible 
with the television available throughout the multi-channel transition.

Post-network television also can function as a window onto other worlds. 
In some ways this is a corollary to its function as a subcultural forum, as the 
ubiquity and availability of television make it a convenient means for expos-
ing oneself to programming targeted to a different audience—or to interlope. 
Television makes it easy to be a casual anthropologist and travel in worlds very 
different from one’s own, although by no means are all those worlds equally 
available. Viewers engage in television as a window onto other worlds when, as 
cultural interlopers, they view niche media not targeted to them. Parents try-
ing to understand teen culture can gain glimpses into it on MTV—although 
understanding how teens receive the content or how any intended audience 
makes meaning of programming is another matter entirely. In leaving my own 
silo of information and taste culture, I have explored the excessive and regres-
sive masculinity offered by Spike or the stories of masculinity in crisis aired on 
the FX shows Rescue Me and Nip/Tuck. Ever-expanding cable systems make 
available ever more worlds, including networks and content originating from 
outside the United States, although, again, all worlds and perspectives are far 
from equally available. Perhaps one of the most telling aspects of post-millen-
nium U.S. culture emerges from the uncommon use of television as a window 
onto other worlds relative to television as a subcultural forum. 

Finally, a fourth mode of television as a self-determined gated community 
has emerged particularly as a result of increasing flexibility in distribution 
and opportunities for viewers to access programming on demand. Here, tele-
vision’s cultural role is even more specific than when it functions as a sub-
cultural forum. This mode encompasses particular uses and personalized 
organizations of television, as well as individuals’ pursuit of specific content, 
including that which may be amateur-created. The operation of this more 
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nascent mode can be observed in the videos submitted to aggregators such 
as YouTube or in those attached to social networking sites. Here self-created 
television becomes a forum of expression and a way for viewers to commu-
nicate—most likely with established peers—which they do by sharing their 
television. As television and web viewing become more integrated and con-
venient, viewers will also share recommendations, links, and viewing lineups 
that contribute to the personalization of television. Self-determined viewing 
behaviors include deliberately shifting among the variety of modes of use 
noted here and creating specialized viewing communities. 

Certainly other modes may already exist that I have not included. The 
expanding fan cultures facilitated by social media perhaps suggest another 
distinct mode of television that might be labeled “television as cult conduit.” 
The point I wish to highlight is the variety and differences in just the few func-
tions given here. Each mode features varied characteristics and leads to very 
different cultural outcomes—television “means” differently in each of these 
modes—and does so in ways that previous explorations of television have 
not considered. I do not intend these four modes to account for all of tele-
vision viewing; rather, I hope that identifying them will encourage others to 
consider television in terms of specific contexts and uses, rather than thinking 
about television-related phenomena as characteristic of television at large. 

Delimiting the different ways television functions leads us to foreground 
the multifaceted nature of television and the growing diversity of uses view-
ers may adopt. You use the television that you flip on in the background 
while making dinner differently from the way you use the set to record a 
show you reserve for a time when all other distractions can be avoided—and 
that content consequently has different meaning and importance. Likewise, 
the television you view on a portable device on a daily train commute or the 
videos you search out online also indicate still other relationships between 
content and use. Each of these examples illustrates fundamental distinctions 
among use, content, and audience. In each case, the viewer may be watch-
ing television, but to understand the behavior and its cultural function, we 
need to develop more precise frameworks to explain differentiation among 
types of television content—such as phenomenal television—and why view-
ers watch in particular ways. 

Key Ideas for Thinking about Television’s Revolution 

Finally, I turn to the key ideas and definitions particularly important for the 
reconsideration of television offered in the remaining pages. Most viewers 
remain unaware of the business of television, such as the intricate processes 



50  <<  Understanding television

involved in deciding what shows to produce, selling them to networks, and 
finding advertisers, but understanding the business of television and how it 
is changing is crucial to comprehending why the industry produces certain 
shows and how to intervene in this system. Those who have sought changes 
in the cultural output of television—shifts in depictions of nondominant 
ethnic groups and women, for example—have been most successful when 
they have illustrated that their goal was a matter of “good business” for the 
industry, as has been the case for many social initiatives.59 The production of 
expressive forms like television shows is a challenging business, and no mat-
ter the extent of market research, many of the tools other sectors of business 
use to understand what their consumers want and to predict success are inef-
fective in the creation of cultural forms. 

I closely examine many components of production that figure centrally in 
the creation of U.S. television programming and focus exclusively on the com-
mercial sector despite the existence of a small public broadcasting system. As I 
noted in the introduction, rather than thinking of production as just the making 
of a show, I define production as all of the activities involved in the creation and 
circulation of television programming. I organize this broad conception of pro-
duction into five “production components”—technology, creation, distribution, 
financing, and audience research—and explore each in subsequent chapters. I 
do not intend any prioritization in the production components catalogued here. 
Sometimes technologies and distribution practices enhanced preceding devel-
opments intentionally, while other adjustments occurred independently. 

Although I distinguish these five components as different activities, they 
must be understood as interrelated processes connected by multidirectional 
influences. Thus, for example, changes in advertising can introduce adjust-
ments in how producers create programs, while changes in the creation of 
programs can likewise affect how advertisers are integrated in programming, 
as well as how much advertiser support networks or studios need. More-
over, the relations among the five components are constantly in flux. During 
the multi-channel transition, when adjustments in distribution capabilities 
affected economic models, the altered economic models then enabled cer-
tain creative norms—all of which affected the type and range of program-
ming likely to be produced. Such an approach to production differs consid-
erably from ideas about industry operation that assume power and influence 
operate in a one-way, top-down, hierarchical manner and that allow factors 
such as ownership structures a more deterministic role in the creation of 
expressive forms and day-to-day industry operations. 

Just as production encompasses multiple components, production also 
exists as one “cultural process” in what some have termed the “circuit of 
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culture” and others a “circuit of media study.”60 These circuit-based models 
or frameworks for studying media such as television provide a sophisticated 
conceptualization of the relationship between the creation of culture and the 
imperatives of commercial industries. Processes and factors other than pro-
duction, such as reception, sociohistorical context, and particular cultural 
artifacts, are interconnected, with each affecting and being affected by the 
others. The production of television involves the negotiation of many dif-
ferent interests and requires a complicated model to adequately address the 
intersections of varied commercial and regulatory interests that also mediate 
in the creation of cultural forms. 

Because of my focus on production, other parts of the circuit of culture 
receive minimal attention despite their relevance to the changes that mark 
the emergence of the post-network era. Often, these other cultural processes 
serve as structuring forces that significantly affect the conditions of produc-
tion. For example, regulatory actions dating to the 1920s continue to deter-
mine the fundamental characteristics of the competitive terrain upon which 
the television industry operates. However, I attend little to the details of 
many of these broad, structuring regulatory actions, except in the instances 
when they particularly affect specific production practices, because they 
remain consistent throughout the history of broadcasting. 

Here, though, I must emphasize the significance of the deregulatory policy 
that allowed expansive consolidation and conglomeration throughout media 
industries that the government began implementing at the beginning of the 
multi-channel transition, even though it is not a topic examined extensively 
in the book. This policy produced considerable regulatory consequences 
despite the reduced regulatory influence that the term “de-regulation” might 
suggest. Most notably, deregulation significantly changed what type of owner 
predominated throughout the television industry. Ownership of the roughly 
1,400 television stations nationwide was substantially consolidated by the net-
works and a few station groups, while conglomerates also gathered broadcast 
networks, cable channels, production facilities, and even distribution routes 
such as cable and satellite providers into common ownership. New media 
entities were often integrated into these vast media conglomerates—as in the 
case of the AOL/Time Warner merger—although in many cases the architects 
of the new media age (Yahoo!, Microsoft, Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon) 
and the consumer electronics industry (Sony, Samsung, Panasonic, Apple) 
remained separate from conglomerates dominating television content (News 
Corp, Viacom, Time Warner, and Disney) and many other legacy media. 

Regulators had the perfect opportunity to intervene in broadcast norms 
during the digital transition mandated by the Telecommunications Act of 
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1996. The forced transition to digital transmission could have allowed Con-
gress and the Federal Communications Commission to revisit the vaguely 
defined mandate that stations operate in the “public interest, convenience, 
and necessity” in exchange for the opportunity to use public airwaves to 
secure billions of dollars in profits, but regulators largely ignored this oppor-
tunity. Although regulatory rhetoric might have proclaimed that deregula-
tion would lead to competition, most of the actions of the FCC since the 
end of the network era have been strongly influenced by the powerful indus-
tries the agency was created to regulate.61 For the most part, the changes in 
industry operation chronicled here did not result from the competition that 
deregulation was supposed to inspire; instead, they came largely from the 
actions of companies outside the FCC’s purview (consumer electronics and 
computing). 

The degree to which the medium and the industry redefined themselves 
with remarkably little re-regulatory input introduced notable challenges by 
the late multi-channel transition. The interventions made by the regulatory 
sector—seen most distinctly in the fin-syn rules (explained in chapter 3), 
shifting cable policies, and deregulation of ownership—had massive implica-
tions for the industry’s operation and in structuring the norms of production. 
At the same time, the relative swiftness with which production components 
responded to changes in various production practices decreased the rel-
evance of the lumbering regulatory sector in establishing the regulatory con-
ditions appropriate to emerging post-network norms. Regulators could radi-
cally adjust the playing field for the industry at any time—as the intermittent 
threat of mandating à la carte cable service suggested throughout the mid-
2000s—but they seemed unlikely to deviate from the “market-driven” logic 
underscoring their decisions for the previous two decades—that is, except 
in the case of content regulation. The developments of the multi-channel 
transition merited sweeping regulatory action that revisited broadcasting’s 
regulatory foundations; however, by 2013, regulators had established no clear 
principles that reflected the substantial industrial adjustments occurring. 

Each of the following five chapters focuses on a different aspect of pro-
duction in order to explain the broad changes that have taken place over 
the past twenty years, the new norms being established in the post-network 
era, and why these changes in how television is made affect both the types 
of programs that are produced and the role of these stories in the culture. 
The next chapter looks at the changing technologies viewers have used to 
watch television and how new devices have enabled viewers unprecedented 
control over how, where, and what they view—and increasingly, to even 
make their content.
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2

Television Outside the Box

The Technological Revolution of Television

Never before have the balance sheets, strategies, constituent rela-
tionships and very existence of media conglomerates been shaped so 
radically by technology and changing consumer habits. Never before 
has so much revenue been put on the line, and never before has there 
existed the potential for so much content, distribution, packaging 
and pricing to be placed beyond the reach of the media giants. 
—Hollywood Reporter, 20051

TV has evolved in the past, but the current digital revolution shock 
is unprecedented. And, just as in earlier periods of fecundity, TV 
production, distribution, and consumption are all being redefined 
and refreshed by outsiders, from Apple’s Steve Jobs to the new ama-
teur producers peopling YouTube or Blip.tv. 
—Wired, 20072

The first epigraph, taken from an uncharacteristically forward-looking think 
piece by one of the industry’s key trade publications, captures the uncertainty 
and anticipation of the industry as early as 2005. Industry workers knew 
that technological change was approaching. Many had seen the diverse plat-
forms and applications debuting at electronics shows long before they would 
reach the living rooms of middle America, but no one could be certain of 
how audiences would use the new technologies, how quickly they might 
adopt them, which devices would prove essential, or what might be the next 
“killer application.” To make things more challenging, constant technological 
development made the earth seemingly shift beneath the feet of those try-
ing to adapt. By the time a mid-2000s strategy making use of then-emerging 
DVD and video-on-demand (VOD) distribution opportunities was in place, 
unanticipated possibilities in downloading to portable devices made many of 
those preliminary efforts seem woefully inadequate.

Technologies involved in the digital transition enabled profound adjust-
ments in how viewers used television, and these newly enabled capabilities 
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necessitated modifications in many other industrial practices. Emerging 
devices considerably enhanced viewers’ ability to control television first in, 
then out of the home. The increased control over how, when, and where to 
view provided by digital video recorders (DVRs), DVDs, electronic pro-
gramming guides (EPGs), digital cable boxes, laptops, smartphones, and 
tablets expanded convenient uses of television. These devices enhanced the 
comparatively limited capabilities first afforded by analog technologies such 
as VCRs and allowed viewers far more flexibility in when and where they 
watched television. 

Live broadcast has long been perceived as an inherent technological attri-
bute of television—perhaps because audiences lacked technological tools 
to control their viewing throughout the network era. As new technolo-
gies emerged, the industry initially perceived liveness to be important and 
endeavored to identify technological solutions that would enable reception 
of live television almost anywhere—what I categorize as mobile television. 
However, as U.S. viewers came to use various television technologies, the 
ability to control viewing, which included using tools to both time-shift and 
place-shift, emerged to have far greater desirability than the ability to view 
live television outside the home.

In discussing technological advancements, I differentiate between portable 
and mobile television use, a distinction not commonly observed in industry 
discussions. In my parlance, viewers use mobile television when they access 
live television outside the home, as opposed to the time- and place-shifting 
characteristic of portable television. These distinctions can seem confusing 
because many devices allow both portable and mobile television use: Lap-
tops, tablets, and smartphones can be used to download content and store it 
for nonlinear viewing or to stream live video. While viewers may rarely think 
of these distinctions, they are important because the liveness of mobile view-
ing preserves the advertising model particular to linear viewing in a manner 
quite different from the mostly nonlinear use of portable television. Portability 
fits clearly within the realm of expanding convenient uses of television, while 
the desire for immediacy characterizes mobile television. In sum, this chap-
ter distinguishes between mobile television technology use, which accounts for 
out-of-the-home live viewing, and portable television technology use, in which 
viewers take once domestic-bound content anywhere for viewing at any time. 

Additionally, technological advancements in audio and visual quality—
many of which resulted from the digital transmission of television signals—
expanded the theatricality of television until the distinction intended by the 
word (to signify the feeling of watching a film at the theater) became insig-
nificant. The emergence of high-definition sets as replacements for the long 
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inferior NTSC television standard particularly contributed a technological 
revolution in the quality of the television experience. Digital transmission 
alone allowed some enhancement of television’s audio and visual fidelity, 
but the high-definition images in particular appeared as crisp as reality and 
offered the detail available on film. 

Each of these attributes of post-network technologies—convenience, 
mobility, and theatricality—redefined the medium from its network-era 
norm. Their significance results from the considerably revised and varied 
uses of television that consequently have emerged and that contrast with the 
unstoppable flow of linear programming, the domestic confinement, and the 
staid aesthetic quality of the network era. Rather than these technological 
assassins causing the death of television, as many writing about television 
in the mid-2000s claimed, the unprecedented shift of programming onto 
tiny mobile phone screens, office computers, and a wide range of portable 
devices ultimately reasserted the medium’s significance. But the new techno-
logical capabilities required adjustments in television distribution and busi-
ness models in order to make content available on the new screens, which 
provided a challenging task given the inconsistent interests of rights holders 
such as content creators (studios) and distributors (traditional channels and 
networks). Studios sought to maintain tight control over content so as not 
to disrupt the traditional revenue streams and the long-term value of copy-
right ownership. Networks desired strategies likely to drive viewers to other 
content on the network or to other network locations—like network-owned 
websites—from which the distributor might earn additional value. Both stu-
dios and networks sought to maintain their established status in the televi-
sion industry while new broadband distributors and consumer electronics 
developers endeavored to rethink many of the business’s established “rules.” 

The various post-network technologies produced complicated conse-
quences for the societies that adopted them. Viewers gained greater control 
over their entertainment experience, yet became attached to an increasing 
range of devices that demanded their attention and financial support. Many 
viewers willingly embraced devices that allowed them greater authority in 
determining when, where, and what they would view, although as fees and 
services enabling new conveniences proliferated, they also struggled with the 
burden of the many costs previously borne by advertisers. In many cases, 
the “conventional wisdom” forecasting that the new technologies would have 
negative consequences for established industry players proved faulty; techno-
logically empowered viewers used devices to watch more television and pro-
vided the industry with unexpected new revenue streams at the same time 
they eroded old ones. The emergence of these technologies consequently 
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resulted in contentious negotiations within and between factions as view-
ers assessed what capabilities were worth the cost, the consumer electronics 
industry endeavored to embed its products in the daily use of as many as 
possible, legacy media (such as broadcast networks) evolved their business 
models, and legacy and new media services (cable providers and Internet 
aggregators like YouTube and Hulu) developed mechanisms to make new 
technologies useful and programming accessible. 

Network-Era and Multi-Channel Transition Technologies 

The lack of technological variation during the network era enforced a fairly 
uniform television experience for viewers. Television sets that received very 
few signals over the air functionally defined the technological experience 
in the network era, while the use of antennas and CATV added complex-
ity and limitations for some viewers. These devices, however, tended only to 
enable viewers in rural or mountainous areas the same access to the medium 
enjoyed by their urban brethren. Either way, viewers had no technological 
control over television and little choice among content. Certainly, the transi-
tion to color television was significant, and many of the technologies that 
began to revolutionize television use during the multi-channel transition 
were introduced to early adopters while all other characteristics of the net-
work era remained firmly intact. For most, however, a single television in the 
home without remote control or VCR characterized the network-era techno-
logical experience with television. This uniformity of use aided the industry’s 
production processes because it enabled the industry to assume certain view-
ing conditions and rely on viewers to watch network-determined schedules. 

Technological developments of the multi-channel transition introduced 
profound changes for users, first by enhancing choice and control with ana-
log technologies such as cable network distribution, VCRs, and remote con-
trol devices. Experiments with remote controls began in the early days of 
radio and continued through its refinement and into the television era.3 The 
industry sold as many as 134,000 remote-equipped televisions as early as 
1965. Despite these early starts, Bruce Klopfenstein argues that 1984 to 1988 
marked the period of most rapid overall remote control diffusion, due to the 
simultaneous distribution of cable and VCR remote controls in concert with 
those of television sets.4 

The VCR is one of the first technologies to trouble our understandings 
of “television.” The distribution of the VCR as an affordable technology, 
which achieved mass diffusion at the same time as the remote control, sig-
nificantly expanded viewers’ relationship with and control over television 
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entertainment. Nearly 50 percent of U.S. homes owned VCRs by 1987;5 this 
figure increased to 65.4 percent by 1990, 88.1 percent at the end of the cen-
tury, and peaked at 98.4 percent in 2003, after which VCR rates declined 
and DVDs (and later DVRs) began replacing the technology.6 The record-
ing devices allowed viewers to negate programmers’ strategies through time 
shifting and introduced new competitors such as the home video purchase 
and rental market. In addition to enhancing viewers’ television capabili-
ties by allowing them to record and review television shows, the VCR also 
enabled the television set to function entirely independently of the networks’ 
linear program schedules. 

Another key characteristic of the early multi-channel transition resulted 
from the arrival of cable, which introduced profound changes in both tech-
nology and distribution. As a technology, cable substantially altered viewers’ 
experience with its introduction of a vast array of channels. In 1988, 50 per-
cent of U.S. households subscribed to cable, which was the subscription base 
analysts believed necessary for cable operators to provide a large enough 
audience to achieve profitability.7 This subscription level marked an increase 
from just 19.9 percent in 1980, grew to 56.4 percent by 1990, and reached 68 
percent in 2000. By 2000, nearly ten million additional households received 
programming via direct broadcast satellite (DBS—services such as DirecTV 
or Dish Network).8 In the mid-2000s, “telcos”—companies traditionally 
known for providing phone service, such as Verizon and AT&T—began 
competing in some markets, offering packages of channels and then-state-
of-the-art Internet service. By 2014, 10 percent of homes received television 
content from a telco. Since the mid-2000s, cable, satellite, and telco penetra-
tion grew to roughly 90 percent of U.S. television homes.9 

Broadcasters maintained many of their network-era programming prac-
tices throughout the multi-channel transition even though the audience that 
regularly viewed them decreased in scope. The increase in program outlets 
significantly shifted the size and composition of the audience watching the 
Big Three networks, but it required decades for this change to reach an eco-
nomic crisis point. In some ways, a paradox of remaining the “most mass” 
programming outlet reaffirmed the status of broadcasters and allowed them 
to remain disproportionately dominant throughout much of the multi-chan-
nel transition despite their slipping share of the audience. Cable channels 
drew audiences, but the multiplicity of cable channels was significant only in 
aggregate; any one channel drew a small fraction of the audience still reached 
by a broadcaster, and other than content-specific channels such as CNN, 
MTV, and ESPN, cable channels created very limited original program-
ming during the multi-channel transition. The broadcast networks achieved 
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some cost cutting by scheduling more programs from cheaper genres such as 
newsmagazines and early “reality” shows, but the broadcast networks were 
able to maintain many of their core practices throughout the multi-channel 
transition. Broadcasters’ continued dominance and cable channels’ limited 
encroachment enabled a conciliatory coexistence that ruptured once cable 
channels began producing “broadcast-quality” series in the early 2000s and 
deviated from broadcast norms of season length and scheduling patterns. 

Analog technologies enabled limited control and choice during the multi-
channel transition, but the arrival of digital television technologies at the end 
of the century vastly reconfigured technological capabilities and introduced 
characteristics of a post-network era. The shift from an analog technology 
such as the VCR to the DVR and DVD may seem insignificant in terms of 
the similar capabilities each provides, but the arrival of digital technologies 
profoundly changed television. 

Digital Media and the Post-Network Era

Welcome to the age of fast-food TV: nuggets of news and entertain-
ment that can be consumed on cellphones, video game consoles 
and digital music players. Whether the programming is down-
loaded via iTunes software or over a cellular network, the trend is 
changing where—and how—TV watchers are tuning in.
—Meg James, Los Angeles Times, 200510 

The digital revolution produced two types of consequences for televi-
sion: interoperability and efficiency. These capabilities adjusted viewers’ 
experience as the common language of ones and zeros shared in the digi-
tal transmission, reception, and home recording of television advanced 
the medium considerably. It provided the technological opportunity to 
converge televisions, computers, and other home technologies, and also 
allowed more efficient signal transmission and storage. Digital transmis-
sion further expanded choice, as broadcasters and cable providers were 
able to relay more information in their broadcast spectrum and cable 
wire by using a digital signal and eventually Internet protocols. Digital 
technologies enabled broadcasters to offer multiple “channels” in the six 
megahertz of spectrum previously required to transmit one analog chan-
nel—and the number of channels continued to grow with better com-
pression technologies. Likewise, cable providers expanded channel offer-
ings and added on-demand services (VOD) once they were able to more 
efficiently compress their signals. The compression technologies allowed 
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digital cable to increase channel offerings with additional niche channels 
that sought increasingly precise tastes; for example, the general sports-
caster ESPN eventually competed in a sector of sports channels for various 
regions (MSG, Big Ten Network) and sports (NFL Network, Golf Channel, 
World Fishing Network), as an indication of the expanding fragmentation. 
The consequences of choice were widely experienced by the early 2000s 
and receive limited examination here, where I focus instead on the newer 
developments of convenience, mobility, and theatricality. 

The State of Technology Adoption

Viewers’ use of television expanded considerably as they adopted the tech-
nologies developed and deployed throughout the multi-channel transi-
tion. Many of the technological shifts introduced incremental change to the 
industry in a manner that did not substantially challenge existing industrial 
practices, while other technologies instituted such considerable modifica-
tions that they contributed to adjustments throughout the production pro-
cess. The technologies launched during the multi-channel transition were 
neither uniform in character nor deployed in an organized or coherent man-
ner. Rather, many different sectors, such as computer and consumer elec-
tronics industries, governmental regulators, cable and satellite providers, and 
broadcasters, had varied stakes and visions for the role of these technologies 
in the future of the U.S. television industry. 

All of the domestic technologies explored here were widely available by 
mid-2005, although penetration rates were still low for some of the more 
significant devices such as DVRs and high-definition (HD) televisions. A 
snapshot of technological diffusion and use collected in the spring of 2005 
and then the fall of 2013 reveals the varied emergent and integrated status 
of different technologies (see table 2.1). The years between 2005 and 2013 
are marked by a 40 percent gain in homes with DVRs, a nearly 40 percent 
increase in homes with broadband connection, and the emergence of “sec-
ond screen” technologies such as tablets as well as the introduction of smart-
phone technology. These devices, along with VOD capability, feature tech-
nological affordances that enable viewers who desire a nonlinear television 
experience the ability to organize their viewing free from network schedules.

In the spring of 2005, 82 percent of homes with a television reported own-
ing two or more sets, and nearly half (45 percent) owned a television with 
a screen larger than thirty inches.11 Number of sets became a decreasingly 
relevant statistic as the screens upon which television might be viewed mul-
tiplied well beyond the population of a given home. Ten percent of homes 
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Table 2.1. A Snapshot of Television Technology Diffusion, 2005 and 2013
Spring 2005 (%) Fall 2013 (%)

Sets

Homes with television 100 95.8 

Homes with 3 or more sets 45 67 

Signals

Homes with cable 67 54 

Homes with digital satellite 20  31 

Homes with telco signal n/a 10

Total multi-channel 87 92

Homes with only over-the-air reception 14 ~9 

Channels and Devices

Homes receiving 40 or more channels 82 unknown

Homes receiving 100 or more channels 40 58 (in 2008)a

Homes with a VCR 87 55 

Homes with a DVD player 76 83 

Homes with a video game system 39 56 

Homes with high-definition TV 9b 83 capable 

Homes with a digital video recorder 7b 49 

Homes with a computer 67b 80 (Internet connected)c 

Homes with a mobile phone 72b 87 

Smartphones (of mobile phone population) n/a 65

Tablet n/a 29

E-book reader n/a 26d

Homes online 59b 72c, d  

Homes with broadband connection 28b 70c

Sources: Unless otherwise indicated, data from Nielsen Media Research. Fall 2013 data 
from “An Era of Growth: The Cross-Platform Report,” March 2014, or “The Digital Con-
sumer,” February 2014; 2005 data pulled from Npower for 15 May 2005 and based on total 
U.S. homes with a television. 
aNielsen Media Research, “Average U.S. Home Now Receives a Record 118.6 TV Channels,” 
6 June 2008, http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/press-room/2008/average_u_s__home.html.
bKnowledge Networks Statistical Research, “The Home Technology Monitor: Spring 2005 
Ownership and Trend Report” (Crawford, NJ: Knowledge Networks SRI, 2005). The sur-
vey uses a telephone sampling method, so the data are figured from a base of telephone 
households with one or more working television sets.
cNielsen reports 8 percent more homes with Internet-connected computers than does 
Pew; I’m not sure which report is more in error.
dPew Internet and American Life Project, “Three Technology Revolutions,” http://www.
pewinternet.org/Trend-Data-(Adults)/Device-Ownership.aspx.

http://www.pewinternet.org/Trend-Data-(Adults)/Device-Ownership.aspx
http://www.pewinternet.org/Trend-Data-(Adults)/Device-Ownership.aspx
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owned a set larger than fifty inches—a figure growing about 4 percent per 
year—while 26 percent reported having a home theater or Surround Sound 
audio system.12 Such audio technology reached this rate in 2000 and main-
tained considerable consistency, suggesting a likely adoption plateau.13 By 
2005, only 9 percent of homes owned a high-definition set, although that 
was nearly twice as many as two years earlier.14 Substantially greater penetra-
tion of HD technology was achieved by 2013; however, not all homes that 
owned HD sets received HD content because of the varying availability of 
HD packages from cable and satellite services and general confusion on the 
part of set owners. As recently as October 2012, a Nielsen study revealed that 
only 29 percent of prime-time broadcast and 25 percent of prime-time cable 
programming was viewed in HD.15 Such data reveal how limited HD viewing 
remained despite the much greater presence of HD-capable sets.

By 2005, a multi-channel norm was clearly in place, with 87 percent of 
television households receiving signals from a non–over-the-air source, 
67 percent of which subscribed to cable and 20 percent to satellite. Cable 
maintained its dominant status in 2013, though it had lost share to the telco 
providers—AT&T and Verizon—that began competing in selected markets 
with a fiber-to-the-home product. Only 19 percent of television households 
subscribed to digital cable in 2005, although it was available to 85 percent 
of wired cable homes.16 By 2012, 81 percent of cable households subscribed 
to digital cable.17 Digital cable allowed for advanced and two-way signal 
transmission between cable providers and homes that enabled more robust 
video-on-demand offerings and eventually, DVRs using cloud-based stor-
age. Eighty-two percent of television homes received more than forty chan-
nels, and 40 percent received more than one hundred in 2005, a figure that 
increased to 58 percent by 2008. Arguably counting channels was never a 
good indicator of the range of content people might view. Nielsen reported 
in 2014 that “the average U.S. TV home now receives 189 TV channels” but 
watches an average of only 17 channels.18 Once broadband-distributed video 
became widely available around 2010, counting channels became an even 
less informative indicator.

The penetration of convenience devices provides one of the most marked 
shifts between 2005 and 2013. VCR ownership continued to decline in 2005, 
and was down to 87 percent. By contrast, and unsurprisingly, ownership of 
DVD players continued to increase, with 76 percent of homes owning a DVD 
player in 2005. Despite the omnipresence of DVRs in industry discussions by 
2005, only 7 percent of homes had the device, which marked an increase from 
4 percent in 2004.19 DVR penetration began to grow much more rapidly once 
the devices were integrated into the set-top boxes provided by the companies 
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providing cable service, typically for a monthly fee. (Henceforth, the compa-
nies that provide video service—whether by cable, fiber, or satellite—will be 
noted as MVPDs, the common industry acronym that stands for multi-chan-
nel video programming distributor.) Twenty-six percent of homes reported 
they had access to video-on-demand (VOD) services in 2005, but only 11 per-
cent reported viewing a free or pay VOD program in the previous month; the 
title availability at this point was most limited and emphasized theatrical film 
content.20 The transition to digital cable led to greater availability of the ser-
vice between 2007 and 2011. Only 37 percent of homes had set-top boxes that 
enabled VOD in 2008, but they were in 60 percent of households by 2013.21 
Notable expansion in VOD content availability and then use occurred around 
2011; the measurement service Rentrak reported that free television VOD 
increased more than 40 percent in 2012 from the previous year.22 In 2005, 39 
percent of television households owned a video game system that attached to 
the television. This distribution level had been steady since 2000, but began 
increasing as the devices added Internet connections that expanded the range 
of activities gaming systems could be used for and newer-generation sys-
tems such as the Wii introduced controllers allowing motion control gaming, 
which also expanded the gaming audience.23 

In terms of the broader home technology space in 2005, 67 percent 
of homes had a computer, while 23 percent owned two or more, and pat-
terns of growth in home computer ownership suggested that demand had 
nearly reached equilibrium.24 Eighty-eight percent of computer households 
(59 percent of all households) used the computer to go online, a use level 
that remained steady since 2001. Fifty-two percent of online households 
connected through a regular telephone line, while nearly half (28 percent 
of all households) used a broadband high-speed method, with nearly even 
distribution between cable modems and DSL service.25 Significant growth 
in access to high-speed broadband connections occurred by 2013, with 70 
percent of homes connected to the Internet through a broadband connec-
tion and just two percent through dial-up, though significantly, 28 percent of 
homes remained without Internet access.26 

This substantial gain in Internet speeds resulting from the shift to broad-
band, as well as the emergence of smartphones and compression technolo-
gies that enabled video to be accessed over 3G then 4G mobile data networks, 
provided the technological basis for the most significant adjustments in tele-
vision technology. Seventy-two percent of homes owned a mobile phone 
by 2005, and 41 percent owned two or more.27 Though 31 percent of house-
holds had an Internet-capable mobile phone, or what were then called per-
sonal data assistants (PDAs), only 11 percent used the devices to access the 
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Internet, and just 5 percent of mobile phone homes owned phones capable of 
receiving television-like video, and even fewer used this feature.28 By 2013, 65 
percent of the 235 million U.S. mobile phone subscribers had a smartphone 
easily capable of accessing and screening video content, though this popula-
tion spent only an average of 1 hour, 23 minutes per month, or 2.7 minutes 
per day, using their phone in this way.29 

Considering television technology now requires looking beyond long-
standard figures such as the number of sets and VCR penetration. As these 
data illustrate, Internet access and smartphone availability are just as impor-
tant technological pieces to understanding post-network-era access to televi-
sion content. And though notable increases are evident in the 2013 figures—
so much so as to call a new era of television distribution into existence—it is 
important to reiterate that 28 percent of U.S. homes still had no Internet access. 

Likewise, even by 2005, choice—measured by subscription to non–over-
the-air providers and the number of channels available—seemed to have 
reached useful capacity. There always might be room for more—endlessly so, 
thanks to broadband-distributed video—but the average number of channels 
that audiences viewed suggested that few had interest in the expansion of 
linear channels. Nielsen estimated that despite exponential growth in avail-
ability, the number of channels viewed by a household tended to increase 
only slightly. A household with 31 to 40 channels viewed an average of 10.2, 
while those with 51 to 90 viewed just over 15. The number of channels viewed 
remained at 17 from 2008 through 2014, despite an increase in average chan-
nel availability from 129 to 189.30 The call for à la carte cable packaging that 
would allow viewers to select only the channels they desired had begun by 
the early 2000s, though it would take the perceived disruption of cord cut-
ting a decade later to yield serious industry consideration. 

On one hand, there was good evidence that a post-network era was 
emerging and that the “state” of television needed different forms of evalua-
tion than those that had marked its quick rise to ubiquity. But there were also 
signs of network-era persistence: Even by 2012, aggregate Nielsen data indi-
cated that despite nearly 50 percent DVR penetration and expanding VOD 
offerings, time spent viewing time-shifted content accounted for just under 
8 percent of time spent viewing.31 Again, that is an aggregate figure, and per-
haps the significance of time-shifted viewing gets lost in the use of back-
ground television; among some sectors of the audience, time-shifted viewing 
accounted for well over 20 percent of prime-time viewing. The stakes of such 
moments of transition are so considerable that selective release of data could 
affect perceptions just as significantly as not recognizing the new questions 
and methods that need to be explored. 
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Digital Control Yields Convenience

Digital technologies allow for such a new array of television uses that it is dif-
ficult to sort out the variety of technological affordances provided by different 
devices and how those then map onto or deviate from how audiences actu-
ally use them. The typical audience member may focus only on what different 
technologies do, and thus organize them differently than I do here, as I am 
also concerned with how the capabilities of devices also require adjustments 
in other production practices. This section examines the new conveniences 
offered by technologies, beginning with technologies that make home view-
ing more convenient, then those that enable portable (non-live) viewing out 
of the home, and finally a consideration of how the convenience of breaking 
from the linear schedule occurs across domestic and portable technologies. 

Viewers first gained the convenience of defying networks’ schedules 
with the VCR, which established a modest beginning that since has been 
expanded by DVRs and digital devices that integrate Internet and television 
to vastly expand consumer control. The first technologies made television 
more convenient by allowing viewers greater control over when they would 
view, though continued to bind that viewing to domestic sets. By the time 
these domestic control technologies began reaching audiences larger than 
early adopters—around 2010—a second expansion in convenience emerged 
as the technology, infrastructure, and distribution strategies converged to 
meaningfully establish portable television. These technologies (laptops, 
tablets, and smartphones) and broadband-delivered aggregators (such as  
Netflix, YouTube, and Hulu) expanded the nonlinear viewing made possible 
by the first technologies by enabling viewers to access this content anywhere 
they could receive a broadcast signal, access a wireless Internet connection, 
or even receive a mobile phone signal—which, for those with ample financial 
resources, meant virtually anywhere in the United States.

The first digital control device, the DVR, initially appeared to offer little 
additional capability than the VCR. Yet its efficiency and ease of use made 
its contribution significant. While programming a VCR was perceived as so 
difficult that a joke about the flashing 12:00 VCR clock became ubiquitous, 
DVRs featured one-step recording capabilities from their introduction in 
1999. For some DVR users, time shifting became the default mode of view-
ing for most programming—particularly in prime time—a difference sug-
gestive of a shift from mere control to convenience. Even early-generation 
devices featured on-screen menus and programming schedules far easier to 
navigate and quicker to load than those offered by digital cable systems over 
a decade later. The remote capabilities available with some machines that 
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enabled viewers to program the DVR from out of the home by accessing it 
via computer or mobile phone further illustrated the convergence of digital 
technologies and expanded control. 

The ease of recording common to DVRs and their tape- and disc-free, 
hard-drive–based archive made them a significant threat to the conven-
tional practices of the television industry. VCR users could—and unques-
tionably did—“zip” through commercials in recorded material, but VCR use 
tended to be restricted to more isolated occasions of particular shows; based 
on Nielsen data, MAGNA Global estimated that VCR recording accounted 
for only 6 percent of the average prime-time audience in 2005.32 Industry 
analysts marveled at the level of satisfaction earned by DVR technologies, 
as adopters recounted that their DVR “changed their lives” and professed 
“love” for the machine. Like many skeptics, I saw the DVR as an insubstan-
tial advance from the VCR, until I used one. I quickly joined the converted 
as my whole approach to viewing television changed radically once I could 
easily control so many aspects of the experience. By the 2007-2008 season, 
as DVR penetration rates reached above 25 percent, networks and advertis-
ers agreed to begin buying and selling advertising based on the “C3” report 
Nielsen had developed that included live viewing plus DVR viewers who 
watched recorded programs and viewed commercials within three days of 
recording.33 DVR penetration continued to grow, and networks agitated for a 
move to a “C7” measure that would count playback done within a week. Yet, 
though nearly 50 percent of homes had DVRs in 2013, Nielsen reported that 
homes with DVRs watched only eleven hours, thirty minutes of recorded 
programming each month—a mere 8 percent of average total viewing.34 

The introduction of the DVR affected television in wide-ranging ways. 
DVRs were many viewers’ first experience with nonlinear viewing, a way 
of viewing that growing VOD offerings and online streaming from Netflix 
or Hulu would expand. The DVR also provided the first clear technological 
threat to the conventional advertising model of thirty-second commercials 
embedded in programming, and fear of this technology led to adjustments 
in advertising strategies and program financing models. 

Yet by 2014, just as the DVR had infiltrated nearly half of television 
homes, its future began to appear uncertain. Distribution technologies such 
as VOD and online streaming that developed after the initial DVR diffusion 
suggest that its role in the transition to the post-network era may be more 
as a technology that provides a bridge to the post-network era, rather than 
as a technology of the post-network era. Subsequent, arguably complemen-
tary, technologies made the effort of selecting and recording content that 
DVRs required—even if largely mechanized through “season pass” type 
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settings—seem somewhat burdensome. With viewer control embedded in its 
name, VOD expanded viewers’ control over their television experience and 
is a technology characteristic of the industry’s shift beyond a mere multi-
channel transition toward a more full-fledged, post-network era as VOD 
requires no linear television experience.35 VOD technologies provide a range 
of services akin to DVRs: both devices enable viewers to pause, stop, and 
rewind or fast-forward through programs. But the key distinction between 
them lies in where the technologies store content. DVRs pull content from 
the twenty-four-hour linear stream of programming that networks transmit 
and store the recordings on a device in the home (though next-generation 
devices have cloud-based storage, which makes this distinction negligible). 
VOD technologies store content on a server maintained by cable provid-
ers, and viewers access this programming bank at will, choosing among the 
offerings of the provider. VOD functionality can also be controlled by the 
MVPD, most commonly by disabling fast-forward capability.

The slow pace at which MVPDs introduced VOD offerings and developed 
a robust programming supply is far more a matter of the complicated rights 
allowances required in a business of many middlemen and advertising pro-
tocols than of technological capability. The development of VOD libraries 
required extensive negotiation between content creators, cable channels, and 
MVPDs in order to identify a financial model that would serve all three entities 
and still be desirable to viewers.36 Throughout the mid-2000s, MVPDs rebuilt 
their infrastructure and offered VOD as part of top-tier digital subscription 
packages. By 2005, free VOD was available to 26 percent of cable subscribers, 
but primarily allowed them to view only “extras” and “bonus footage” rather 
than full episodes.37 Some cable services experimented with subscription video 
on demand (SVOD), but the model of paying specifically for the on-demand 
content was less popular (unsurprisingly) than the “free” access, which cable 
services included as a “value-added” perquisite to encourage digital cable sub-
scription. Subscription services such as HBO did include on-demand access to 
much of its content as part of subscription comparatively early on, providing 
its subscriber base with the earliest access to full-length on-demand content. 

The other impediment slowing VOD development resulted from finding a 
way to monetize content. Distributors lacked a motivation until VOD view-
ing could be “counted” in ratings. Not until around 2012 did technologies 
allowing “dynamic advertisement insertion”—or the capability to change 
the advertisements included in VOD streams over time or by subscriber 
zip code—develop. These systems could change the advertisements based 
on date or location of the viewer and provided an economic motivation for 
MVPDs to push VOD adoption.
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In just the seven years between editions of this book, the VOD world has 
changed substantially—at least for subscribers of some cable systems. As con-
cerns about viewers cutting cable subscriptions to access broadband-deliv-
ered programming through services such as Netflix magnified beginning 
in the fall of 2010, large MVPDs began creating libraries and “any device, 
anywhere” availability more comparable to the convenience and choice being 
offered by broadband-delivered programmers. By 2013, the cable giant Com-
cast, for example, offered subscribers unlimited free access to 30,000 titles, 
including episodes of 600 television series, through their Xfinity VOD tele-
vision service, 270,000 titles on Xfinity.com, and 20,000 television shows 
and movies through the Xfinity app for iPad, iPhone, or iPod touch. This was 
part of the TV Everywhere initiative launched by Comcast and Time Warner 
in 2009 as a way to allow authenticated subscribers access to their “living 
room” content on a range of devices and eventually outside the home. 

MVPDs aggressively overhauled their value proposition to audiences in the 
face of widespread cultural adulation of the alternative Netflix offered, but as of 
2014, it remains difficult to claim VOD as a victory for the cable and telecom-
munication industry. These industries underutilized VOD capability for a long 
time and developed them only when a threat emerged. The comparison of the 
development of VOD in the U.S. market with the iPlayer, the British Broadcast-
ing Corporation’s on-demand application, reveals considerable insight into 
the implications of the public service mandate versus commercial mandate on 
innovation, particularly those operating with a functional monopoly, as was 
the case of the U.S. MVPDs. The BBC launched its iPlayer in 2007, which fea-
tured an interface more akin to Netflix’s graphic interface than the text-heavy 
and awkward-to-navigate interfaces still offered by MVPDs in 2014. BBC’s 
self-control of program rights and mandate to make programming accessible 
yielded far more immediate experimentation than evident in the United States, 
where publicly held companies are punished by the stock market for reinvest-
ing in technological development, and filling libraries requires extended rights 
negotiations with a multiplicity of parties. The first MVPD to make an inter-
face similar to the iPlayer available began rolling it out in mid-2012, but had not 
reached its full subscriber base a year later; availability seemed limited to those 
markets in which competition from a telco existed. Unsurprisingly, despite 
growing availability, research in 2012 revealed limited use of VOD, and the 
industry source Variety categorized the report as evidence that the cable indus-
try had “fumbled badly with VOD,” missing “a $6 billion business” and “paving 
the way for the emergence of over-the-top alternatives like Netflix.”38 

Despite its slow start, because VOD is an endeavor of the MVPDs—
companies that connect 80 percent of homes to the Internet as well as 
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cable—VOD has a structural advantage likely to secure its centrality to the 
post-network era.39 Robust and consistent libraries will leave viewers with 
little need to record programs on their own or to seek additional middle-
men to aggregate content, so long as VOD offerings don’t include the bloated 
commercial pods characteristic of linear viewing. However, creating and 
maintaining robust and consistent libraries remains a significant challenge 
for MVPDs that own minimal content rights.

Convenience technologies—including the DVR, VOD, DVD, broadband-
delivered program services such as Netflix (also known as SVOD, subscrip-
tion video on demand), and mobile applications that can be used on devices 
such as phones and tablets—enabled viewers to more easily seek out specific 
content and view it on living room screens and in an ever-expanding vari-
ety of venues. These technologies increased viewers’ ability to select not only 
when to watch, but also where, and provided the most expansive and varied 
adjustments in the technological capabilities of the medium. Convenience 
technologies encourage active selection, rather than passive viewing of the 
linear flow of whatever “comes on next” or “is on,” and consequently lead 
viewers to focus much more on programs than on networks—all of which 
contributes to eroding conventional production practices in significant ways 
and to producing the distinctions among prized content, live sports and con-
tests, and linear viewing highlighted in the introduction. The viewing behav-
iors these technologies enabled, in tandem with the vast choice among out-
lets that viewers could now access, were vital to the shift of television from 
what Bernard Miège theorized as a “flow” industry to something more like a 
“publishing” industry.40 Convenience technologies also increased the delib-
erateness in viewers’ use of television, which allowed for adjustments in how 
programs were created, funded, paid for, and distributed. 

Matters of Space: The Convenience of Portable Television Devices 

DVRs and VOD allowed viewers to capture television from the dictates of 
the networks’ linear schedules, but on their own, these technologies still 
confined viewers to conventional “living room” viewing. Freeing viewers to 
watch content anywhere they desired required another set of technologies 
that allowed portability. Viewers first experimented with this possibility by 
watching television series sold on disks on portable DVD players, but rapid 
technological diffusion quickly made portable viewing much easier. By 2005, 
the more elegant solution of downloading programs to iPod players and 
devices also used for gaming, such as the PSP (PlayStation Portable), freed 
portable television from requiring a physical medium. TiVo-brand DVRs 
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also expanded the convenience of the device through the TiVo ToGo appli-
cation, which offered easy transfer of programs it recorded to laptops and 
portable media devices. All this would soon seem most insignificant, though, 
as broadband-delivered program providers unshackled television from its 
domestic confines and enabled viewing on laptops, smartphones, and tablets.

As of 2014, the dominant experience of television that developed through 
its network era and multi-channel transition made it seem like the conve-
niences of portability and mobility were distinctive technological affordances 
that required specific assessment, if for no other reason than their different 
relationship to existing economic models. Per my definition, mobile televi-
sion is linear, while portable television is nonlinear. Mobile television con-
sequently remains useful for conventional advertiser support, while portable 
television is chosen in a manner consistent with prized content and may be 
better monetized through transaction payment. The decades during which 
living room viewing dominated the experience of television remain paradig-
matic in the minds of many in a way that rhetorically counterpoises mobile 
and portable viewing as some sort of threat, but this is simply our imagi-
nation of the future being tainted by knowledge of the past. The previous 
impossibility of mobile and portable will be forgotten as quickly as the place-
based past of telephone calling has been, which will allow fluidity of viewing 
spaces to seem a “natural” use of television technology instead of the battle 
for supremacy that characterizes contemporary outlooks. 

An important early volley in portable television came with Apple’s Octo-
ber 2005 announcement of the sale of individual episodes for $1.99 on iTunes. 
Apple’s announcement was important because it attached a particular eco-
nomic value to an episode of television and the beginning of a repository of 
television shows available for purchase, which has since been expanded by 
Amazon and Google. Also important to sketching this history was the release 
of the Saturday Night Live short “Lazy Sunday” on YouTube in December 
2005. This video, initially posted without authorization by the rights holder, 
NBC, attracted 1.2 million views in just ten days, offering a most preliminary 
suggestion of a slightly different application of broadband-distributed, non-
linear television. Though YouTube had been designed with the purpose of 
facilitating amateur sharing, the flurry of posting broadcast- and cable-origi-
nated content to YouTube indicated how the site might also serve as a reposi-
tory that could help viewers manage the abundance of post-network video.

Though there were important developments in the next few years (see table 
2.2), the real start to the revolution in portable television began in 2010. In Jan-
uary, Apple announced the iPad, which it released three months later. Though 
the technology alone is of limited use without applications, the tablet developed 
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into a technology more preferred for portable viewing than the existing laptop 
and mobile phone screens. Applications and broadband-delivered program 
services began developing at this time as well. HBO GO launched in Febru-
ary 2010 and was widely hailed by users and the industry as a model for broad-
band distribution. Users appreciated its easy navigation and depth of content, 
while the industry appreciated the minimal disruption to existing models 
through the authentication system that allowed only linear HBO subscribers 
access. Then, in April, the sports giant ESPN rebranded its ESPN 360 service as 
ESPN3 and by October established an agreement with Time Warner Cable that 
allowed subscribers full access to ESPN on computers, then mobile phones in 
April 2011. Finally, in November 2010, Comcast offered its Xfinity TV app for 
the iPad, which was followed by Time Warner’s TV Anywhere application in 
early 2011, and the efforts of other MVPDs to allow subscribers to access the 
content available on their living room set through other devices and in other 
locations through authentication soon followed.

The fall of 2010 marks the beginning of what I categorize as the “Netflix 
Surge”: a period during which Netflix presented a much more disruptive—
though short-lived—model for broadband-distributed, nonlinear television. 
In the fall of 2010, Netflix began offering a streaming-only service and, by 
many measures, provided top-tier content: it featured the content of the 
subscription network Starz and other licenses achieved at low rates before 
license holders realized the potential of the service. Netflix’s quick subscriber 
gains—reported in frenetic blog-era trade press accounts—inspired and 

Table 2.2. Key Developments in the Transition to Nonlinear Television
2005 June YouTube launches.

2005 October iTunes announces $1.99 downloads.

2008 January Netflix offers unlimited streaming plan.

2009 Hulu becomes culturally relevant. It doubles its content library, adds Disney as a 
partner, and by October 2009, has over 855 million video views.

2010 February HBO GO launches.

Late 2010–
early 2011

Major strides in TV Everywhere: Comcast, Time Warner Cable, and Cablevision release 
authenticated apps for iPad.

2011–2012 Smartphone use expands from 30 to 56 percent of the mobile phone market.

MVPD-provided VOD becomes increasingly robust. Begins offering most recent five 
episodes of original cable and many broadcast series.

2013 February Netflix releases full season of House of Cards.

2013 May Netflix releases full season of Arrested Development.

2013 October Comcast announces package allowing viewers access to HBO with Internet and 
limited basic TV subscription.
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fueled unreasonable anxiety about cord cutting, and soon the acronym OTT 
(over-the-top) began appearing to acknowledge concerns that cable sub-
scribers would use Netflix and other broadband streaming and download-
ing distribution services as an alternative to cable subscriptions. Certainly, 
emerging Internet use figures, such as that nearly 25 percent of all evening 
Internet traffic was Netflix use, were noteworthy,41 but given that Netflix traf-
fic and all that streaming and downloading were, for the most part, traveling 
through “tubes” provided by the same MVPDs who also provided cable ser-
vice, the level of anxiety seemed excessive.42 

It should have been clear to anyone with a background in television eco-
nomics and distribution that between the cost of renegotiating their con-
tent with the expanded subscriber base and the unlikely ability of circa 2010 
Internet infrastructure to accommodate growth of Netflix beyond a niche, 
the Netflix Surge would flame out quickly. Netflix investors went on a wild 
ride in 2011, with stock prices rising to a high of $298.73 on July 13, 2011, 
and the service achieved a subscriber base of 24.59 million in the United 
States at the end of June 2011.43 By the end of September 2011, the service 
made missteps, announcing a splitting of the by-mail and streaming service 
in what was effectively a doubling of cost to consumers and lost 800,000 
U.S. subscribers, which was most significant for its deviation from high 
quarterly subscriber gains, and sent the stock price falling to $113.27.44 But 
this doesn’t diminish Netflix’s contribution to inaugurating a post-network 
era, and by many measures the service had recovered by 2014. The Netflix 
Surge was crucial for offering more than a hypothetical thought experiment 
of how post-network television might operate. It had significant ramifica-
tions in pushing MVPDs to innovate to avoid disaggregation of content and 
presented viewers with a usable interface and the nonlinear tools of recom-
mendation engines and queuing, which helped fuel viewer desire for better 
nonlinear alternatives.

Netflix and MVPD services’ TV Everywhere initiatives are addressed in 
greater detail in chapter 4’s exploration of changes in television distribu-
tion. Key to the discussion of the convenience of portable television here is 
the role Netflix played in enabling audiences to consider laptops and tablets 
“television screens.” Netflix, perhaps more than any other entity, disrupted 
the long acculturated sense that television content should be viewed on a 
television set. Similar to the rabid TiVo fandom that permeated the popu-
lar culture of those of a privileged habitus in the early 2000s, Netflix again 
captured pent-up demand for a different kind of television experience, and 
for a few months, suggested a new world of television. The realities of tele-
vision economics and the fact that Netflix—at this point a quintessential 
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middleman—owned neither content beyond a handful of shows nor the con-
nection into the home made apparent that Netflix was unlikely to overtake 
those who produced content or could deliver to audiences, but it could force 
revolution on those who did. 

Matters of Time: Breaking from the Linear Schedule 

By increasing asynchronous viewing, convenience technologies expanded the 
audience fragmentation and social polarization that preliminary choice and 
control technologies had already enabled during the multi-channel transition. 
Whether DVR owners who reschedule viewing on their own terms, viewers 
who wait several months to purchase full-season DVDs, or those who stream 
shows via VOD or Netflix, users of convenience technologies have come to 
select their own viewing conditions, including the crucial one of time. The 
resulting temporal fragmentation may seem comparably insignificant rela-
tive to other adjustments—such as the fragmentation of viewers among a 
multiplicity of channels—but it has had important implications in disabling 
the coterminous circulation of television within the culture, which signifi-
cantly changed the way television operated as a conduit of cultural discussion. 
Beginning in 2004, feature articles in the popular press recounted the trend of 
audience members waiting until a full season of a series was available on DVD 
and then watching the full season at a self-determined pace.45 Rachel Rebibo, a 
DVD owner who preferred this viewing experience, explained, “With a DVD 
player, I can set my schedule and turn it off anytime. It’s my choice.”46 Another 
DVD viewer, Gord Lacy, offered, “I loved West Wing. I watched eight episodes 
in one night. I had only ever seen the pilot, and I’m Canadian watching a show 
about a U.S. President.”47 Those who turned to DVDs for control began chang-
ing the television viewing experience, and many who left the linear world 
for prized content, aimed never to return. By 2011, the ease of streaming full 
seasons of programs though Netflix or by accessing increasingly robust VOD 
caches of programming offered further tools to those willing to wait in order 
to obtain greater control of their viewing. 

But until 2012, viewers made the personal choice to defer viewing until 
they could amass a stock that would permit favored pacing—distributors 
still released content in weekly intervals of individual episodes. Once it 
ventured into content creation, Netflix defied the model of weekly episode 
release and made available all of the episodes of the first “season” of its origi-
nal series Lilyhammer simultaneously, a strategy it reproduced with much 
greater notice when releasing House of Cards in February 2013. Netflix sug-
gested a possible future in which viewers would not have to wait for a linear, 
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weekly delivery of content. The premiere of House of Cards generated exten-
sive debate about the economic and cultural merits and consequences of this 
release strategy, and despite the voluminous commentary, reflection on the 
utter arbitrariness of the existing norm—given new delivery capabilities—
went uncommented upon.

Some who waited to view complete seasons suggested that the primary 
benefit resulted from the elimination of commercials and the tedium of 
week-long waits between plot developments.48 Willingness to engage televi-
sion in this manner also indicated a very active selection process and per-
sonal planning of viewing uncharacteristic of the network era. As this behav-
ior emerged, full seasons of DVDs typically were not available until a year 
after the original airing; many studios timed the DVD release to provide a 
promotional function and to refresh viewers before the start of a new season. 
This substantially disrupted the immediacy once considered characteristic of 
television and the capacity for its stories to function as the source of “water-
cooler” discussion for all viewers the next day at work. Those who waited for 
a complete season to be available found it difficult to avoid hearing about 
key plot developments from those who viewed original airings, which also 
suggested that viewers who elected to wait for full-season releases had a very 
particular relationship with the medium and its content. As early as 2005, the 
unexpected death of a central character in the series Six Feet Under provided 
an illustrative case. The surprise and significance of that creative develop-
ment, which many television critics discussed and which made this plot twist 
difficult to avoid, led to a discussion of the propriety of including “spoilers” 
in reviews because so many audience members deferred their viewing—par-
ticularly non-HBO subscribers awaiting DVD release—and learning this key 
piece of information prematurely changed the nature of their viewing experi-
ence.49 By the 2013 release of House of Cards, journalists writing about televi-
sion had adopted many of the conventions long familiar to book reviewers 
and wrote of series in a manner that addressed key themes and character 
development but either did not assume that audiences viewed at the same 
pace or warned viewers before proceeding, though social media discussions 
were not so easily controlled. 

The fact that only 20 to 25 percent of U.S. television households sub-
scribe—and thus have access—to premium cable encouraged deferred full-
season viewing for the large audience unable to access weekly. The first 
opportunity nonsubscribers had to see these shows was not through con-
ventional weekly syndication, but through full seasons released on DVD 
or streamed. The viability of highly serialized, nonsubscription-originated 
series such as 24 and Alias also was enabled by this behavior, as viewers who 
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preferred not to wait a week between each suspense-filled installment chose 
to wait for full-season access instead. The opportunity to compress view-
ing allowed better memory of meaningful details that might be forgotten if 
viewing was stretched over months and suggested the new potential view-
ing pleasures that might develop from the possibility of condensed viewing. 
Indeed, the category of prized content somewhat emerges in response to this 
technological affordance. The various ways television viewing became more 
convenient increased opportunities for viewers to access serialized content, 
which in turn encouraged greater production of ongoing stories and sto-
rytelling with a memory, what Horace Newcomb identifies as a “cumula-
tive narrative.”50 Programs in the multi-channel transition experimented 
with storytelling strategies that pushed the episodic organization common 
throughout the network era, but with the exception of prime-time soap 
operas such as Dallas and Dynasty and the multi-episode plot arcs intro-
duced—controversially—by Hill Street Blues and St. Elsewhere, networks’ 
timidity in creating programs that relied on viewers to make a commitment 
to regular viewing largely prevented the development of programs with 
significant seriality. The technological and distribution opportunities that 
ushered in a post-network era enabled storytelling forms that matched the 
emerging ways to engage with content.

Before the attack on linear viewing that Netflix perpetrated with its House 
of Cards release, the service issued a much less widely considered attack 
through its basic queuing procedure. Though initially devised for the by-
mail movie service, Netflix acculturated its subscribers to construct a ranked 
list—or in its terms, a queue—of the content viewers desired to have sent to 
them. A viewer might view and review this list intermittently and become 
accustomed to divorcing the activity of selecting viewing from the moment 
of actually viewing it. Though Netflix’s advance into streaming largely elimi-
nated the time gap between selection of content and its availability to view-
ers, the notion of the queue persisted in this nonlinear distribution system. 
With Netflix, viewers never faced the question of choosing among what was 
on at a particular time. Managing the abundance of offerings—mostly with a 
full season if not seasons’ worth of episodes—made the queue a useful tool.

Again, the practice of queuing—though initiated by Netflix—does not 
embed Netflix in post-network television. Rather, the queuing that Netflix 
introduced provided its subscribers with a different paradigm for thinking 
about and organizing viewing behavior, and one that substantially chal-
lenges the long dominant, linear, “what’s on” proposition. As new technol-
ogies and means of distribution allow viewers greater convenience, their 
behaviors adapt in accord with new affordances. A viewer who learns of a 
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show from a friend no longer has to make the effort to watch at a particu-
lar time or schedule a recording of the current episode, but now often has 
access to those episodes aired previously, allowing her to place that show in 
queue to view after completing the one she is in the midst of viewing. Sig-
nificantly, as MVPDs introduced more sophisticated user interfaces begin-
ning in 2013, many included the option of creating a queue, as did applica-
tions such as HBO GO. 

The distinctions among prized content, live sports and contests, and lin-
ear content are important to acknowledge in this discussion of convenience. 
The asynchronousness of delayed but controlled viewing can be important 
for prized content, but so detrimental to the experience in the case of live 
sports and contests as to make it rare, and it is by definition contrary to lin-
ear viewing. The “spoilers” of sports outcomes cannot be avoided, and much 
of the inherent pleasure in sport viewing derives from the certainty that 
there will be a winner determined by the end of the event and the unpredict-
able process of identifying that winner. Even the manufactured contests of 
reality competitions encourage synchronous viewing because participation 
in online fan discussion occurs as televised events unfold. 

Despite concerned hand wringing over the loss of television as a forum for 
producing synchronous cultural attention, the ability to find missed bits of 
television on broadband aggregators paradoxically allows television to take 
on new cultural functions, and perhaps provides an “antidote” to the cul-
tural fracturing produced by the flood of available content. As early as 2004, 
an estimated three million people viewed a contentious verbal exchange 
between Jon Stewart and Tucker Carlson on Carlson’s cable show Crossfire, 
only 25 percent of which saw it during its original airing on CNN. Once news 
of the exchange circulated among fans and bloggers, they disseminated the 
clip online and linked it to their commentaries 1,880 times, and an estimated 
2.2 million people viewed it (this was before the phenomenon of YouTube, 
where it was viewed more than 200,000 additional times over two years after 
the exchange).51 

This was an early case of what became a much larger and regular phe-
nomenon in which audiences could be assured of catching up on anything 
notable in a clip they could find online or that would be sent to them directly 
through social networks. The advent of YouTube and Hulu eliminated much 
of television’s remaining ephemerality, and this made the cultural impact of 
bits of programming difficult to gauge based on the size of the original lin-
ear audience. Late-night talk and comedy shows seemed to make the most 
effective use of asynchronous possibilities, as the unexpected gaffes in guest 
interviews or uncommonly humorous bits were widely shared and viewed in 
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following days and often effectively archived indefinitely so long as copyright 
was not enforced. In effect, then, convenience technologies have not uni-
formly contributed to audience fragmentation; rather, they have produced 
varied results that are related to the new ways of controlling content. 

Navigating Convenience 

In addition to devices that provide greater convenience in selecting when 
to view content both in and out of the home, another set of technologies 
has emerged that helps viewers find content of interest. Devices that enable 
viewers to “pull” content from television have revised the network-era func-
tion of the medium to “push” content organized into channels; the organiza-
tion mechanisms used to find content can also be categorized as convenience 
technologies. DVRs and VOD have certainly made it easier for viewers to 
find programming of interest, but one of the most substantial adjustments in 
the convenient use of television came not from a new technology but from 
a refinement of an existing application. Negotiating the multi-channel envi-
ronment became cumbersome as the number of channels expanded. One 

Figure 2.1. Electronic program guide (EPG), 1988.
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need only look at the difference in a TV Guide circa 1980 versus 2004 to see 
the enormity of the shift cable introduced in viewing options. In the 1980s, 
the publication informed audiences of the prime-time offerings of five chan-
nels, while by 2004, it compressed listings for some seventy-six different 
channels into tiny print on small pages. In October 2005, as the explosion 
of channels, their inconsistent availability nationwide, and the development 
of more convenient electronic and interactive onscreen program guides 
eliminated the utility of the publication, TV Guide effectively surrendered to 
change and discontinued program listings and adjusted its format to report 
about shows and celebrities. TV Guide evolved and launched its own chan-
nel in February 1999 that offered a program listing on a screen shared with 
original programming focused on celebrity and program “news.” By the end 
of 2012, the original programming had shifted into full screen in all but 17 
percent of the homes reached by the channel, with plans to eliminate the 
program guide aspect entirely.52

The first innovation from the weekly TV Guide magazine or local newspa-
per listing was the electronic program guide (EPG), a dedicated channel fea-
turing a constant scroll of the television schedule. The slow scroll and limited 

Figure 2.2. Interactive programming guide (IPG), 2013.
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information about only the next two hours of programming restricted the 
utility of EPGs, especially as channel offerings expanded (see figure 2.1). 
Digital technologies from satellite providers, from digital cable, and embed-
ded in DVRs enabled the significant advance of the interactive programming 
guide (IPG), a refinement of the EPG that allows viewers to search among 
channels in the present and future. IPGs provide the convenience of one-
click recording (in the case of DVRs), and often include more information—
such as episode title, plot description, and actors in addition to the series’ 
name (see figure 2.2). IPGs enable viewers to search as far as two weeks in 
advance and more easily negotiate the growing multiplicity of networks, 
although different devices feature search functionalities with disparate capa-
bilities. Artificial intelligence within the TiVo device provided widely hailed 
early advancement for its ability to identify content like that which it had 
been programmed to record and to maintain standing recording requests for 
content with certain key words. 

The abundance of programming in this era created a substantial need for a 
mechanism to help find and gather content of interest from among the chan-
nels and programs already available. Few MVPD-provided set-top boxes 
provided these more sophisticated search capabilities until 2013, slowing the 
pace at which viewers adopted television viewing behaviors that emphasized 
precisely searching out content. The ideal IPG seemed something akin to 
“Google for television,” and unsurprisingly viewers’ experiences watching 
and searching for video online created new expectations of greater custom-
ization of their conventional television viewing environments. Thus, much 
of viewers’ demand for greater television functionality has derived from 
their use of and acculturation with computers. The shift from EPGs to IPGs 
illustrates a fundamentally different conception of how to use television that 
developed between the network era and the computer age. The availability of 
devices that enable viewer-determined, convenient uses of television unques-
tionably has been critical to establishing the post-network-era characteristic 
of nonlinear television viewing. Vast choice among channels and the ability 
to record them that was typical of the multi-channel transition meant little to 
viewers without devices to help manage these options. 

MVPDs slowly began introducing next-generation interfaces beginning 
in 2012, largely as a competitive response to broadband-delivered program 
providers and the sophistication of their IPGs. Because MVPDs mostly 
operate as regional monopolies, there was little other external market pres-
sure to motivate development and innovation. The pleasure expressed by 
those who used interfaces such as those of Netflix and HBO GO revealed 
suppressed consumer frustration, and product development became a 
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competitive necessity as entrepreneurial companies such as Roku and Boxee 
offered more intuitive and sophisticated search functionalities. Addition-
ally, the perceived threats from evolving Google TV and Apple TV products 
eventually drove MVPDs to develop more innovative products. The next-
generation Television Everywhere interfaces, which were gradually intro-
duced beginning in 2012, reproduced the visual graphics, personalization 
features, and elaborate recommendation engines of entrepreneurial disrup-
tors, though were in few homes in 2014. 

Further, IPGs and EPGs emerge from an experience of television that is 
becoming more and more residual, at least in terms of prized content. As 
described above, the phenomenon of queuing provided a real paradigm shift 
from the linear viewing experience and acculturated at least the subculture 
of Netflix television streamers to think about developing personal viewing 
plans. Indeed, there is nothing natural about or inherent to the paradigm of 
linear viewing that persists now, but its comparative inconvenience will lead 
to its erosion as alternative experiences become more available and coming 
generations of viewers never know this norm. Personalized queues in combi-
nation with recommendation algorithms are valuable tools for navigating an 
environment of post-network programming abundance. 

Although convenience technologies may not have caused changes in spe-
cific programs, they have substantially contributed to creating a realm in 
which the viewer, rather than the network, controls the viewing experience. 
Moreover, even as industry entities such as networks and studios still deter-
mine what programs are produced, many of these convenience technologies 
have come to support new forms of distribution that allow studios to profit 
from shows such as serials and cult favorites that offered only limited rev-
enues in the network era. Whereas the conditions of production and distri-
bution during the network era necessitated a narrow range of cultural goods, 
the post-network conditions of nonlinear use and wide-ranging distribution 
platforms have enabled the more varied production and use of television. 

Mobile Television: Immediacy Unshackled from the Home

Television’s ability to transmit live images distinguished it from other media 
in the network era. Many of the media events that persist in our cultural 
memory—the days after the Kennedy assassination, the wedding of Prince 
Charles and Lady Diana, and later, Diana’s death—are connected to view-
ing primarily done on our domestic-bound sets. Mobile television devices 
defy network-era norms by untethering live television from a specific physi-
cal space and enabling it to function much like a hybrid of many preexisting 
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technologies. The capability of mobile television reasserted the significance 
of television’s immediacy, as moments in which viewers have desired live 
images have long transcended the times they were at home. Images of peo-
ple flocked around television sets in offices and restaurants were common 
on September 11, 2001, particularly for those living in the eastern half of the 
country who were already at or on the way to work when the disaster began. 
Such images are likely to become less common in the future as events requir-
ing immediate viewing will be watched on individual workplace computers, 
while coffee shops and other public venues may fill with people watching 
pocket-sized screen devices and congregating nevertheless. 

Mobile uses of television have existed since the 1960s, but the ability to 
watch “live” television on a mobile phone or a laptop computer significantly 
expanded previous versions of this largely unused television attribute. Mobile 
television is more comparable to the contemporary radio, adding a visual 
dimension to a medium that became ubiquitously accessible after television 
took its place as the primary means for domestic entertainment. By the mid-
2000s, mobile phones offered the main opportunity for mobile television. 
The far greater disruption arrived as the processing ability of computers and 
phones and the capacity of the nation’s wired, wireless (cellular), and wifi 
networks grew robust enough to support the downloading of video content 
at tolerable speeds. The mobile “phone” became a portal for Internet access 
of video programming, though rarely was live material the desired content.

Whether truly live programming or merely that downloaded or streamed, 
a key component of post-network television is its ubiquitous availability. 
Experience to date suggests that small mobile screens serve substantially dif-
ferent cultural functions than the domesticated or even just place-based ver-
sion of television when they are used to access television outside the home.53 
Mobile television technologies lead us to reimagine the contexts, mean-
ings, and uses of viewing and trouble public/private dichotomies that we’ve 
long believed inherent to the medium. Moreover, while the dominant use 
of television as a domestic technology continues to structure cultural ways 
of knowing television, emergent uses, particularly by younger viewers, have 
begun challenging this framework.

 Certainly the ability to view television outside the home is by no means 
new, and some technologies perpetuate uses of television similar to those 
most dominant in the medium’s earliest days.54 Mobile television—as deliv-
ered to mobile phone and computer screens—freed television from its 
domestic confines in the same manner as the earliest portable sets from the 
1960s, but the cultural meaning and motivation of this mobility differ signifi-
cantly forty years later. Lynn Spigel notes that the portable televisions of the 
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1960s “opened up a whole new set of cultural fantasies about television and 
the pleasure to be derived from watching TV—fantasies based on the imagi-
nary possibilities of leaving, rather than staying, home.”55 But these sets had 
limited use, due to their size and need to access broadcast signals. In enabling 
viewers to take an array of television with them anywhere they can receive a 
mobile phone signal or access a wireless Internet connection, the new tech-
nologies erase nearly all spatial limitations of television as a medium.56 

Various industries—consumer electronics, mobile phone service provid-
ers, and the television industry—have all eagerly considered how mobile 
television might yield new revenue. In the early 2000s, various proposals for 
countless ways to utilize this expanded capability emerged: streaming live 
shows, producing original vignettes for this smallest screen, and creating a 
wide array of other programming such as interactive gambling shows. Inno-
vation was less a question of what could be done technologically and more 
one of coordinating technological capability with existing needs and uses 
desired by viewers. Even though one might be able to watch a live episode of 
a cinematically detailed series such as Game of Thrones on a screen the size 
of a postage stamp, did anyone really want to? The industry pursued mul-
tiple possibilities in hopes of being involved in whatever might emerge as 
the “killer app” of this new media form. Lucy Hood, president of Fox Mobile 
Entertainment, explained the perspective of those pushing these services: 
“What are the three things that you always have with you? Your money, your 
keys, and your cellphone. If we can deliver a fun entertainment experience 
on this device, that will make it a very powerful medium.”57 

What Hood did not anticipate was that there was no need to create spe-
cial content for this device. Once effective content aggregators such as You-
Tube and Hulu established themselves, viewers sought content with mobile 
devices that they might view just as well on a laptop or an Internet-con-
nected living room screen. Though regular live mobile television has caught 
on in other countries, in only two situations is there much of a desire for 
live, mobile television viewing in the United States: sports events and unex-
pected events. I’ll focus on the second case first, as these are rare and as such 
do not drive technological use. Unexpected events include weather disas-
ters and situations in which viewers urgently desire the most recent news. 
Before mobile television, viewers may have stayed home to remain abreast 
of developments or followed them by radio or online if maintaining access 
to a television was not an option. Very few events continue to offer updates 
that are meaningfully consumed live; U.S. cases such as the 2012 Sandy 
Hook Elementary School shootings and 2013 Boston Marathon bombing 
revealed that users could more efficiently follow events through a newsfeed 
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app that would push new content to them instead of the ongoing recapping 
and speculating characteristic of live television coverage. Where video radar 
images are helpful in gauging emergency weather conditions, video images 
are less important in ongoing news and events in which developments are 
slowly released. Breaking news coverage still relies on linear assumptions 
of an audience waiting and watching in real time. There is no technological 
reason why video updates will not be sent—pushed to viewers in the future 
as a video equivalent of blog updates—but that is not how the technology is 
being used at this point.

The situation of live sports, however, differs. Unlike unexpected events, 
live sports events are both regular and planned. Despite this regularity, it is 
often impossible to schedule one’s life around events, and the nature of con-
tests gives live viewing particular salience regardless of tools that now allow 
viewers the convenience of recording and reviewing these events at a later 
time. By 2014, perhaps the best illustration of live mobile sports viewing in 
the United States could be found in CBS’s streaming of all the games in the 
NCAA men’s basketball tournament and in NBC’s Olympics coverage. Both 
events occur in a contained period of time and throughout the day. Such 
events have always been difficult to schedule and view because of the relative 
scarcity of time for broadcasting; broadcasters had to choose among a wide 
array of simultaneous games and contests to “air” just one, and network-era 
television’s embeddedness in the domestic space made it difficult to follow 
these events when away from home. Both NBC’s Olympic endeavors and 
CBS’s coverage of the Final Four tournament evolved throughout the early 
2000s, as each sought to use digital distribution tools to expand the audience 
by making available previously unavailable content, while simultaneously 
maintaining the large “event” audience increasingly particular to such sports 
contests (see table 2.3).58 

By the 2012 London Olympics and the 2013 NCAA men’s basketball tour-
nament, both broadcasters came close to delivering the pinnacle of these 
events. Viewers could watch all sixty-seven games of the NCAA basketball 
tournament live on mobile devices, all of which also aired on broadcast and 
cable networks. Likewise in 2012, NBC streamed all Olympic events for a 
total of 3,500 hours of content, including all 32 athletic competitions and 302 
medal ceremonies. Though streaming quality depended somewhat on the 
mobile and wifi networks used, the experience required limited buffering 
and in many cases offered HD-quality images, if supported by the viewing 
device. Somewhat paradoxically, the mobile devices were often still optimal 
for prime-time, domestic viewing of games even when viewers were likely to 
be free of work and other out-of-home duties. These applications provided 
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access to those events and games that the broadcasters didn’t deem the 
“most” important—or most likely to gather the largest audience—and were 
consequently not available by broadcast or cable channel. 

Notably, distinctions emerge in the accessibility desired even within the 
realm of live sports and contests. Events such as the Olympics and Final 
Four tournament are relatively unusual, whereas many other sports compe-
titions are built around schedules more likely to match up with the leisure 
time of the culture so that games are scheduled in the evening and on week-
ends. Baseball, the professional sport with most games played during “work 
hours,” was one of the first to make use of a digital distribution system for 

Table 2.3. Key Developments in Digitally Distributed U.S. Sports on Television
2002 March MLB.com begins streaming live video of Major League Baseball games to subscribers.

2003 March CBS offers online streaming of NCAA men’s basketball tournament for a $19.95 
subscription, draws 20,000–25,000 subscribers.

2006 February NBC streams the final event of the Turin Winter Olympics—the hockey final.

2006 March CBS offers free streaming of NCAA men’s basketball tournament. Receives nearly 
200,000 advanced sign-ups.

2006 Summer ESPN360 service begins offering live streaming of sports games, as well as on-
demand content. TWC, Comcast, and Cox reject the service because ESPN demands 
carriage fees. 

2007 March CBS continues ad-supported streaming with registration, drawing 1.4 million unique 
viewers.

2007 
September

ESPN360 is relaunched after some major adjustments to the programming strategy 
to emphasize live streaming.

2008 August NBC Beijing Olympic coverage streams 2,200 hours of live events for twenty-five dif-
ferent sports; also offers 3,000 hours of on-demand content; and 1,400 linear hours 
on seven NBC channels

2009 March CBS offers NCAA men’s basketball tournament streaming in high-definition.

2010 March CBS’s NCAA men’s basketball tournament provides over 11.7 million hours of live 
streaming.

2010 April ESPN360 is rebranded as ESPN3.

2010 October Time Warner Cable and ESPN enter into an agreement to allow ESPN subscribers 
access to a live simulcast of the entire ESPN lineup.

2011 March NCAA men’s basketball tournament available on iPad.

2011 April Launch of WatchESPN service that allows viewers to watch any channel within the 
ESPN portfolio through an iPhone.

2012 May WatchESPN becomes available on Comcast Xfinity.

2012 August NBC streams all of the London Olympic games on the website NBCOlympics.com and 
also through a mobile app, NBC Olympics Live Extra.

2013 March CBS’s NCAA men’s basketball tournament coverage, now called March Madness Live, 
has over 45 million live streams, an increase of 18.2 million streams from 2012.
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regular games as well. As early as 2002, MLB Advanced Video began stream-
ing real-time video with a goal of reaching fans at work.59 

Though sports have provided the only form of live mobile viewing that 
audiences have significantly embraced, television has still been very much 
untethered from the living room screen. It isn’t television’s “liveness” that 
has driven portable and mobile uses, but its capacity as an audiovisual sto-
ryteller. Content described as “snack TV,” short-form snippets of program-
ming, have proven most desirable in this use—which at this point remains 
constrained by the robustness of mobile and wifi networks and the pricing 
of data plans. A key component of out-of-home television use was innova-
tion of a portable device that didn’t require a physical media form, evident 
first in the video iPod, which was then integrated into subsequent genera-
tions of iPhones, smartphones, and then tablets. These devices made access-
ing content seamless, and users’ main challenges were related to network 
traffic and download speeds. 

The wide range of capabilities of smartphones contributed to their quick 
ubiquity. Use of the devices exploded in the United States in 2011–2012, 
moving from 30 to 56 percent of the mobile phone market in just eighteen 
months.60 A key aspect of the smartphone revolution was the way it com-
bined so many technologies in one and provided Internet access to homes 
that might still be lacking broadband.61 The real test of mobile television 
use had yet to occur, though the number of television channels launching 
apps that would simulcast the linear stream of programming grew consider-
ably in 2013. Though it remains “early days” for mobile television, it is worth 
restating that as of June 2013, 82 percent of tablet TV/video watching and 
64 percent of that done on a smartphone was done in the home.62 These fig-
ures suggest that these devices are more valuable to viewers for the control 
of what and when to watch than to view outside the home. Coleen Fahey 
Rush, executive vice president and chief research officer of Viacom networks, 
noted in 2013 that “You can see mobile device usage growing, but it’s not eat-
ing into TV-watching.”63

As endeavors toward mobile television developed in 2005, the industry 
imagined a “three-screen” world and sought to aid viewers in easily moving 
content among a thirty-two-plus-inch “living room” screen, a seventeen- to 
twenty-inch “computer” screen, and a two- to four-inch screen carried with 
one at all times—the already omnipresent, though not yet smart, phone serv-
ing as a ready candidate. Some also forecast a fourth screen that would be 
portable but not as ubiquitous—more in line with my distinction between 
portable and mobile use, such as the portable DVD player or portable gam-
ing devices. Though yet another screen—the tablet—has emerged in the 
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interim, the three-screen forecast endures; if anything, a two-screen future 
seems more likely than four. The consumer electronics industry will likely 
spend the next decade negotiating precisely what size screen viewers most 
want to carry with them and the most crucial functions of that device. Just as 
smartphones have offered considerably consolidated functionality, a similar 
evolution will come to household screens as the functions of televisions and 
computers merge.

Theatrical Television: Enhancing Television’s Aesthetics 

Current concepts of home, work, technology, and leisure differ significantly 
from those of the 1960s, when mobile television was first introduced. Though 
Spigel observes that the marketing of portable sets then related to the New 
Frontier rhetoric of the time, the adoption of cable and early home theater 
systems in the 1980s encouraged a return to the home that many trend and 
marketing specialists identified as “cocooning.”64 At the same time that tele-
vision screens have become infinitesimally small and portable, domestic 
screens have expanded and offered unprecedented and compelling visual 
images. A curious dichotomy has developed between television desired for 
its out-of-home convenience, regardless of image and audio quality, and tele-
vision that provides a rich sense experience and is homebound. This bifurca-
tion is not entirely new; Spigel identified varied discourses of theatricality 
and mobility in the promotion of television sets as early as the 1960s.65 Yet 
technologies in the twenty-first century make both applications far more 
compelling than in television’s early years. 

Calling technologies that enhance television’s visual and audio fidelity 
“theatrical” may trouble some readers, and indeed the term is not completely 
satisfying to me either. Whereas it can call up the notion of the stage, what I 
refer to here is the cinematic experience in the theater. Because cinema pre-
dated television as a screen technology, its norms and capabilities have long 
served as the standard against which television has been measured—and 
consistently found inferior. In her book exploring the rise of the “home the-
ater craze” and its effects on the film industry and film consumption, Barbara 
Klinger notes that the “Holy Grail” of home-based visual media has been 
achieving the “replication of theatrical cinema.”66 A number of the tech-
nological advances that she considers, such as high-fidelity audio systems, 
VCRs, and the DVD, were central to developing enhanced home theater 
environments throughout the multi-channel transition. But the single most 
important advance in the enhancement of television quality—high definition 
(HD)—did not begin to enter significant numbers of homes until later. 
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In the late 1990s and early 2000s, industry workers and the trade press 
did not treat enhancement technologies such as high definition as likely to 
introduce extensive change to television. High-definition sets increase the 
number of scan lines on the screen from 480, the previous standard, to either 
720 in cheaper, substandard high-definition sets or 1080 in what became the 
U.S. industry standard (although both are “technically” considered high-def-
inition). The consumer electronics industry continues to manufacture stan-
dard-definition sets with 480 lines, though mostly just very small sets, and 
by September 2012, 75 percent of U.S. homes had HD-capable sets.67 

The Telecommunications Act of 1996 mandated that broadcasters begin 
switching to digital signal transmission, but providing HD service was not 
similarly required. It did, however, become technologically feasible as a result 
of the greater efficiency of digital signals. HD consequently developed in a 
highly haphazard way, mainly as a competitive strategy and point of differ-
entiation. Some programs were produced only with 720 lines of resolution, 
while others produced the full 1080. The consumer electronics industry also 
made both 720 and 1080 sets available. To add further confusion, there is 
also the variation of whether the signal is “interlaced” (720i, 1080i) or “pro-
gressive” (720p, 1080p), with progressive scan providing the better image. 

Perhaps the easiest way to understand the issue of HD resolution is to 
know that there is a clear and, I’d argue, stunning difference between 480 
and 720. The difference in picture quality within HD—say the difference 
between 720p and 1080i—is much more in the eye of the beholder, and 
most likely to be noticed primarily on larger screen sizes and at closer dis-
tances.68 More apparent is that almost all HD sets feature the rectangular 
16:9 ratio common to film screens instead of the more square 4:3 ratio pre-
viously standard to television. These adjustments, which have produced 
markedly more vivid and lifelike images, have required shifts in production 
techniques and technologies. High definition has evened the playing field 
between television and film, which has long been considered superior for its 
finer image resolution, and by 2014, most filmmakers had shifted to digital 
video production. 

During the transition to digital broadcast transmissions from 1996 to 
2009, many prospective television buyers confused digital and HD because 
of the simultaneity of their introduction and the coterminous new availabil-
ity of flat-screen technology and the 16:9 aspect ratio, neither of which cor-
related with digital or HD. Digitally transmitted images have better quality 
than analog, but do not provide nearly the enhancement of HD. While HD 
and digital are linked in the sense that the size of the HD signal requires 
digital transmission, the confusion for many viewers arises from the fact that 
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not all digital sets were necessarily HD and that set capability did not guar-
antee that a viewer was receiving an HD signal.69 By August 2006, industry 
research reported that only 36 percent of HD set owners had made the tran-
sition to the HD service that would allow them to receive HD signals on their 
sets.70 And, as noted previously, as late as October 2012 Nielsen found that 
only 29 percent of prime-time viewing was viewed in HD, due to households 
continuing to subscribe to non-HD service from providers or the unavail-
ability of chosen content in HD.71

To some degree, HD operated as an afterthought and an also-ran for 
many in the industry after Congress legislated the digital transition in the 
mid-1990s. The digital transition proceeded because of regulatory fiat, and 
the industry consequently did not experience a process of negotiation in this 
transition in the same manner as other technologies that required adjust-
ments throughout multiple production components prior to their implemen-
tation. Legislating the transition timetable from analog to digital occupied 
many in Washington, and the shift certainly proved costly and cumbersome 
for broadcast station owners. Yet by 2006, journalists had spilled far more 
ink on how the DVR and new forms of distribution such as iTunes had rev-
olutionized television than on HD. As a result, viewers have continued to 
exhibit only limited understanding of and interest in HD, which has slowed 
adoption and prevented HD from substantially affecting other aspects of 
production. The Nielsen finding of such limited HD viewing some six years 
later and after such widespread HD set purchase indicates that visual quality 
remains a most limited driver of viewer behavior.72 

Because it seems that HD can operate within many conventional pro-
duction norms, many in the industry have worried far more about other 
technological developments and their consequences for television’s indus-
trial norms. While HD increases production costs with little opportunity for 
correspondingly higher advertising rates, it does not do so to an extent that 
has caused existing economic models to collapse. Also, the dominant role 
regulators played in mandating the transition to digital independently of the 
market fundamentally divorced the attendant technological development of 
HD from other technological changes of the time. The possibility of a better 
image standard originally contributed to the necessary regulatory push to 
embark on the digital transition, but once broadcasters were forced into the 
digital realm, they became far more eager to explore the expanded revenue 
possibilities of “multiplexing” their signals—the term for using the spectrum 
to broadcast three or four standard-definition “channels”—or leasing their 
unneeded spectrum to others than in implementing HD.73 But to those who 
own HD sets in the United States and receive HD service, there has been 
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a radical adjustment in the visual experience of television. Extensive HD 
offerings now exist, with most MVPDs offering HD packages with 110 to 
200 HD channels. 

The U.S. digital transition was only a few months complete when the 
first 3D televisions were displayed at the annual Consumer Electronics 
Show in January 2009. Press coverage of 3D largely repeated the rhetoric 
and claims that were made of HD nearly fifteen years earlier. But the future 
for 3D became uncertain by 2014 after one of the few 3D providers, ESPN, 
announced it would cease operating its ESPN3D channel in June 2013, and 
the focus of the consumer electronics industry shifted to 4K/UltraHD. This 
new set and signal offer four times the resolution of 1080p HD, though not 
3D. Both technologies had been adopted by a most negligible proportion of 
the population at the time of writing, and though adoptions will certainly 
grow, the lack of a regulatory mandate results in a substantial difference 
between the digital/HD and 3D or 4K/UltraHD transitions. Although the 
discourse surrounding these technologies may be similar, the paths of adop-
tion may differ significantly.

Theatrical technologies affect how we think about the conditions in which 
viewers watch television and how and why they view. Technologies that 
enhance the visual quality of the television experience are distinctive from 
the ubiquity enabled by devices that make viewing more mobile or conve-
nient. Theories reserved for cinematic viewing have become increasingly rel-
evant to examining television as some audiences have constructed home the-
ater environments that more precisely reproduce the cinematic experience, 
and changing production norms have encouraged refinement of craft over 
the expediency demanded by the pace of producing twenty-two episodes 
a year. Because of the comparatively inferior quality of network-era televi-
sion images, few observers have analyzed the more formal characteristics of 
the television image—just as the substandard audio capabilities of early sets 
resulted in few assessments of the role of sound in television storytelling—
but HD has opened up new aesthetic discussions concerning television. 

The distinctions among prized content, live sports and contests, and lin-
ear viewing are meaningful in considerations of image quality as well. Sports 
viewing has been a significant driver of HD purchases (a 2013 survey by the 
Consumer Electronics Association found that one in five HD owners pur-
chased an HD set for watching the Super Bowl), and part of what may lead 
viewers to distinguish certain content as prized may derive from its attention 
to and achievement in visual quality.74 A better-quality viewing experience 
may not even register when viewers are engaging in linear television viewing 
with its less purposeful pursuit of particular content.



Television Outside the Box  >>  89

Production components have responded to the enhanced technological 
capability of the home theater environment to support the new possibilities 
in image and sound quality and used them to differentiate content in this 
increasingly crowded space.75 For example, even before many of the conve-
nience technologies disrupted previous norms, subscription services such 
as HBO and Showtime cultivated a production culture that prioritized aes-
thetic excellence and originality in a manner that distinguished their shows 
from those of conventional television—arguably a necessary distinction for 
content for which viewers must pay. Emphasizing modes of production that 
seek to maximize the artistic potential of television, these channels created 
content with budgets and production values once common only to films 
produced by major studios. These productions are best appreciated with HD 
and high-fidelity sound, and in the wake of the success of these subscription 
services, basic cable outlets such as FX and AMC have similarly established 
themselves as the purveyors of a distinctive type of television content. Thus, 
it is not just new technological capabilities that have led to programming of 
increasingly sophisticated visual and aural quality, but a nexus of industrial, 
cultural, and technological forces. 

Another consequence of theatricality, when merged with convenience 
technologies, is the production of a new variation of event television. In the 
network era, event television meant the televising of “media events,” or what 
Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz distinguish as “mostly occasions of state—that 
are televised as they take place and transfix a nation or the world.”76 By this def-
inition, media events derived their status from their vast reach and the atten-
tion they commanded—common attributes of television in the past. After the 
network era, such regular, planned media events became increasingly rare. 
While the Super Bowl does continue to be an annual event of this order, other 
sporting events such as the Olympics fragmented among multiple channels 
and devices in a manner that decreased the status of any single competition, 
although the opening and closing ceremonies may provide exceptions. In the 
meantime, events such as the annual Academy Awards telecast dwindled in 
significance, though the high-quality production values and wide range of 
performers of the Grammys strengthened the cultural relevance of its telecast. 
Indeed, live sports exhibit much of this distinction, but only because so little 
else can gather audiences on this scale, and even the live sports audience is not 
that significant in comparison with network-era norms. 

Instead, media events have become more personalized, as viewers have 
come to confer “event” status on programs that they themselves make spe-
cial—much of which is characteristic of prized content—often with the aid 
of technology. Using control devices, they can separate prized content into 
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a distinctive space—possibly both temporal and physical—in which they 
can watch undisturbed, perhaps on the best set available. A viewer might 
also distinguish prized television or live sports by gathering an audience of 
friends or family to see a program that has been recorded or is shown live, 
or use the phone, Internet, or social media to chat about a show while it airs. 

For the most part, though, theatrical technologies have evolved from 
established devices and have not dramatically affected how the majority uses 
television, particularly in comparison with convenience and mobile tech-
nologies. Enabling viewers to further enhance their experience with home-
based theatrical technologies has perpetuated the trend toward cocooning 
that was already well established before the arrival of HD television in the 
U.S. market. Indeed, the most significant implications of theatrical tech-
nologies so far may be shifts in commerce, as those able to afford high-end 
home entertainment decreasingly spend money in traditional public venues, 
although the advent of the video rental market in the 1980s had already given 
rise to this shift in behavior and commerce early in the multi-channel transi-
tion. The opportunity to buy seasons of television on DVD (known as DVD 
sell-through), streaming services such as Netflix, and VOD capability contin-
ued this trend, although shifts from public to home viewing were much more 
a shift in film viewing than television. Households able to pay upward of two 
hundred dollars a month in service fees for new theatrical technologies and 
fast Internet are a limited population that then narrows access to these tech-
nologies. So far, it seems unlikely that the theatrical, convenient, and mobile 
television experiences, separately or together, will become as universal as the 
conventional mode of viewing of the network era. 

Many have presumed that the theatricality of HD and the small screens 
of portable and mobile devices create contradictory aesthetic experiences. 
Although there are important distinctions, in truth, the small screens are 
also compelling—viewers just need to hold them much closer to their faces, 
which I don’t mean flippantly; use of these technologies is a much more per-
sonal experience. Those who wanted live television on the go did initially 
have to sacrifice visual quality, but this resulted from download speeds more 
than screen size. By 2013, viewers streaming the NCAA men’s basketball 
tournament on HD-capable smartphones enjoyed a visual experience every 
bit as good as could be achieved by a living room set. In any event, as the 
post-network era takes shape, convenience, mobility, and theatricality will 
not develop as mutually exclusive qualities. Rather, the growing availability 
of each has not only come to redefine the experience of television, but has 
also forced more varied and differentiated understandings of the fundamen-
tal characteristics of the medium. 
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Conclusion 

Throughout the network era, viewers primarily watched television in the 
home and were acculturated to passively accept the limited programming 
choices and schedule mandates offered by a few networks. Where “watching 
television” meant selecting among the limited range of programs currently 
streaming through the set, a certain vernacular accompanied this mode of 
use; when people queried, “What is on television?” they expected an answer 
of a finite set of selections already in progress. New technologies slightly dis-
rupted this “conventional” mode of viewing throughout the multi-channel 
transition, and dominant viewer behavior adjusted accordingly. Channel 
surfing, for example, became a common behavior as the array of channels 
became broader and remote control devices made shifting from one channel 
to another much easier. 

In the network era, the conventional use of television was so uniform and 
unexceptional that it was not widely contemplated. Because such conditions 
as choosing among predetermined options came first, they appeared natu-
ral, and many theories of television unreflectively assumed them to be inher-
ently characteristic of the medium. Developments during the multi-channel 
transition diminished the value of such theories. Adjustments in the techno-
logical attributes of television freed the experience of viewing from its con-
finement to a linear schedule and irrepressible flow of externally scheduled 
programming. New and varied ways of using the medium resulted. These 
dynamic changes required similarly dynamic changes in identifying and 
framing the issues at hand, as well as theorizing about them. As the multifac-
eted technologies and uses of television continue to burgeon, and television 
itself acquires disparate and unfamiliar attributes, we need to think of the 
medium not as “television” but as televisions. 

Returning to practical matters, we might note that uses and ways of view-
ing identifiable by the early years of the twenty-first century may well per-
sist, while others may be added as the medium converges with other digital 
broadband technologies. But here too these developments can be related to 
broader cultural concerns, even though industrial and technological forma-
tions may be in transition.77 The selective adoption of new television tech-
nologies and ways to use them not only contributes to adjustments in other 
production components, but also affects the entire process of production, as 
well as the role of television in society. 

New ways to use and view television provide bountiful opportunities for 
audience research. Existing studies of audience use provide little information 
about how viewers might use convenient, mobile, or theatrical television, 
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although some research in the uses and gratifications tradition suggests pre-
liminary parameters. Is mobile or portable viewing dominantly a solitary 
activity or is it shared, and what types of content or locations of viewing 
encourage variant behaviors? Do people tend to guard their viewing when 
they use personal screens in public spaces—wary of the cultural capital it 
might expose—or do they openly flaunt that they can view in nondomestic 
spaces and expose their viewing selection as a valued marker of their tastes 
and preferences? Is there etiquette for both users and bystanders of porta-
ble television? And what content is most often watched outside the home? 
Industry workers hoping to profit from new technologies seek answers to 
these questions while scholars try to understand the cultural implications of 
such changes in media use. Emergent technologies require research if we are 
to understand the broader media field as well as future demarcations of the 
boundaries of “television.” 

And yet the old, conventional set and its uses linger. We must remem-
ber how entrenched related viewing behaviors may be and not lose sight of 
them. A network-era “default mode” of watching television will remain part 
of experiencing the medium, yet even this conventional mode will not be 
static. Just as the introduction of the remote control and the VCR altered the 
conventional use of television during the multi-channel transition, so too is 
the gradual penetration of DVRs having an effect. Even DVR users do not 
behave consistently; they record far more prime-time programming and are 
more likely to view morning shows, news, and sports live.78 Likewise, data 
revealed that the multiple sets that became more common in the home after 
the network era mainly provided families with more convenience by allow-
ing them to watch in varied rooms and that in 2006 roughly 80 percent of 
homes have only one set turned on during prime time, suggesting far more 
co-viewing than many assumed.79 By 2014, assessing how many sets are on is 
unlikely to be a good gauge of co-viewing given the proliferation of mobile 
and portable devices for viewing, unless that count includes computers, tab-
lets, and smartphone screens.

Various anecdotes inform my understanding of technologically facili-
tated changes in use explored throughout the chapter and illustrate chang-
ing behaviors associated with technologies and their consequences. I do 
not suggest that these anecdotes represent larger behavior patterns or can 
replace detailed and rigorous empirical study of these phenomena. At this 
preliminary point in the distribution of many of these technologies—when 
only the initial uses of an unrepresentative group have emerged—compre-
hensive analysis and understanding cannot yet be achieved. Though we have 
a better sense of what technologies viewers are using in 2014 than we did in 
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2007, we still know very little about why or what audiences are actually doing 
when watching television while using a “second screen.” Most simply use the 
devices to occupy themselves during commercials or moments that don’t 
capture their interest, but we remain in early days. Existing studies haven’t 
focused on particular types of content, and behavior is likely to vary signifi-
cantly based on whether it is prized content, live sports or contests, or lin-
ear viewing. I treasure my prized content viewing and remove all manner of 
distraction to embrace it fully using the best audiovisual technologies I can 
access. Sports viewing, on the other hand, almost always requires a second-
ary device—to pass the downtime between plays in my case, or, for my hus-
band, to trash talk with fantasy league members. And linear television—well, 
I haven’t willingly watched like that since 1999; but when visiting family or in 
a hotel, there too I’m simultaneously on a device, but never to do anything 
related to the show. 

At the same time that new technologies have enabled vastly augmented 
uses of television, the adoption of devices that enhance theatricality, mobility, 
and convenience have also made conventional behaviors strange, disorient-
ing, and unpleasant. Once adopted, their use can become so encompassing 
and natural that it is challenging for even the most critical mind to step out-
side his or her own habitual practices and meaningfully evaluate the role the 
technologies have come to play in daily life. Some have adopted new tech-
nologies so quickly that it is difficult to “make them strange” or to realize that 
others may use the devices differently. In the midst of writing the first edition 
in 2006, I spent two weeks in a hotel room that was not equipped with a 
DVR, had very limited channel selection, and lacked an interactive program 
guide. I learned a great deal about how much my television behavior had 
changed since I had adopted the newer technologies, and during those two 
weeks I was surprised by what I adapted to, what most frustrated me, and 
how much less television I watched as a result of the comparative inconve-
nience of the experience. By 2013, I found that having fast Internet was a far 
more important hotel feature than even having a television. As one of the 
38 percent of mobile phone owners without a smartphone, I miss access to 
e-mail and information more than entertainment, and when I’m ready to be 
entertained, I far more prefer to demand something from Xfinity or Netflix 
than settle for the linear experience offered by the hotel television. 

It is difficult to consistently name developments and “a medium” in the 
midst of such substantial redefinition. Even as the author, I can identify ten-
sions and contradictions in the way I write about television as a medium 
when one of the central arguments of this chapter and the book is that we can 
no longer conceive of the technology with such singularity. As the transition 
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in use continues, new words and terms will emerge or be reallocated in order 
to make sense of television and its multiplicity that might ease the tensions 
still in evidence here. The distinctions of prized content, live sports and con-
tests, and linear viewing begin this categorization. As I’ve explored the grow-
ing convenience, mobility, and theatricality of post-network television, I’ve 
attended to the relative relevance of these technological gains for these differ-
ent viewing experiences. 

Devices that allow viewers to enjoy a theater-quality experience in their 
homes or take their television on the go should be considered as a part of a 
portfolio of products that complement rather than compete with each other 
in a multifaceted technological televisual field. In the late 1990s, Nicholas 
Negroponte argued that the technological distinction of real significance 
was that between analog and digital, and the technological connections 
enabled by the digital transition have indeed proven to be profound.80 The 
convergence among technologies uncertainly connected other than by their 
digital language raises ambiguity about whether something like YouTube is 
best categorized as “television,” “video,” “computer,” or perhaps even just a 
“screen” technology. Certainly, the ability to deliver video unites television, 
computers, and mobile devices, but our residual acculturation may lead us to 
approach screens that feature familiar programs as television for some time, 
regardless of the technology we use to receive and view it. In the same way 
that “broadcasting,” the “airing” of shows, and “tuning in” have remained 
part of the industrial and cultural vernacular—even though they precisely 
describe only a small part of television use—“television” continues to func-
tion as a meaningful term. As is the case of production components exam-
ined in subsequent chapters, the adjustments of the multi-channel transi-
tion and post-network era created multiple and competing uses rather than 
replacing one monolithic norm with another. We must now think about tele-
vision as a highly diversified medium; even as “watching television” has con-
tinued to signify a set of widely recognizable behaviors, the singularity and 
coherence of this experience has come to be fleeting. 
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3

Making Television

Changes in the Practices of Creating Television 

The business has changed so massively. . . . You will never have the 
market forces again that, how do I put this, that allow people to get 
rich. . . . The reality is you will never have the licensing fees negoti-
ated again that resulted in ER getting [millions of dollars] an epi-
sode, and that’s where a lot of people made what many would prob-
ably insist is an unconscionable amount of money. . . . The upside 
home runs for shows [profits from big hits] have been sort of flat-
tened out by the new economic models of how shows are produced. 
—Dick Wolf, producer, 20061 

The barrage of new technologies marketed to us in the early years of the 
twenty-first century has indicated much about the changing nature of televi-
sion—so much so that even non-technophiles have realized that changes are 
at hand. Yet, though hours of television programming daily stream into our 
homes and now onto an array of new devices as well, the process of creating 
shows remains well hidden from most viewers. To be sure, by the late 1990s, 
the casual viewer could notice adjustments in types of shows and how net-
works organized them in their schedules. What most viewers may not have 
realized was why these changes occurred and how these shifts related to the 
broader structural adjustments that were revolutionizing the production of 
television. 

This chapter’s epigraph captures the perspective of Dick Wolf, arguably 
one of the most powerful (and richest) television producers of the last two 
decades due to the phenomenal success of the Law & Order brand he cre-
ated. Here, Wolf replies to a question about whether he could be as suc-
cessful if he were entering the business in 2006, and his response indicates 
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the consequences of the changes in how television programs are made that 
this chapter explores. The “flattening out” of profits changes the type of pro-
grams the industry is likely to produce in significant ways and allows a much 
broader array of programming to exist and “succeed”—albeit by a variety of 
measures—than was the case in the network era. 

One of the biggest changes in the making of television resulted from a 
regulation introduced in the early 1970s that was then eliminated in the 
1990s. This set of rules—the financial interest and syndication (fin-syn) 
rules—altered the rules about who was allowed to make television pro-
grams, adjusted the relations of networks and studios, and affected who 
profited most substantially. The competitive environment that resulted from 
the elimination of these rules and many other deregulatory policies allowed 
expanded conglomeration and necessitated that those who create television 
devise new methods of funding. It also led to the erosion of the more mono-
lithic norms of the network era, including the division of labor established 
between networks and studios, as well as the financial model according to 
which they operated. These adjustments and those of other production com-
ponents not only affected the storytelling possibilities of the industry, but 
also led networks and studios to revise long-standard programming prac-
tices related to schedules, reruns, and program lengths and formats. These 
adjustments increased the scope of commercial storytelling and enabled the 
creation of what I distinguish as prized content. In treating these matters, 
this chapter also explores the increased need for innovative promotion tech-
niques that networks have adopted in order to reach the splintering audience. 

The Relationship between Financing 
Production and Production Norms

Though I examine the aspects of financing and economics involving audi-
ences and advertisers in chapter 5, assessing the financing of television pro-
duction—the making of television—requires understanding that the tech-
niques used to fund productions routinely costing millions of dollars per 
hour have enormous implications for the shows that are made and many of 
the general dynamics of the television industry. Developing programs is one 
of the most difficult, uncertain, and therefore risky aspects of television pro-
duction. In the early days of television, networks produced their own pro-
gramming or received it from sponsors—as they had when they operated 
as radio networks—but television shows were far more costly than those of 
radio because of the added labor and complexity of visual recording. As the 
television era began, the networks sought to decrease the risks involved in 
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creating programs by licensing them from film studios. This strategy was 
economically prudent: the film industry already had established facilities 
and structures for visual media. Consequently, a key practice of creating tele-
vision involved dividing the process between two different entities: the stu-
dios that create the programs and the networks that organize and distribute 
them. Although these are distinct tasks, the networks still engage in “cre-
ative” activities such as selecting programs and often directly shape the cre-
ative direction of their shows. 

Splitting the roles of studios and networks necessitated a means for financ-
ing television series appropriate to the varied risks and rewards inherent in 
the separation. A practice known as “deficit financing” consequently devel-
oped—an arrangement in which the network pays a license fee to the studio 
that makes a show in exchange for the right to air the show. The license fee 
typically allows the network to air an episode a few times (a first and rerun 
episode), but the studio retains ownership of the show. In effect, then, the 
license fee just allows the network to borrow the show, but this first licensor 
has considerable input on creative matters. Studios keep subsequent licen-
sors’ likely tastes and needs in mind, but these entities rarely imprint upon 
the television text to nearly the extent of the original licensor—at least in the 
system that has existed to date. Importantly, the license fee does not fully 
cover the costs of production, which creates the “deficit” of deficit financing. 
The studio absorbs the difference between the cost of production and the 
license fee, which can now amount to as much as millions of dollars for each 
season. If the network orders enough episodes, the studio can then resell 
the series in various other markets, though the studio typically has had to 
wait as many as five years before receiving the revenue of these sales.2 As an 
illustration of the exceptional profits earned by a rare show, CBS’s CEO, Les 
Moonves, noted in 2012 that I Love Lucy, a show last produced in 1957, still 
delivered $20 million in annual revenue.3

Deficit financing minimized the substantial risks and costs of develop-
ing programs for the networks while initially affording the studios consid-
erable benefits as well. In the case of successful series, the studio receives 
a large return on its investment when it sells the show in a combination of 
later markets, called syndication windows, because the sales provide nearly 
pure profit: no additional work typically goes into the show and the network 
receives none of the payment.4 However, if the show is unsuccessful and 
does not produce enough episodes to be syndicated, or if no buyers want 
the show, the production company must absorb the difference between the 
cost of production and the original license fee. For example, in the late 1990s, 
an hour-long broadcast-network drama typically cost approximately $1.2 
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million per episode to produce, with broadcast networks paying $800,000 to 
$1 million per episode in licensing fees.5 Assuming the standard twenty-two-
episode season, a production studio might lose anywhere from $4.4 to $8.8 
million on a season of episodes. If the ratio of license fees to production costs 
remained constant—which is unlikely because producers usually renegotiate 
license fees after a few years and talent costs commonly escalate as well—the 
production company would assume $22 to $44 million of debt by the fifth 
season. At that point the series would reach the one hundred episodes then 
commonly necessary for “syndication,” a process by which the studio resells 
the series in multiple markets, such as domestic broadcast affiliates, cable 
channels, and networks in any number of other countries to recoup its costs. 

According to this scenario, a typical late-1990s drama would likely be sold 
both to a cable channel and international buyers, in addition, perhaps, to 
local stations for once-a-week airing, typically on weekends. For example, 
CSI was the last series CBS added to its schedule in 2000, and although the 
network expected little from it, CSI quickly became the season’s breakout 
hit and regularly ranked among the most-watched shows each season.6 The 
series was coproduced by Alliance Atlantis and CBS Productions. CBS Pro-
ductions (through the commonly owned distribution company King World) 
sold the first domestic syndication run of the series to the cable network 
Spike for $1.6 million per episode and then sold the series to individual sta-
tions throughout the United States, while Alliance Atlantis sold the series 
in 177 different international markets for at least $1 million per episode in 
each major market.7 The series also developed into a franchise—adding CSI: 
Miami and CSI: NY—and although the original CSI remained the most pop-
ular of the three in the United States, by 2006, CSI: Miami was the top U.S. 
show around the globe and had earned $6.4 million from DVD sales.8 As late 
as 2013, the investment fund Content Partners purchased a 50 percent inter-
est in the franchise from Goldman Sachs for $400 million.9 This stake enti-
tled Content Partners to a share in the future rights to the series, of which 
only the original—the Las Vegas–based CSI—remained in production. The 
price the group was willing to pay suggests the perceived value of the fran-
chise, which included over 720 episodes when purchased. 

The deficit financing system established early in U.S. television produc-
tion continues to dominate norms, although important dynamics in the 
relationship between studios and networks have changed in important 
ways. In the 1960s, the networks had the upper hand in dealings because 
of their monopsony power as the only three buyers of content, and the net-
works attained greater control and less risk by forcing production compa-
nies to deficit finance their programs while also demanding a percentage of 
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the syndication revenues. This “profit participation” by the networks caused 
many production companies to struggle financially, especially independent 
producers—those not aligned with a major studio—because they needed all 
of the revenue from successes to offset both the cost of failures and the sub-
stantial overhead expenses of production. Networks obtained profit partici-
pation in as much as 91 percent of programming by the mid-1960s, which led 
the government to intervene with regulations called the fin-syn rules at the 
beginning of the 1970s.10 

The fin-syn rules prohibited networks from holding a stake in program 
ownership and having a financial stake in the syndicated programming they 
aired, as well as limiting the number of hours of programming per week that 
they could produce. Much of the power that the networks developed before 
the rules did not result from any formal collusion, but from their status as the 
only three potential buyers for series. The control of distribution by the three 
networks defined the relationship between studios and networks and signifi-
cantly disadvantaged production companies that had little recourse against 
network strong-arming. The realignment of power between producers and 
distributors—the networks—in September 1971 by the FCC-mandated fin-
syn rules and the consent decrees put forth by the U.S. district court might 
be considered the first disruption of dominant network-era production pro-
cesses. Many regard the years subsequent to the rules’ enactment as a golden 
era of independent production, marked by the heyday of MTM Enterprises 
(producers of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Lou Grant, Bob Newhart) and 
Norman Lear’s Tandem Productions (All in the Family, Good Times, The Jef-
fersons), among others. 

But as the television marketplace began to change with the introduc-
tion of cable and the emergence of new broadcast networks such as FOX, 
the networks agitated for the elimination or reduction in the rules on the 
grounds that there were now more places to sell programming. The intro-
duction of cable channels initially wasn’t all that persuasive an argument, as 
these channels had particular foci (CNN: news; MTV: videos) and none had 
programming budgets comparable to the broadcast networks. Because FOX 
did not provide the full day of programming common to other broadcast-
ers and only two-thirds of the prime-time programming, it received exemp-
tion from the fin-syn rules, which arguably marked the significant begin-
ning of their demise. While a threat to eliminate the rules surfaced as early 
as 1983, it finally materialized in 1991, when the FCC began eroding the rules, 
which were completely removed by 1995 just as the WB and UPN entered the 
broadcast competition as non–full-service networks and superficially dou-
bled broadcast competition from the network-era norm.11 
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The lifting of the rules immediately changed the dynamic between stu-
dios and networks. The mid- to late 1990s was a period of pronounced con-
glomeration in the media industries, and as soon as regulators eliminated 
the rules, each network began populating its schedule with new shows pur-
chased nearly exclusively from studios owned by the network or from within 
the conglomerate owning the network—what I will refer to as “common 
ownership.” This preponderance of common ownership, or “vertical inte-
gration” in the vernacular of economics, radically redefined relationships 
between studios and networks and adjusted financing norms. Networks 
prioritized content generated by commonly owned studios and again often 
demanded a share of syndication revenues in order for a show not produced 
by a commonly owned studio to receive a place on the schedule. These were 
typically called “coproduction” deals—a misleading term because the com-
monly owned studio that was added to “coproduce” often supplied minimal, 
if any, support, but still earned the rights to syndication profits. Such profit 
participation was a nuisance for major studios, while it substantially disad-
vantaged independent producers because they depended upon all possible 
syndication revenue. 

The key reason the networks contracted with commonly owned studios 
was a desire to accrue syndication profits, but another reason was fear that the 
top shows would demand exorbitant license fee increases after their original 
three- or five-year agreements expired. High-profile cases emerged at NBC 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s with its license negotiations for the Warner 
Bros.–produced shows Friends and ER. As Wolf notes in this chapter’s epi-
graph, the license fee for ER increased to $12 million per episode at one point, 
ten times the original fee; Warren Littlefield, then president of entertainment 
at NBC, succinctly notes, “We didn’t own ER. We just rented it. After the first 
four years, we rented it for a lot more.”12 These shows could have been pur-
chased by another network if Warner Bros.’ license fee demands were not 
met, as happened in the case of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, which moved from 
the WB to UPN in 2001.13 Although few cases of shows moving to a different 
network actually occurred, the threat—particularly for top audience-drawing 
shows—was significant enough that networks sought a share in as much pro-
gramming as possible in order to maintain greater control. 

Common ownership among studios and networks created a mutual inter-
est in success, but the performance of the network and that of the studio 
were evaluated separately within the conglomerate, and each had to meet 
unit budget goals. Consequently, even intra-conglomerate deals remained 
competitive. For instance, Warner Bros. studio could not absorb a substan-
tial loss on a show just to help the WB decrease license fee expenses. Some 
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advantage might be offered, as in the case of 20th Century Fox studio sell-
ing a syndication run of The X-Files to commonly owned FX for less than 
market value. Such uncompetitive practices were occasionally revealed, as 
occurred in this case, when the actor David Duchovny successfully settled 
a suit against the studio because the cheaper sale of the program decreased 
his residual earnings.14 Common ownership of a studio and a network did 
not provide either entity with carte blanche. Various aspects of the indus-
trial and organizational structures of television production—whether the 
independent evaluation of different divisions within the conglomerate or the 
separate stakes in production profits often held by actors and producers—
curtailed the unrestrained provision of advantage that could develop. 

The advantage of deals among commonly owned entities results from 
the increased likelihood that they would negotiate with a sense of equity 
although not necessarily discount. Paying $10 million per episode of Friends 
was detrimental to NBC, and Warner Bros. may not have pushed for such 
unprecedented payment had it been negotiating with a commonly owned 
network.15 Abuses certainly could and did occur, but many counterexam-
ples in which commonly owned networks lost out in bidding or commonly 
owned networks beat competitive offers also emerged. Such varied evidence 
made it difficult to sustain claims about the uniform behavior of conglomer-
ates.16 Still, the alignment of common ownership represented a considerable 
shift in practice and created a competitive advantage for commonly owned 
studios that made the financial model of scripted series creation untenable 
for independent producers.17 

The practice of deficit financing continued with few exceptions as a domi-
nant practice for financing series despite the development of common own-
ership, though this adjustment in the balance of industrial power between 
networks and studios produced unanticipated costs, quite literally. A panel of 
studio and network executives at the 2007 National Association of Television 
Program Executives (NATPE) conference agreed that common ownership 
of studios and networks had contributed to rapidly escalating programming 
costs—the typical cost for an hour-long broadcast show jumped from $1.2 
million in the late 1990s to $3 million by the mid-2000s—as they noted it 
was easier to approve incremental cost increases for productions when one 
entity had a stake in production and distribution.18 The common-ownership 
model allows the conglomerate the opportunity for immediate revenue from 
production expenditures—in the form of advertising revenue—as well as the 
later revenue available from syndication, increasing the incentive for incre-
mental spending that is perceived as the difference between success and 
failure—though this can never be known with any certainty. And once one 
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studio makes a successful show with a $3 million budget, so must others to 
compete. Some on the panel noted that escalating production costs are also 
likely to have contributed to the troubled status of independent producers, 
who are less able to afford such incremental spending.19 Common ownership 
and coproduction particularly disadvantaged independent producers—so 
much so that by the end of 2005 the production of prime-time scripted series 
was no longer a viable possibility for independent producers.20 

The economic norm of deficit financing and then seeking syndication 
revenues remains relatively constant in television production, despite other 
adjustments in production norms introduced in the early post-network era. 
At the 2004 NATPE conference, Caryn Mandabach notably proclaimed that 
“deficit financing is dead.” Mandabach was a partner of the once legendary 
(but by then defunct) independent production company Carsey-Werner-
Mandabach, which created The Cosby Show, Roseanne, and That ’70s Show 
among others, so her opinion on the matter earned consideration, and it 
was echoed by a number of executives speaking at the conference that year. 
Nonetheless, deficit financing has lived on and still remains dominant for 
funding scripted series in 2014. Rather than portending the death of deficit 
financing, what the executives were really speaking to was the inability of 
the system to persist in its existing form; demand for higher-budget content 
emerged at the same time networks were less able to provide the mass audi-
ences desired by advertisers. 

A variety of unconventional financing experiments has emerged during 
the preliminary years of the post-network era in an effort to reinvent pro-
duction-side financial norms in relation to the distribution possibilities now 
characteristic of the industry. Though none of these experiments has become 
particularly common, their emergence provides evidence of the limitations of 
the status quo. As in the case of the textual differences of cable original series 
discussed subsequently, these different financing practices also introduce 
changes in production practices and the content the industry might produce.

Despite the significant shifts in the broader industrial relationships 
between studios and networks introduced by the creation and then elimi-
nation of the fin-syn rules, the particular allocation of risk and reward of 
deficit financing allowed a fairly consistent set of production norms for 
broadcast television. Though budgets expanded significantly over time, 
many of the other features remained constant, such as the norm of seven 
or eight days of shooting per episode, most of which is done on a set with 
fixed camera setups that are carefully lit to shoot action from one angle, then 
reset to shoot from the other and edited together in post-production. A full 
season included twenty-one or twenty-two episodes that would air from late 
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September through May, with rerun episodes interspersed. Many of the new 
costs were related to increased shooting on-location and the growing use of 
sophisticated visual effects, such as those featured in mid-2000s series such 
as Lost, Heroes, or 24. Series such as these raised the stakes and expectations 
of television, though networks and studios quickly learned that audiences 
also required carefully crafted stories and characters, which proved more dif-
ficult to replicate than the visual effects.

Many of these norms of production and airing schedules established 
decades ago still undergird most hour-long, scripted broadcast television 
production; however, both scripted series produced originally for cable 
channels and unscripted television series introduced alternatives in the 
preliminary post-network period that coexisted with legacy practices and 
even suggested some evidence of eroding broadcast norms. There is not a 
simple cause-and-effect story for the flurry of simultaneous adjustments in 
the broader programming landscape, though the most significant force for 
change likely came from cable channels’ moves into original scripted series 
production. As already established, throughout the 1980s and 1990s, cable 
channels gradually drew away many members of the broadcast audience, 
but in these decades, mainly did so by offering the same programming or 
type of programming offered by broadcasters. By the beginning of the 2000s, 
though, cable began to establish itself as a site for original programming and 
introduced a variety of new production norms. 

A confluence of industrial differences encouraged cable channels to 
develop content that was a clear formal alternative to broadcast offerings. 
For the most part, basic cable did not keep up with the budgetary arms race 
of broadcasters and instead experimented with various techniques to con-
tain costs, including handheld shooting, producing outside Los Angeles, and 
changing the series order and release schedule. A norm among cable series 
quickly developed of much shorter, thirteen-episode seasons, with episodes 
aired in consecutive weeks instead of the broadcast strategy of spreading 
content out by including several weeks of reruns. These shorter seasons were 
also important for luring writing and acting talent that had avoided televi-
sion because of the intense demands of the twenty-two-episode season. A 
thirteen-episode commitment was also less demanding of viewers, and cable 
channels also often provided many reairings of a new episode each week, 
especially before VOD offerings became plentiful. The combination of fewer 
episodes and greater access to each episode defied the conditions that led 
broadcasters away from incorporating much seriality in their storytell-
ing. Fewer episodes also allowed writers more time for plotting and story 
crafting, which in some cases yielded more “complex” television on cable.21 
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Further, cable channels’ dual income streams from advertising and subscrip-
tion fees allowed them to target more niche audiences and to find success by 
providing advertisers particular types of viewers rather than a mass audi-
ence. Many early cable originals consequently featured far less conventional 
characters, uncommon settings, and more serialized storytelling than typical 
of broadcast networks. 

Adjustments in television style were also apparent, though they are not 
all related to the shifting industrial norms focused on here. During the early 
2000s many series broke from network-era stylistic conventions. In the case 
of the half-hour comedy, this was evident in the erosion of the long common, 
three-camera, proscenium stage style that was often shot in front of a stu-
dio audience. After broad comedy hits recorded in this style, such as Seinfeld, 
Friends, and Everybody Loves Raymond, completed their runs, the networks 
struggled to create mass audience replacements. There was considerable dis-
cussion of the “death” of the sitcom as single-camera comedies shot “film”-
style became more prevalent, though failed to achieve comparable success. 
These comedies, shows such as Scrubs and Sex and the City, used the oppor-
tunities of this style to incorporate storytelling techniques such as voiceovers, 
flashbacks, and fantasy sequences unavailable to comedies shot live.

Paradoxically, as single-camera comedies provided an alternative to the 
multi-camera norm in that genre, some dramas began to replace the single-
camera, film-style norm of drama with multiple cameras. Traditionally, a 
dyadic scene in a drama was shot from one direction, then reset (a process 
of repositioning cameras and relighting that easily takes more than an hour) 
and shot from the other perspective. Though editing makes this process 
seamless, it can produce more staid acting performances because actors have 
to perform multiple takes and know when they are actually being filmed. In 
an interview with the journalist Alan Sepinwall, Friday Night Lights’ producer 
Jason Katims explained the show’s use of multi-camera shooting techniques: 

The single essential ingredient about the show was that we had three cam-
eras shooting in this particular style. Through [the] majority of the film-
ing, we would be shooting both sides of the scene at once. If it was a Tyra 
and Tami scene, one camera would be behind Tyra shooting Tami, the 
other side would be behind Tami shooting Tyra, but doing it in such a way 
that they weren’t filming each other. It allowed the actors to have a very 
naturalistic way of performing. They were able to respond to each other in 
the moment. They didn’t have to worry about matching what was done in 
the previous take, they didn’t have to worry about overlapping with each 
other, because the artifice of filmmaking was taken out of the process.22 
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William H. Macy, who stars in Shameless, has also spoken of the way 
multiple handheld cameras can change an actor’s performance. In an inter-
view with Terri Gross, he reaffirms Katims’s suggestion of greater naturalism 
because the actor has much less sense of what is being shot when scenes are 
filmed this way.23 He explained that actors can be overly self-conscious about 
the close-up shots that punctuate a major scene, and these are specifically 
set up in single-camera shooting so that the actor knows when the big take 
occurs. In three-camera production, one camera might catch this version at 
the same time another has been shooting a wide shot, freeing an actor from 
forcing this key take in a way different from the rest of the scene. 

In this case, the stylistic innovation of shooting with multiple cameras 
developed as a result of digital camera technology that allowed for handheld 
cameras that could capture images without the shaky style common of The 
Shield or Southland, shows that use the unstable image to reinforce a sense of 
spontaneous action. With stability controls, the cameras could move between 
the interactions in a scene, often without the actors knowing what was being 
shot. This technique can be employed as a way to shoot scripts more quickly; 
the time saved by not having to set multiple versions of the same scene can 
save enough time to reduce an episode’s shooting time by a day, which was 
the motivation for using this style on The Shield (discussed more in chapter 
7). The relevant point here is more of innovation and experimentation with 
established production techniques that developed for technological, stylistic, 
and economic reasons. In many cases, productions for cable channels tried 
these experiments as part of their efforts to craft distinctive content, and 
often with the limitation of lower budgets.

Unscripted Series 

Notably, even before experimenting with scripted originals, many cable chan-
nels developed unscripted original programming, whether MTV’s Real World 
(1992–), Lifetime’s Project Runway (2004–), Bravo’s Real Housewives (2006–), 
which launched Bravo’s pop culture presence, or the exploits of Jon and Kate 
Plus 8 (2007–2011), which established TLC. These shows, and the unscripted 
endeavors of their broadcast competition (American Idol, Survivor, Dancing 
with the Stars), introduced different production economics and an alterna-
tive to deficit financing.24 Unlike scripted series, these shows typically have 
little syndicated value, so their costs must be recouped in their license fee or 
through the license fee and integrated commercial placement fees. 

A wide range of unscripted programming has emerged since 2000, and 
that range makes it impossible to speak of uniform norms in the form. 
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Unscripted programming generally costs less to produce—for example, an 
episode of the docusoap Ice Road Truckers was estimated to cost “well under 
$500,000” an hour in 2007.25 The same report notes that “conventional net-
work reality shows” cost “$1.5 million to $2 million” per hour, indicating that 
unscripted programming costs could quickly escalate toward scripted costs, 
but without the subsequent revenue windows.26 

Unscripted series introduced a variability in production costs that was 
important for networks balancing the increasing costs of scripted series. In 
some cases the unscripted series provided networks with programs with a 
live appeal similar to that of sports, which might better guarantee that adver-
tisements would be viewed, and viewed soon after the live airing. Though 
there may be little in the production financing of unscripted series that might 
be applied to the scripted world, the emergence of this form in the early days 
of the post-network era has been important for expanding the array of televi-
sion narratives in circulation.

Independent and Outside Financing 

Part of the reason for the persistence of deficit financing has been that it 
allowed the studios to become veritable banks once the system was estab-
lished. Where the manufacturer of another type of good would go to a bank 
for a loan to develop a new product, the unpredictability of cultural indus-
tries made bank lending or investment rare. There was little collateral to off-
set the bank’s risk, and bankers could hardly assume the risk of predicting the 
likely success of cultural products. The studio, on the other hand, is expert in 
the creation of content and therefore better positioned to risk money earned 
from past successes in the pursuit of additional properties with long syndica-
tion lives and profit streams. The alternative to financing through a studio is 
so-called independent financing, which has a long history in the film indus-
try, but this has only recently emerged as a way to finance television produc-
tion. In the film industry, independent financing has been a key source for 
the creation of films deemed too risky or lacking in the properties of likely 
commercial success; directors who are not beholden to a studio for fund-
ing also have greater creative autonomy. The film industry also began using 
financing from hedge funds and other large investors in the 1980s and 1990s. 
Hedge funds invest in film “slates” that offer a mix of films. The outside fund-
ing supporting television to date has been project-specific.

The challenges of the evolving television industry led to experiments 
with independent financing of television. One of the most widely discussed 
cases was the financing of the third season of the TNT caper drama Leverage 
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by Winchester Capital Management. This case was unusual for a variety of 
reasons: the series creator, Dean Devlin, had a preexisting relationship with 
TNT after producing a successful series of films and was able to self-finance 
the first two seasons; and the financing wasn’t sought until the third season, 
by which point the series had established itself and its popularity. Most pro-
ducers would not be able to finance the initial, most risky season needed to 
create a track record, so while this case is notable, it doesn’t provide a widely 
applicable model of funding.

But this type of funding structure is important because it allows, in the words 
of Ted Sarandos, the chief content officer at Netflix, a “shift” in “the develop-
ment burden to the producer,” a risk borne more heavily in the past by the dis-
tributor (network).27 Though placing such costs on a producer isn’t likely desir-
able, it also creates a mechanism by which the passionate producer has a way 
to circumvent studios unwilling to take a risk on an idea—which has been one 
contribution of the independent film sector to that industry. Sarandos explains 
how Netflix utilized this strategy in developing House of Cards, noting that it 
gave the director, David Fincher, a two-season, twenty-six-hour commitment. 
The funding for the series, though, was secured through the independent stu-
dio Media Rights Capital, which is backed by Goldman Sachs, AT&T, WPP 
Group, and ABRY Partners. As in the case of Leverage, the expansion of Media 
Rights Capital—traditionally an independent film financier—into television 
suggests the transition of independent film norms into television. 

The emergence of companies specializing in providing independent fund-
ing for television could have significant implications for the organization of 
the industry. Though taking on more financial risk may be undesirable for 
producers, the relationships typically crafted with this type of financier allow 
greater creative freedom and may provide increased latitude in the variety of 
deals made with distributors. For House of Cards, this meant that MRC paid 
the costs of developing the show and outlining the first two seasons before 
sharing it with—and receiving input from—any network. One account notes 
that Netflix’s deal for House of Cards allows it exclusivity for four years, after 
which MRC can license the rights through conventional routes, though Net-
flix is also reported to have paid a steep license fee (above $4 million per 
episode) for the first two seasons.28 

New Distribution Models

Related experimentation can be seen in the distributor Debmar-Mercu-
ry’s disruption of the deeply entrenched model for comedy syndication. In 
2006 the company established a $200 million distribution agreement for a 
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hundred episodes of the first-run syndicated comedy Tyler Perry’s House of 
Payne on the cable channel TBS, followed by a run on FOX-owned stations 
a year later; more recently Lionsgate TV (Lionsgate now owns Debmar-
Mercury) used this same model to produce the Charlie Sheen vehicle Anger 
Management and George Lopez’s Saint George for FX.29 Such deals entirely 
circumvent the broadcast networks, which are normally the original licensors 
for comedies, and the arrangement, now called 10-90 sitcoms, guarantees an 
episode order substantial enough that the studio can be certain it will be able 
to seek revenue from subsequent windows and do so more quickly than the 
usual production pace, which requires five years before a hundred episodes 
can be amassed. These deals require a channel to license and schedule a test 
run of ten episodes, and if the episodes achieve a predetermined ratings tar-
get, the cable channel is obligated to license ninety more episodes over two 
years. Debmar-Mercury can then sell secondary rights within two years.

While innovative in many ways, this model also has significant implica-
tions for production. As the industry journalist Cynthia Littleton notes, it 
“leaves showrunners no margin for screwups, reshoots or unplanned hiatuses 
to rethink story arcs.”30 Bruce Helford, the producer of Anger Management, 
describes the process as “backwards,” but favorably so. For the first batch 
of ten episodes, Helford prepared and shot each episode over two days, in 
comparison with the five-day schedule common for a broadcast network sit-
com—though Tyler Perry’s shows have even produced three episodes a week. 
Helford explains that a strength of the initial ten-episode order derives from 

not trying to stuff everything into a pilot to get it to test well. And you 
really have to go on your gut instincts. You don’t have the time to over-
think things, and the actors don’t have the time to get tired of the material. 
That gives it an honest spontaneity that you don’t always see in sitcoms.31 

Helford’s final point is a preference for the adjustment in the dynamic 
between the producer and studio executives that the 10-90 format requires. 
The fast and relentless pace leaves little opportunity for network involve-
ment, which allows the creator more autonomy. 

Many of the changes in production norms introduced at the transition to 
the post-network era resulted from financial crisis and the need to find ways to 
produce less expensive content. The 10-90 comedies produced to date have not 
been hailed as exemplars of creative innovation or advancements in television 
comedy, but they suggest an adjustment in the television business. In the case of 
Tyler Perry’s shows, the 10-90 format has surely contributed to Perry’s uncom-
mon success in bringing majority-black–cast entertainment to television.
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Online Originals and Other Still Experimental Forms 

As Internet sites such as YouTube, FunnyorDie.com, Hulu, and Yahoo have 
endeavored beyond distribution into original “series” creation, yet other 
models for production are emerging. In some cases, the established stu-
dios produce the content in a scaled-down model of what is common for 
broadcast and cable production. In other cases, a corollary to the indepen-
dent financier can be seen supporting the work of producers who have built 
an audience based on videos made as amateurs; in this case, producers have 
acquired Kickstarter and other fan-funded backing. For example, Freddie 
Wong, known better as FreddieW, produced the Video Game High School 
web series, raised over a million dollars for multiple seasons through a Kick-
starter campaign, and secured a sponsorship deal with Dodge.32 Wong was 
also able to leverage the Kickstarter success and substantial YouTube sub-
scriber base to gain production support from YouTube, including use of its 
YouTube Space Los Angeles studio.

At least as of 2014, it could be argued that YouTube was creating a space 
for content different from what might be found on conventionally distributed 
television. Where Hulu’s experiment with the original series Battleground 
and Yahoo’s Burning Love looked much like low-budget knockoffs, YouTube 
provided a forum for voices not likely to be found on broadcast networks 
or cable channels. Freddie Wong is a good example, but so too are the You-
Tube channels YOMYOMF and Awkward Black Girl, which have developed 
large subscriber bases for content—or at least acting and writing talent—still 
missing from the post-network abundance. Though YouTube’s “channeliza-
tion” efforts have not been particularly successful, the funded channels do 
help amateurs transition into professional video makers, and shifts toward 
subscription funding may offer further support for this content. YOMYOMF, 
which receives funding from YouTube, well illustrates what Alex Cross, You-
Tube’s head of original programming, describes as the goal of the funded 
channels: “YouTube encourages people who are smart, engaged, and curious, 
as well as underserved in other media.”33

But by 2013, a much less optimistic vision of these online portals also 
emerged. Two of YouTube’s most high-profile channels, Machinima and 
Maker Studios, were openly critiqued by some of their most popular talent 
for a range of offenses including inequitable ad revenue sharing and forc-
ing contracts that required creators to give up rights in perpetuity, often 
on young talent lacking access to representation.34 Many of these disputes 
garnered a lot of attention within the subcommunities of YouTube chan-
nels, and social media have provided opportunities for aggrieved parties to 
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publicize the conditions of their contracts, though several such videos have 
also quickly disappeared or gone private. It is clear that digital distribution 
hasn’t led to a democratic utopia that only the most naïve would have sup-
posed. Only time will tell whether the conditions of producing in the con-
ventional industry and the emerging industry will remain distinct and how 
they will differ. Disney was in talks to buy Maker Studios for $500 million as 
I finished the book, while Machinima had recently received an $18 million 
investment from Warner Bros., which suggested a coming need to rethink 
the place of both entities relative to new and legacy media industries. These 
developments mirrored the model of many other industries that outsource 
research and development activities to entrepreneurs and then purchase 
needed technology or expertise once it proves successful. 

The model of web distribution and Kickstarter funding suggests the most 
direct funding model possible, with creators developing content funded 
directly by fans. This strategy remained most preliminary, though widely 
discussed, as the book was completed. In recent months, the industry estab-
lishment turned directly to these funding mechanisms that developed to aid 
those without access to studio support. The success of Rob Thomas’s Kick-
starter campaign to fund a Veronica Mars movie in early 2013 drew signifi-
cant attention to the ability of social media outlets such as Twitter to connect 
fans of shows outside the most successful and created a heady environment 
that imagined a mechanism for funding television production that allowed 
audiences greater feedback and even a stake in the process, or at a minimum, 
could “prove” fan interest in concepts of which studios were unconvinced.

Though the array of online original series continues to expand, the bounty 
of content and the lack of certain economic models have left the future role 
of this content unclear. As of 2014, online originals seemed to operate simi-
larly to baseball’s “farm league” system. The online distribution provided a 
way for new voices to be heard, and those deemed “successful” typically used 
that success to secure subsequent projects on broadcast and cable. Though 
it remains possible that circumstances will be different in the future, adver-
tiser-supported online video was primarily a means to enter the industry as 
of 2014. To some degree, the shows developed for online original subscrip-
tion services such as Amazon or Netflix function differently than those 
supported through advertising because the goal of this original content is 
to drive subscriptions, and perhaps technology sales in the case of Amazon. 
Though it remains early for online original video, it also remains to be seen 
whether a profitable business can be sustained in online distribution alone.

A final experiment bridges established and emerging digital produc-
tion and distribution and suggests the possibilities of this environment for 
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established, though niche, performers. The comedian Louis C.K. drew a 
lot of attention in December 2011 when his direct-sale concert experiment 
netted $1 million in just three weeks. C.K. charged $5 per download and 
bypassed traditional distributors with a performance video filmed over two 
live performances and edited and directed by C.K. at a cost of $170,000. In a 
blog post recounting the details of the production, C.K. noted that he earned 
far more than expected. He donated a quarter of the profits, used another 
quarter as a bonus for his staff, and noted in a post made just four days after 
releasing the video and earning an impressive $200,000, that he’d made 

less than I would have been paid by a large company to simply perform the 
show and let them sell it to you, but they would have charged you about 
$20 for the video. They would have given you an encrypted and regionally 
restricted video of limited value, and they would have owned your private 
information for their own use. They would have withheld international 
availability indefinitely.35 

The outcome of C.K.’s experiment was a valuable lesson for those who could 
afford to develop the digital distribution infrastructure—which C.K. priced 
at $32,000—illustrating that “conventional” pay rates can be achieved and 
surpassed for established artists, while also maintaining complete creative 
control.

As everything from Kickstarter campaigns to direct-to-consumer comedy 
shows suggest, the likely production norms of the post-network era remain 
far from certain. Most basically, the massive expansion in distribution 
explored in the next chapter has enabled a range of new practices to emerge. 
Many of the norms of the network era and multi-channel transition remain 
in place, though they are clearly being challenged, and within a few years, 
funding strategies that appear as mere experiments now will likely become 
more established. The multiplicity of types of “television” that now can be 
created and distributed suggests that it is unlikely that the industry will ever 
be so dominated by monolithic production norms again, so the question 
is not which of these or other funding strategies will replace deficit financ-
ing. The financial imperative of creating shows likely to succeed in syndica-
tion led studios to produce certain types of series—typically those with an 
established record, such as law, police, or hospital shows—and decreased the 
likelihood of producing less conventional fare. Multiple funding, produc-
tion, and distribution models enable the creation of some content that might 
reach vast audiences and others that reach quite narrow segments, and both 
might be understood as successful by a variety of measures.
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Labored Relations 

Many activities are involved in the creation of television programming. 
Practices such as deficit financing and federal regulation such as the fin-syn 
rules operate at a macro level and exist as given norms of operation for those 
who work in the industry on a day-to-day basis. There are also many other 
important aspects of making television that are not externally imposed, one 
of which encompasses the working conditions and standard labor practices 
of the industry. By the end of the multi-channel transition, the Hollywood 
creative community at the center of U.S. television production featured many 
norms increasingly atypical of U.S. labor relations. Hollywood continued to 
operate with an unusual level of unionization; almost all work in the main-
stream creative industries relies upon a collectivized entity to negotiate basic 
fee scales for work and residual payments on content. While the mainte-
nance of union and guild centrality in Hollywood might be almost inexpli-
cable relative to the union-busting and destabilization of workers’ collectives 
throughout the United States, it does support the notion suggested by many 
who study creative industries and argue that this work involves features fun-
damentally distinct from most others.36 

Despite the centrality of Hollywood’s collectivized workforce, major labor 
disputes emerged throughout the multi-channel transition as studios and 
networks tried to save money by decreasing labor costs. The media scholar 
Chad Raphael notes that in the 1980s and early 1990s, five creative industry 
unions went on strike once (the National Association of Broadcast Employ-
ees and Technicians, the Directors Guild of America, the American Federa-
tion of Musicians, the Screen Extras Guild, and the American Federation of 
Television and Radio Artists); and the powerful Screen Actors Guild went 
on strike twice and the Writers Guild of America three times.37 The 1988 
Writers Guild strike lasted twenty-two weeks, delayed the premiere of the 
1988 season, and cost the industry an estimated $500 million.38 Indeed, the 
costs of this strike for both sides continued to weigh particularly heavily as 
new contracts created patchwork agreements for much of the multi-channel 
transition. Difficulty keeping labor agreements up-to-date with adjustments 
throughout the television industry resulted in a three-and-a-half-month 
strike by the WGA that concluded in February 2008. 

New technologies and distribution windows have been particularly chal-
lenging for existing labor agreements. One issue developed from a deal 
agreed upon in the mid-1980s that established the residuals creative talent 
would earn on VHS sales that remained in effect through 2006—by which 
point DVD distribution had become a $4 billion industry, and various online 
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distribution formats were exploding. The key contention for creative tal-
ent resulted from the categorization of new technologies as “home video” 
rather than as “pay-TV,” which earned four times as much.39 Likewise, deals 
for cable production crafted in the 1990s remained in effect despite the sub-
stantial change in the type of programming and budgets of these networks, 
and creative talent such as writers began losing valuable income from rerun 
airings when networks decreased this practice as audiences embraced the 
new control and choice available. As new digital distribution platforms 
enabled studios and networks to experiment with allowing viewers previ-
ously unimagined access to programs, the industry lacked policies regarding 
how this distribution should be considered and what rights different creative 
workers possessed. Networks and studios also began creating supplemen-
tary content distributed on show websites, and it was unclear how the labor 
involved with these efforts should be remunerated. The guilds wanted com-
pensation appropriate to their contribution to these new ventures, which 
threatened studio and network shares of the new bounty. 

The new technologies and distribution formats that made previous con-
tracts outdated indicate just one point of tension for the television indus-
try’s uncertain labor market. Some television producers had evaded the cost 
of union production by fleeing Hollywood in a practice known as “runaway 
production” and led many to worry about the future of work in this “indus-
try town,” although it was the already diminished film industry production 
that was primarily responsible for reducing the available work in the imme-
diate Los Angeles area. Television work began climbing slowly in the early 
1990s in response to new broadcast and cable needs and reached a peak in 
2002, the year it bested feature films as the area’s primary production activ-
ity.40 During this time, much television was also produced outside the city; 
while 75 percent of prime-time series were shot in Los Angeles in 2005, only 
44 percent of surveyed cable programs were filmed there, and 2012 featured a 
record number of new drama series shot outside California.41 One way cable 
has been able to afford original programming has been by moving produc-
tion to Canada, where producers avoid union rates and, in the 1990s and 
early 2000s, benefited from a weaker Canadian dollar. Some dramas that 
aired on the WB and UPN (later the CW) were also shot outside Los Angeles 
in response to the efforts of various cities and states throughout the United 
States that offer tax incentives to encourage the financial boost of production 
spending; most of the shift has been to New York. 

The labor conditions at the heart of the union and guild strikes and run-
away production affected the creation of programming in various ways. 
Although some people may associate fame and stardom with working in 
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television, the percentage of workers who achieve household name rec-
ognition is infinitesimally small relative to the number of people required 
throughout the production process. The guilds and unions have functioned 
primarily to secure basic rights and suitable working conditions for those 
paid at base level, as the irregularity of production and the high demand for 
jobs have created ample opportunities to exploit this particularly unstable 
labor force. As the economic conditions of the industry changed in relation 
to the adjustments examined here, networks and studios sought cost savings 
wherever possible, and, with wages forming a large component of produc-
tion budgets, these savings often came at workers’ expense. 

Raphael argues that early in the multi-channel transition the economic 
conditions and practices of the newly acquired broadcast networks contrib-
uted greatly to labor unrest, and that skyrocketing star salaries drove produc-
tion costs so high that the networks had to begin including some low-cost 
programming. Such programming was first evident in shows like America’s 
Funniest Home Videos, then in the surplus of newsmagazines through much 
of the 1990s, and finally in the unscripted shows that did away with the need 
for many unionized employees, particularly actors and writers.42 Cost sav-
ing was an important factor in the surge in reality programming in the early 
2000s, but the novelty of reality shows, as well as the fact that they drew 
larger young audiences than other lower-budget programs, was also part of 
their appeal. Nonetheless, by the end of the multi-channel transition, the 
industry had begun running out of the stopgap solutions that had allowed it 
to continue operating by subtly modifying the network-era model. 

One of the consequences of adjustments in program financing models 
and outlets for video entertainment has been a significant disruption in the 
norms of industry compensation. Certainly many eagerly eyed the new rev-
enue streams available first from DVD sales and broadband distribution pos-
sibilities (which at that time seemed endless), but determining how those 
funds would be shared has proven to be difficult for the industry. 

Transitions in Programming 

Many of the features of television programming that we have long taken 
for granted—that shows should last thirty or sixty minutes and have com-
mercials embedded throughout, that they should air at the same time every 
week, that sometimes a network will air an episode that we’ve already seen—
result from network-era norms of program creation established by the 
broadcast networks. Many of these practices resulted from a negotiation of 
economic considerations in a manner that again underscores the intricate 
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connections among artistic and commercial components of cultural produc-
tion. For example, once it became technologically possible, the “rerun” was 
a key strategy of broadcast economics as it decreased the number of weeks 
that the networks needed to pay for new programming. Likewise, conven-
tional program lengths developed to facilitate the constant flow of program-
ming and included the use of commercial messages embedded at anticipat-
able intervals that became characteristic of U.S. commercial television. These 
norms differ from those of other countries in which networks might allow 
periods of blank screens to air because of irregular program lengths. 

The television season is a prototypical network-era concept, fundamental 
to a linear viewing environment, and emerged from factors of competition, 
audience research, and program acquisition and financing. The twenty-one- 
or twenty-two-episode seasons the networks purchased throughout much of 
the network era and multi-channel transition allowed the networks an ini-
tial airing and at least one rerun airing to fill a time slot for roughly forty-
three weeks of the year. Remaining weeks were left for specials, films, sports, 
and holiday programming. The television “season” provides a quintessential 
example of an industrial ritual with commercial and artistic ramifications. 
No external force mandated this practice, but once developed, it proved dif-
ficult to suspend. In the early 1960s the Big Three networks established the 
concept of the “television season” that mirrored the U.S. school year (more 
on this in chapter 5). Spanning September through May, the season remained 
dominant for four decades and then began declining in the early 2000s as a 
result of a number of competitive pressures.43 

The three networks did not establish this practice through formalized col-
lusion; rather, they developed and maintained the practice as an unofficial 
industrial norm of mutual benefit that freed them from the need and expense 
of purchasing new programming for the fifty-two weeks of the year. When the 
upstart network FOX sought entry to what seemed a zero-sum industry in the 
late 1980s, it achieved some success by launching new series during the sum-
mer, thereby counterprogramming the reruns of the Big Three with original 
shows. Competition from FOX initially was not significant enough for the 
Big Three to adjust their conventional practices, but in the late 1990s, cable 
networks launched original narrative series such as Any Day Now, Sex and 
the City, and Witchblade during the summer. The increasing loss of audience 
members to cable during summer months began to jeopardize the network-
era model of the television season, especially once the cable model of the 
year-round, rerun-free season emerged. Although broadcasters’ abdication of 
summer competition had been supported by industry beliefs in sizable drops 
in audiences during these months, such drops had become insubstantial by 
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the early 2000s. In the 1950s, the HUT (homes using television) level dropped 
28 percent during summer months, but the average summer use in 2003 mea-
sured just 5 percent lower than during the regular season.44 

Apart from the tendency of decreased television use in the summer, 
another rationale for the “television season” was maintaining optimal audi-
ences during the key “sweeps” months of November, February, May, and July, 
in which Nielsen collected national audience data. The Big Three networks 
consequently organized their schedules to debut programs in mid-Septem-
ber in order to acquaint viewers with new programs before the November 
measurement. They then scheduled new and rerun episodes throughout the 
year so that the season concluded with widely viewed finale episodes during 
the May measurement. By 1987, however, Nielsen had refined its technology 
to allow it to measure viewing practices on a nightly basis; the People Meter 
could sample enough homes nationwide to produce nightly ratings that were 
accurate nationally, but not in individual markets.45 This theoretically made 
sweeps periods unimportant to the networks’ national advertisers, but the 
networks continued sweeps-schedule “stunting” both because the period 
remained crucial for their local affiliates and because the networks earned 
most of their revenue from the affiliates that they owned and operated. In 
2004 Nielsen began implementing Local People Meter (LPM) technology in 
the largest markets, which enabled it to produce accurate local data nightly as 
well. Sweeps became functionally irrelevant to LPM markets, which included 
most of the networks’ owned and operated stations, and further diminished 
the need to maintain the network-era television season, though it has per-
sisted out of convention nevertheless. 

Adjustments to the television season affected other aspects of the process 
of programming, including the corresponding cycle of program develop-
ment. In the network era, the broadcast networks all began to develop new 
series in the late summer months, known as “pilot season” to some, during 
which program executives scheduled countless meetings with hopeful pro-
ducers who “pitched” new ideas. Based on their interest in the ideas and their 
needs, the networks committed to pilot scripts and even pilot productions 
during the winter, so that by early spring they would have a variety of pilot 
episodes or presentations to consider for the fall schedule they announced 
at the upfront presentation in May. (The upfront presentation immediately 
precedes the upfront advertising sales process, during which broadcast net-
works have historically sold 75 to 90 percent of the advertising time in their 
schedules for the upcoming season.) 

The broadcast networks’ shared schedule for program development affected 
the creative process itself, as well as power relations within the industry. On 
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the one hand, the shared calendar afforded creative talent a level of power, as 
networks wary of the scarcity of certain ideas sought to lock talent and ideas 
in place so as to not risk losing them to another network. On the other hand, 
operating on an industry-wide schedule constricted talent availability, plac-
ing actors and other workers in the dubious position of committing to certain 
projects and “passing” on others, while having little assurance that the project 
they committed to would be chosen for the network schedule. In fact, talent 
working on a series in production were often eliminated from consideration 
for new series because they believed their series would continue when they 
faced the real likelihood of show cancellation and minimal job security. This 
system created difficulties for networks, too, as when they signed “holding” 
deals with actors and creative staff to ensure that they would be available to the 
network—and to prevent them from working for others. This practice created 
inefficiencies when networks paid talent they did not use or if ideas sat on a 
shelf because a network would rather pay for a concept it might develop than 
risk losing an idea to a competitor. The use of holding deals also led networks 
to prioritize series that made use of the actors they were “holding,” creating a 
dynamic in some ways reminiscent of the Hollywood studio era. 

The decreased observation of the television season forced adjustments 
in the norms of the yearly development cycle. At least one network, FOX, 
claimed to utilize a year-round development process by 2005, though pro-
gram debuts remained focused on fall and January, and the irregular sched-
ules of cable channels also led to the emergence of alternative develop-
ment cycles. Other networks claimed to program year-round, but primarily 
achieved this by maintaining the September through May norm and airing 
short-run unscripted series during the summer months. Maintaining the 
network-era convention of the television season benefited the networks 
because it eliminated the financial burden of year-round original program-
ming. The financial losses networks faced as audiences not only switched to 
cable programming during the summer but also decreasingly returned in the 
fall provided the impetus to revise strategies.46 

Adjustments in these cycles have modified power within the television 
industry. Freeing specific parts of the series development process from cer-
tain calendar periods creates more opportunities for creative workers. Writ-
ers and producers might be willing to present more unconventional ideas to 
networks if they do not need to fear that pursuing the project might lead them 
to be locked out of the job market until the following development season. 
Yet networks have continued to create countermeasures—such as holding 
deals—to reassert their control of this process. The interrelations among the 
convention of the television schedule, the upfront advertising buying process, 
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and the annual cycle of development illustrate how a web of industrial prac-
tices continues to perpetuate undesirable consequences, and how the contin-
gency of interrelated practices tends to thwart change. While new norms can  
(re)establish power relations among the various entities involved in the pro-
gram creation process, change as significant as the erosion of the dominance 
of the television season is rare and will have widespread, substantive effects. 

Cable originals challenged the yearly network time frame because their 
economic model did not require attracting audiences to each time slot each 
night of the week. The cable channels gradually developed particular time 
slots, and then particular nights in which new programming was consistently 
available, even if a program might appear only thirteen times a year. Follow-
ing a strategy originally established by HBO, which built Sunday as its beach-
head for original series, FX developed Tuesday then Wednesday at 10:00, 
while AMC featured Sunday debuts. This tactic certainly wasn’t a complete 
success, especially if the program bench wasn’t deep enough to maintain 
new episodes year-round or if substantial variation existed in the quality of 
the shows or audiences reached. Certainly these matters of schedule became 
decreasingly important as more viewers adopted DVRs that allowed auto-
matic series recording, and diminished yet further once robust VOD offer-
ings enabled easier nonlinear engagement. In the intervening period, many 
viewers were simply perpetually confused about when new cable series’ epi-
sodes could be expected and whether a particular show had been cancelled.

Also important in adjusting production norms was cable’s willingness to 
provide creators with more latitude on episode length. This was first noted 
as one of the storytelling strengths of subscription cable; writing for HBO 
freed writers from having to write commercial breaks and from the “shorter 
hour”—the forty-two to forty-five minutes of programming available per 
hour once commercial time is included—which could be a significant amount 
of additional narrative time. By the fifth season of Sons of Anarchy, FX fre-
quently allowed for episodes with sixty program minutes, which it scheduled 
in ninety minutes, rather than forcing producers to trim the episodes.47

Another adjustment in form emerged from the different ways viewers can 
and do encounter video storytelling. The veteran director and producer Paris 
Barclay notes that “a new adrenalized storytelling” has emerged “as a result 
of Internet clips, and the ability for viewers to multitask on their iPads or 
phones while watching.”48 Here he notes awareness among storytellers of the 
value of small coherent bits that might be shared online and used to promote 
the show. His comment also acknowledges the “second screen” increasingly 
common in viewers’ laps and the need to construct stories that hold view-
ers’ attention to the main screen. Though the pressure to keep viewers off 
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Facebook and e-mail and engaged with narrative is still quite new (at least 
the electronic version of the attention problem), significant adjustments in 
story pacing, editing, and storytelling may emerge as a result.

Viewers’ experience with cable channels’ unconventional scheduling and 
season organization contributed to their changing expectations of broadcast 
programming and to broadcasters’ willingness to deviate from network-era 
practices. Although shorter and more irregular seasons meant there would 
be less new programming than during the twenty-two-episode seasons com-
mon throughout the multi-channel transition—and twenty-two was a reduc-
tion from earlier norms—the variation in scheduling and season lengths 
expanded the types of stories that could be profitably produced for U.S. 
television. Before this, the production conditions advantaged narratives that 
could be organized into bits with episodic resolution, and thus limited the 
types of stories that could be and have been told. The demand for successful 
series to endlessly perpetuate themselves also resulted in many stale hours 
of U.S. television and made it difficult for the medium to explore stories that 
have a more finite narrative range, as is common in other national television 
contexts. The most recent development of Netflix releasing a full “season” of 
episodes at once has encouraged yet further innovation. The Arrested Devel-
opment executive producer Mitch Hurwitz acknowledged that producing the 
last season for Netflix led him to think about the storytelling in completely 
different ways. He considered viewers’ ability to watch and rewatch episodes 
at will as he constructed the series’ stories and their organization. 

The changing competitive environment has reinvigorated interest in the 
short-run or limited series that had been quite successful in the 1970s (Roots, 
Winds of War) and standard in many other countries. In many cases, net-
works—both broadcast and cable—produced limited-run series to test pro-
gram ideas that seemed to defy conventional boundaries (NBC’s Kingpin, 
Revelations, Book of Daniel; Showtime’s Sleeper Cell; USA’s The 4400; FX’s 
Thief). Of these examples, only The 4400 and Sleeper Cell, notably both cable 
series, proved to have the necessary viewer interest to warrant subsequent 
seasons of production, but even the others expanded the storytelling world 
for a few weeks. If not for the limited-run option, networks are less likely 
to commit programming budgets and schedules to such risky programming 
endeavors and consequently might avoid them altogether. 

Another advantage of the closed-ended nature of these series is that they 
can attract creative talent unlikely to work in television otherwise. The direc-
tor Steven Spielberg, who served as executive producer of the SciFi (now 
Syfy) miniseries Taken, is a case in point, as is the actor Kevin Bacon, who 
acknowledged that the thirteen-episode season was crucial to his willingness 
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to accept the lead role in FOX’s The Following. To be sure, the limited series 
has not replaced ongoing series, and successful limited series can be rede-
veloped to have multiple seasons; rather, the fracturing of the competitive 
environment allowed the return of programming forms that had become 
infeasible and indicated an important expansion in the storytelling that U.S. 
commercial television could encompass. 

This erosion of norms has also been due to the distinctive economics 
and programming organization of cable channels, which forced them to 
defy the dominant programming and scheduling practices of broadcasters 
as they began to produce original scripted series. As the competitive envi-
ronment adjusted, however, broadcasters increasingly borrowed from cable 
channels’ experiments, adopting practices such as uninterrupted new epi-
sodes—especially for series with more serial organization—and intentionally 
ordering only thirteen episodes (which is different from cancelling a show 
after thirteen). The increase in production of more serialized series has also 
affected norms of syndication scheduling. The common scheduling practice 
for shows in syndication has been “stripping” them, or airing a new episode 
every day, Monday through Friday, at a certain time. When Spike purchased 
a syndicated run of The Shield, it “stacked” episodes instead, airing three epi-
sodes in a row on one night of the week to better enable the viewer to follow 
the ongoing storylines.

Although I argue that the multiplicity of practices emerging by the end of 
the multi-channel transition provided important new opportunities for televi-
sion, it is also true that the variation in scheduling practices and season orga-
nization confused many viewers accustomed to network-era norms. The cable 
channels used no apparent logic in determining when to present new episodes 
of shows, which led to difficulty for casual viewers who did not regularly watch 
those channels in discerning when new seasons would begin. Maintaining net-
work-era practices also became confusing amidst so many other varied sched-
uling and season organization strategies. This inconsistency in scheduling 
norms contributed to networks’ enhanced efforts in promoting their shows. 

New Challenges in Promotional Practices 

They’re [Netflix] also not spending $40 million a show on a market-
ing campaign. They have a guy in a room who writes an algorithm.
—Peter Micelli, TV packaging and literary agent, CAA, 201349

Program promotion has tended to exceed the regular activities of mak-
ing television, but the central role of the network in this process warrants 
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assessment. For much of television history, few observers have considered 
networks’ self-promotional activities. Throughout the network era and much 
of the multi-channel transition, networks commonly included clips from 
upcoming programs within their commercial blocks and, for the most part, 
limited their promotional activities to using network airtime. There were a 
few exceptions, especially with respect to particularly important markets: in 
this case, you could determine the value of your home television market by 
noting the number of billboards and other out-of-home advertisements on 
which networks considered it worthwhile to spend portions of their promo-
tional budgets. Otherwise, the few viewing options of the network era made 
on-network promotion particularly efficient. 

Adjustments throughout television production processes required new 
promotional techniques and increased the importance of this already essen-
tial practice. In the course of the multi-channel transition, broadcasters 
responded to expanding competition by increasing their on-network promo-
tions; for example, a study of NBC and ABC found that an hour of each net-
work’s programming contained five more minutes of promotional content 
in 1999 than 1989, and another study estimated that the U.S. broadcast net-
works collectively aired 30,000 promos per year.50 If the networks had sold 
that time to advertisers, they could have earned an estimated $4 billion—
lost revenue that further suggests the economic significance of promotion.51 
Though annoying to audiences, this increase in commercial load—known to 
advertisers as clutter—was also known to decrease the effectiveness of their 
messages. An analysis by Needham and Company estimates that “marketing 
and advertising costs often add 40 percent to the costs incurred to produce 
[television] content,” but also that “marketing spending only buys viewer 
trial, not repeat viewing.”52

Broadcasters’ reliance on their own network as their primary promotional 
venue meant that the emergence of cable competition produced twice the 
consequences. Cable programming lured broadcast audiences away from 
broadcast series and also removed them from the audience for promotions; 
the latter effect became particularly problematic as audiences missed promo-
tion for the fall season during their summer cable viewing. As a result, broad-
casters suffered decreased ratings for new shows and had fewer opportunities 
to pitch upcoming content to their target audiences. The diffusion of audi-
ences into niche venues and to new technologies that also diminished the 
utility of on-network promotion required more varied and precise practices. 

Networks began experimenting with new promotional strategies to find 
the audience members who were eluding their traditional techniques as the 
post-network era began and most programming no longer attracted a large 
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and heterogeneous audience. First, they made use of “sister” networks joined 
through common conglomerate ownership to reach a broader audience with 
conventional strategies. These endeavors often illustrated the “synergy” the 
vast media mergers were intended to create, as in the case of MTV airing a 
special about the new season of Survivor just before its launch on CBS, when 
both networks were part of the Viacom conglomerate. A telling indication 
of the extent of sibling promotion emerged in 2002 with the news that the 
largest advertiser on AOL Time Warner media was AOL Time Warner. The 
conglomerate contributed 5.5 percent of the $8.5 billion AOL Time Warner 
reported in advertising and commercial revenue that year.53 

In addition to leveraging cross-ownership, the networks also maintained 
conventional promotional strategies or enhanced efforts in established ven-
ues such as through television critics. The networks staged elaborate press 
tour events for critics in hopes that they would draw attention to new shows, 
as critics’ columns provided a way to reach viewers who may not be watch-
ing the network. Critics became increasingly important as their reviews and 
“tonight on” recommendations provided promotional venues to alert viewers 
of programming on networks and cable channels they did not regularly view 
and as legitimate, unbiased sources within the cluttered programming field. 

Irregular and infrequent viewing, which was an acute difficulty for cable 
channels from their launch, complicated their promotional efforts. Like 
broadcasters, the cable channels were their own primary venue for promo-
tion of their content, but few cable channels could rely on regular and consis-
tent viewing in the manner that broadcasters maintained. (There were excep-
tions such as MTV and ESPN, which cultivated regular viewing in their 
niche audiences.) Thus, cable channels would have to commit substantial 
budgets to off-channel promotion if they hoped to reach an audience broader 
than their few million regular viewers—a significant expense not incurred 
by most broadcast programs. Under the circumstances, common ownership 
proved particularly valuable for cross-promotion, and this provided one of 
the few places where conglomerates achieved their goals of synergy. 

Although broadcast networks had the advantage of regularly attracting 
more viewers than cable channels, as audience segmentation expanded, they 
found it increasingly difficult to maintain their audience status in a promo-
tional environment valuing niche appeal. Clear channel branding became a 
trademark of successful cable channels, but their very mission as “broadcast-
ers” made such branding impossible for broadcast networks. For example, in 
some weeks of the 2005–2006 season, over half of the CBS schedule featured 
episodic crime dramas. Although these series greatly contributed to CBS’s 
status as the most-viewed network at the time, the consistent success with a 
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specific genre gradually decreased the diversity of the audience likely to “stop 
by” CBS, where they could be reached with promotions for other shows. In 
that same season, CBS launched an innovative series about a young music 
executive called Love Monkey, yet poor ratings for the series in its first three 
airings led the network to pull the remaining episodes and cancel the show. 
Love Monkey was very different from most CBS programming at the time and 
was therefore likely to reach an audience distinct from the one that viewed 
the CBS criminal dramas—viewers who liked crime drama were more likely 
to switch to NBC to watch Law & Order: Special Victims Unit during the hour 
when Love Monkey aired. Consequently, not only was much of the promotion 
for this show, which appeared in crime dramas, wasted, but also the lack of 
similar programs on CBS’s schedule made it difficult to marshal an audience 
for a series different from those already airing on the network. Moreover, 
though crime and detection procedurals have been crucial to CBS’s broad-
based success, this would not be a productive way to brand the channel, since 
in total, these prime-time series are but one part of a network that also fea-
tures news, morning talk, and sports programming, as well as comedies and 
other types of prime-time programs. Apart from illustrating the challenges 
of promotion in a more fragmented media environment, this example also 
indicates the importance to networks of relatively mass events more likely to 
draw heterogeneous audiences, such as American Idol, the Olympics, and live 
sports. In addition to garnering high ratings, networks can recoup the value 
of costly league license fees and exploit the value of such events by maximiz-
ing their broader reach in promoting coming network fare. 

These possibilities notwithstanding, by 2004, the networks had begun 
experimenting with less conventional promotional strategies off the air. For 
a few years, networks tried a broad array of efforts to reach viewers, though 
quickly moved away from these once “social media” arrived and created 
entirely new ways to market to and interact with viewers. By 2010, social 
media and new forms of distribution had created many opportunities for 
connecting with audiences and drawing them in to programming. Refine-
ment of these strategies continues at a fast pace, as trends in technological 
uses of both television and social media such as Facebook and Twitter evolve. 
A key strength of the new tools available to marketers is that they provide 
alternatives to the mass messaging once common. Many of the new promo-
tion strategies can be as tailored to audience tastes as the shows they promote.

Of the pre–social media strategies, ABC instigated some of the most cre-
ative off-air promotion through campaigns such as its marketing of Desper-
ate Housewives using dry cleaner bags printed with “Everyone has a little 
dirty laundry” in 2004; likewise, it promoted Lost by distributing messages in 
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bottles with details about the show. Of course the success of these creatively 
exceptional shows might have been entirely unrelated to these unconventional 
promotional campaigns, but many networks followed the strategy regardless. 
Significantly, these uncommon strategies also yielded substantial public rela-
tions buzz, enhancing the effectiveness of the campaign without additional 
cost. Experiments grew more varied in the subsequent season: NBC strapped 
portable television screens showing previews of My Name Is Earl to young 
women in bars; the WB installed special mirrors with a paranormal effect in 
two hundred nightclubs in three cities to promote Supernatural.54

Though these strategies garnered public relations attention, some net-
works also took advantage of new technologies and distribution possibilities 
that better enabled achievement of their primary goal: getting viewers to just 
watch the show. Here, a key strategy involved expanding opportunities for 
audiences to sample content, which, in turn, involved experimenting with 
alternative distribution methods. The first experiment emerged over a year 
before the explosion in online distribution platforms and possibilities that 
began in October 2005. In September 2004, the WB made available the pilot 
of Jack & Bobby for free to AOL’s 3.5 million broadband subscribers. Audi-
ence members viewed the episode more than 700,000 times in the eight days 
before the series’ launch.55 Although Jack & Bobby did not survive the sea-
son, alternative distribution that expanded viewers’ ability to sample series 
proved a valuable promotional technique in helping the new series break out 
of the cluttered environment at the beginning of the season. 

Promotional strategies utilizing digital distribution began in earnest as 
the networks introduced new shows in 2006. Many pilots were “leaked” 
to popular sites such as YouTube or peer-to-peer sharing networks such as 
TVtorrents as networks realized that the artificial scarcity they created for 
their products contradicted their goal to build audiences.56 Not all efforts 
relied on digital distribution: a captive audience numbering over four million 
had the opportunity to view the pilot of UPN’s Everybody Hates Chris aboard 
American Airlines flights; networks included DVDs of pilots in copies of 
Entertainment Weekly or gave them away in other promotional venues, while 
the studios’ practice of releasing the previous season on DVD just before the 
launch of the new season also made use of new distribution possibilities to 
aid series promotion. The networks’ promotional efforts were estimated to 
cost them as much as $200 million for the 2005 season.57 Such efforts weren’t 
isolated to program launch; as audiences and networks adjusted to the post-
network era’s nonlinear possibilities, networks enabled VOD and other view-
ing opportunities that may have appeared a scheduling strategy, but were 
more precisely a matter of promotion. 
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The range of off-air strategies that developed throughout the 2000s may 
have been new to broadcasters, but many of the efforts were pages from the 
book HBO had written on successful promotion in the late 1990s. Basic cable 
channels first replicated HBO’s strategies in their effort to break into domains 
of attention controlled by broadcasters. In addition to the challenge of airing 
on a subscription network—and therefore being unavailable in the majority 
of homes—the unconventional and irregular seasons of HBO series required 
that the network engage in a major promotional blitz to remind existing 
subscribers of new episodes and lure new ones to subscribe. HBO used out-
of-home and DVD previews years before broadcasters seemingly invented 
these strategies. The differentiation of the HBO product from that of other 
networks also enhanced its marketing options. The style of HBO promotions 
tends to replicate the network’s value proposition of offering something of 
exceptional quality and clearly distinct from the rest of the televisual field. 
Despite the fact that HBO reaches only a fraction of television households, 
buzz about HBO programming has frequently dominated the popular cul-
ture space, including front-page coverage of the long-anticipated sixth sea-
son of The Sopranos in the mass audience–targeted USA Today Weekend 
supplement.58 

Following HBO’s effectiveness at achieving word of mouth about its 
programming, network marketers have also used “viral” marketing strate-
gies enabled by Internet and social media communication as competition 
among broadcast networks has grown more intense. The networks have thus 
designed campaigns to reach “super fans,” those peer-influencing viewers 
who might talk up a series in offices and chat rooms. Where the common 
viewing of the network era once led viewers to discuss the previous night’s 
viewing around the apocryphal watercooler, the conditions of the waning 
years of the multi-channel transition and the opening years of the post-net-
work era have required networks to utilize pop-culture opinion leaders to 
lead viewers back to their sets. 

The next flashpoint in evolving promotion techniques drew lessons from 
these experiments and began to use social media to ignite further interest. 
FOX took the unconventional step of broadcasting its pilot of the musical 
series Glee immediately following American Idol’s May finale in 2009. The 
concept of Glee—a series about a high school choir group and largely struc-
tured as a musical—seemed most unlikely to excite audiences, but the pilot 
illustrated the series’ vast entertainment value. Betting that the key to success 
was to get people to sample the series, FOX teed it up on its best platform 
and then made the series available for free streaming across a range of broad-
band distributors until the series’ second episode was aired in the fall.
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In addition to making the pilot widely available and allowing plenty of 
time for word of mouth to build, FOX’s promotion team used emerging social 
media tools to stoke further excitement and leveraged many older strategies 
as well. Each character had a Twitter account that the FOX public relations 
team used for posting amusing tweets, as did many of the largely unknown 
cast members; multiple versions of the pilot were released, including a direc-
tor’s cut and a version featuring the cast tweeting about the episode; and 
FOX conducted a contest for the biggest GLEEk—the person who did the 
most to spread the series over social media. All the social media helped feed 
and expand some of the more traditional—though still unusual—summer 
promotion such as the cast’s appearance at Comic-Con, a series of mall con-
certs, and an appearance in Los Angeles.59

Certainly Glee had particular features—such as the musical perfor-
mances—that offered entertainment value to what might otherwise have 
been simple star-sighting promotion events. Further, its high school set-
ting matched well with the younger generation’s technology adoption. Since 
Glee’s success, program marketers have tried a variety of strategies to drive 
viewers to shows, to keep them engaged between episodes and seasons, and 
to encourage them to do promotional work for them. It seems unlikely that 
any magic formula will emerge, since different types of shows have different 
features that lend themselves—or don’t—to social media campaigns. And it 
certainly seems the case that no amount of creative marketing can overcome a 
show that isn’t similarly compelling. But in the post-network era, simply mak-
ing the most likely audience aware of a show is a sizeable challenge in itself.

Promotion has also become more integrated into the basic processes of 
series creation. Many shows have developed additional content that networks 
make available on their websites to better serve viewers’ desire for “more” of 
their favorite shows. Some series also utilize blogs written by a member of 
the series’ writing staff as a way to communicate and engage their fans. In 
some cases the blogs present “extratextual” content—storylines and informa-
tion related to, but independent of, the actual series narrative, while in other 
cases, series’ staff use the blogs in the same manner as many fan forums that 
predated the blogs, treating the space as a means for talking about the show 
and joining in fan discussion.60 

Networks have seen immediate results from their online promotions. 
Viewership of the CBS comedy How I Met Your Mother increased by one 
million viewers, an 11 percent increase, the week after showrunners posted a 
music video supposedly made by one of the characters on My Space, while 
the Late Show with David Letterman increased its viewers by 5 percent in 
the month after a promotional deal between CBS and YouTube began.61 Even 
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the public auditions for unscripted series can provide promotional value; 
although the series cast few “characters” in these venues, local press about 
them, as well as publicized casting calls, encourage existing fans to increase 
their stake in such shows.62 Initially, show marketers had to rely on viewer 
interest to search out the content, but the development of social media cre-
ated opportunities for many additional ways to reach viewers and build their 
interest in shows. 

In stressing such innovations in promotion at the beginning of the post-
network era—as well as the challenging conditions that gave rise to them—I 
do not mean to suggest that establishing successful shows in the network era 
was easy. Fred Silverman, the renowned programmer of that era, was once 
quoted as saying, “Fifty percent of success is the program and fifty percent 
is how the program is promoted.”63 But the new conditions of the multi-
channel transition and emerging post-network era have certainly required 
adjustments in how programs are made, scheduled, and promoted, and here 
it is important to note that promotion does more than draw audiences to 
programming; it also prepares them to have certain expectations of the show 
and thus contributes to how they understand it.64 For example, in its promo-
tion of its 2002–2005 series American Dreams, NBC often emphasized nos-
talgia and conventional characteristics of family drama, despite the series’ 
regular engagement with deeper conflicts and darker aspects of its 1960s set-
ting. Not only did this promotion repel audiences uninterested in the saccha-
rine stories that are common to family dramas promoted in this way, but not 
characteristic of American Dreams, it also contributed to how viewers who 
did watch the series approached and defined the show. 

Even though programmers’ promotional efforts illustrate new levels of 
creativity, these techniques do little to solve the core marketing problematic 
of matching interests or needs with particular “products.” The linear televi-
sion business would never be a distribution form that could maximize the 
potential of digital tools to develop effective recommendations in the man-
ner offered by a retailer such as Amazon or a service such as Netflix, whose 
use of “because you bought/rented x, you might like z” formulations have 
proven to be particularly effective in cultivating sales and loyal customers. 
Data from Netflix show that viewers who selected rentals based on the rec-
ommendations that matched both their rental histories and their ratings 
of those earlier rentals had far higher satisfaction rates than viewers who 
selected rentals based on blockbuster promotion.65 Post-network-era promo-
tion could better take advantage of nonlinear viewing to emphasize market-
ing that is more targeted and that leverages the increasing volume of data 
obtainable through social networks to craft recommendation engines and 
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tools for sorting content that apply viewers’ specific tastes and preferences—
which is the adjustment, still mostly specific to Netflix, that Micelli refer-
ences in this section’s epigraph. As Netflix experiments with content cre-
ation, this bank of data about viewer behavior and preferences also becomes 
a tool for selecting themes and genres of new shows.

Conclusion 

It used to be that the hits paid for the failures. But now, as the mar-
gins get smaller and your upside is cut in half, the economics of 
doing business become much more challenging. We’re extremely 
sober about being an independent in this climate but being inde-
pendent may have also enabled us to weather this downturn better 
than some of the competition. 
—David Kissinger, president, Studios USA, 200166 

In the epigraph above, David Kissinger reflects on how being an indepen-
dent studio helped Studios USA survive the changing industrial environ-
ment for program creation in the late 1990s. Importantly, Studios USA’s 
independence was short-lived; the studio became part of Vivendi-Universal 
less than two months after these comments. The transition into the post-net-
work era has indicated that production norms can change quite significantly 
when adjustment is forced by new conditions, but also that change merely 
in anticipation of adjustment is nearly impossible. As we analyze the rela-
tionship among production, financing, and distribution, production seems 
the component that redevelops most in reaction to more deliberate evolu-
tion by other components. So while it seemed that the industry had changed 
significantly enough in response to the fin-syn rules in the early 2000s as to 
write the obituary of the independent scripted production sector, by 2013, 
new competitors relying on a different financial model (Netflix with House 
of Cards) and even those forcing evolution on some of the most staid areas 
of the industry (the 10-90 format) revealed again the cyclical tendencies of 
industries in which it is not only characters, but studios and industry sectors, 
that may rise from the grave. 

Considerable experimentation with production practices that respond 
to new distribution opportunities and new funding mechanisms persists 
to a degree that makes it difficult to predict what ultimately might emerge 
as post-network-era norms. The evidence at this point suggests consider-
able innovation; low-budget production practices that can stretch a Kick-
starter budget or speed norms of comedy production—as through the 10-90 
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format—indicate some adjustments, while both studios and independent 
financiers simultaneously produce television that sets budgetary records. 
Production is one place where the innovation encouraged by the climate of 
uncertainty is evident. “Unconscionable” profits may no longer be possible, 
but it is difficult to claim that the changes have diminished the quality of the 
products that are now possible.

The displacement of linear viewing led to substantial consequences in the 
content of program promotion. Rather than letting viewers know when a 
program would air and giving hints about “this week’s” story, networks cre-
ated ads more akin to film trailers, designed to rouse viewer interest in core 
aspects of the story.67 The way certain types of television have come to be 
discussed in culture—mostly original cable series right now—has inculcated 
new viewer expectations. After reading endlessly about Downton Abbey in 
newspaper articles and Twitter feeds, the uninitiated viewer does not seek 
to watch the latest episode, but to begin the story from its pilot. Even a tran-
sition in behavior this small is important for imagining a much different 
television future.

Marketers’ post-network-era strategies consequently continue to evolve 
from a task focused on driving viewers to watch a particular show at a partic-
ular time to helping viewers find content of interest amidst the vast program-
ming abundance. Though all sorts of arguments can be made for the excel-
lence and achievement of some programming in this era, those claims are 
tempered by the reality that simply “being on” television no longer assures 
the cultural relevance that was once the case. For all of the new potential the 
fragmented television space provides for the circulation of ideas and stories 
far beyond the limited mainstream of the network era, many series air as 
though they are trees falling in unoccupied forests.

The production and promotion strategies explored here intersect with 
the expanding distribution opportunities discussed in the next chapter. 
Given the changes in technology and distribution, it has become increas-
ingly possible to imagine a future in which broadcast networks exist as 
advertising-supported venues for free initial program sampling that view-
ers could then subscribe to and view at a self-determined pace. Such a situ-
ation would disrupt many norms of program creation even more than they 
have been thus far. Programming decisions would no longer be subject to 
the need to find shows to fit an established schedule, and new financial 
models would develop. Indeed, the very place of networks—both broad-
cast and cable—could become uncertain in such an environment; studios 
and MVPDs could take on the distribution capabilities networks have long 
controlled.
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And it is also the case that premiere ratings grow decreasingly relevant in 
gauging series. Though journalists continue to focus on audience size at pre-
miere—a measure important for networks focused on creating mass audi-
ences for high advertising compensation—the matrices needed to account 
for the complexity of revenue streams have yet to become part of the popular 
conversation about series “success.” Studios now need ways of better evaluat-
ing the long life and many revenue streams series may have. For example, 
industry journalists devoted expansive attention to Netflix’s House of Cards 
premiere—how many viewers watched how many episodes how quickly. Yet 
in the case of the niche exclusivity of Netflix as a service accessed by an audi-
ence measuring less than a quarter of television homes, this first release pro-
vided limited suggestion of the series’ cultural relevance. Similarly, though 
many cultural discussions of success were focused on how many viewed the 
premieres of Game of Thrones or Homeland, a more sophisticated discussion 
including download revenue and DVD sales was certainly warranted. 

Unlike the case of the production components considered in the chapters 
before and after this one (technology and distribution), where preliminary 
post-network-era practices were coming to be established by the time I com-
pleted this book, the practices of making and promoting television series lag 
somewhat behind these components—in some ways, in need of more per-
manent norms of distribution and economics in order to develop production 
norms that match these new realities. Adjustments in the distribution and 
financing of television programs will surely continue to alter the process of 
show creation in significant ways, and the continued erosion of the network 
season and schedule certainly suggests further steps toward the ultimate 
collapse of linear viewing norms for prized content. The freedom from the 
constraints of only telling stories that could be confined to thirty- or sixty-
minute episodes, in twenty-two episodes per season, and in an ongoing but 
mostly episodic narrative began to illustrate the expanded programming 
possibilities of the medium, and the diversifying financial models explored 
in subsequent chapters will disrupt norms for program creation even further. 
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4

Revolutionizing Distribution 

Breaking Open the Network Bottleneck 

The future is about whatever I want, wherever and whenever I want 
it. . . . and the more ways you do that, the more revenue there is for 
everybody in the business. 
—Josh Bernoff, Forrester Research, 20051 

An age-old debate within the television industry concerns whether content 
or distribution is “king.” Your position on this question depends greatly on 
what sector of the business you work in, with favor going to your own role 
as either a creator of content or a controller of the means by which content 
reaches viewers—that is, a distributor. This debate was somewhat less com-
plicated in the network era, when ways to distribute television were scarce. 
Producers sold series either to networks or to local stations—a situation 
that created a significant bottleneck that allowed only a limited amount of 
programming to get through to viewers. After programs had an “original 
run” on a network, producers typically resold the episodes in international 
markets, to independent stations, and to broadcast affiliates to recoup the 
costs of deficit financing. These opportunities to sell content after and even 
during the original network run are called “distribution windows.”2 The 
limited number of distribution windows in the network era greatly con-
tributed to the ephemeral nature of television programming at the time, for 
without personal recording capabilities and few alternative ways to receive 
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programming, viewers had hardly any opportunities to re-screen content, 
and never on their own terms. 

The limited ability to reach viewers was such a fundamental aspect of the 
network era that few realized how considerably it defined the basic func-
tioning of the medium. The post-network era, however, eliminates the dis-
tribution bottleneck. Previously unimagined possibilities for television have 
developed as new ways have emerged for video storytelling to reach audi-
ences, including easy distribution of amateur and noncommercial content. 
New distribution methods ranging from the DVD to the myriad Internet 
video sites that exploded throughout the last decade have changed the nature 
of television. Television is no longer a linear trickle of programming dic-
tated by network executives, but has swelled into a wide ocean of content 
that viewers can dip into at will—provided they are willing and able to pay 
directly for content or for services that enable such flexible, nonlinear use. 
New forms of distribution have also created new revenue streams for studios 
and adjusted the types of programming they develop. The growing variety of 
ways to reach viewers has decreased some of the risk of unconventional pro-
grams because new distribution routes provide opportunities to make money 
on shows that fail to achieve high ratings during network runs. Internet dis-
tribution both complements and competes with traditional television entities 
by offering at-will access to many shows produced first for linear distribution 
as well as an array of content produced only for broadband distribution. 

The expansion of standard network-era distribution windowing to include 
various forms of Internet and on-demand (VOD) distribution produces con-
sequences for all the other components of production—from business mod-
els that have altered the type and range of content that can be profitable, to 
creative processes that have responded to new opportunities in the industry. 
These new distribution methods have contributed significantly to inaugurat-
ing a post-network era of U.S. television and changed the nature of television 
as a cultural institution. 

To be sure, ways to distribute television were already expanding apprecia-
bly throughout the multi-channel transition, during which cable networks 
rapidly proliferated and hungered insatiably for programming. The number 
of broadcast stations nationwide also expanded from 1,011 to 1,442 between 
1980 and 1990; some of these stations remained independent, though most 
established affiliation with newer, non–full-service networks (FOX, the WB).3 
Videotapes initiated an affordable way for viewers to purchase programs—
called “sell-through” in the industry—though this form of television distri-
bution didn’t become particularly viable until a decade later with the cre-
ation of the DVD. Cable systems then began offering limited programming 
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on-demand, and soon after, the possibility of distributing video on the Inter-
net gave viewers even more ready and varied access to programming. New 
technologies such as portable and mobile devices then allowed viewers to 
use wifi and mobile data plans to vary the places they viewed content. All of 
these developments opened new distribution windows and created new mar-
kets for producers to sell programs. 

Importantly, “distribution” describes a broad range of activities, some 
of which are interrelated, others of which are fairly independent. Changes 
in distribution after the network era can be distinguished as either new 
distribution windows or new forms of distribution to the home. Distribu-
tion windows include the different locations producers sell programs after 
their original run on a network. In the network era, the only options were 
international markets and local stations. During the multi-channel transi-
tion, these windows expanded to include cable networks, direct sale on VCR 
tapes, and then DVD and, limitedly, VOD; more recently they have also 
come to encompass Internet sites from which episodes can be downloaded 
or streamed, such as Amazon or iTunes, subscription services that offer an 
array of programming, such as Netflix, or advertiser-supported sites such as 
Hulu and Crackle. These distribution windows are also easily confused with 
the expanded opportunities to view programming online, but while still in 
its original license window. Studios and networks now enable viewers who 
miss a linear airing to view for a brief period through MVPD VOD, on net-
work websites, or Hulu.

Distribution to the home, though related, instead identifies how televi-
sion content reaches the home and the convergence or competition among 
communication and entertainment technologies once it arrives there. While 
television once came into the home only through signals broadcast over the 
air, an increasing range of possibilities developed during the multi-chan-
nel transition. Cable and satellite became common mechanisms of deliv-
ery, and companies traditionally limited to telephony such as AT&T and 
Verizon joined the competition in particular markets by the mid-2000s. 
Even more significantly, broadband Internet distribution of video began in 
2006—though it really exploded by 2011—and diminished the domination 
of cable and satellite as the only pipeline for most channels into the home, 
although cable services continue to provide the broadband connection for 
many viewers. Refinements in technology by cable providers—such as the 
transition to DOCSIS delivery technologies (data over cable service inter-
face specifications)—reduced perceived scarcity by allowing an exponential 
expansion in content capacity, while wifi and mobile data networks have 
eliminated many of the place-based viewing limitations that long tethered 
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television audiences. Expansions in broadband speed, capacity, and afford-
ability created anxiety for traditional television distributors as fears of con-
sumers “cutting the cord” of cable and going “over the top” (OTT) to watch 
all their television through broadband-delivered programmers became 
an obsession of the trade press beginning in 2010. By 2013, some MVPDs 
began bringing a more revolutionary model to market. TV Everywhere ini-
tiatives developed that allowed the flexibility of viewing across devices and 
at a self-appointed schedule, which had been a primary value proposition of 
competitors such as Netflix. 

Conventions of Distribution during the Network 
Era and the Multi-Channel Transition 

Like the film industry, which releases films in theaters, then to pay-per-view, 
VHS/DVD, premium cable, and broadcast or basic cable, the television indus-
try has also utilized similar standardized, time-delayed distribution windows 
with tiered pricing that forces consumers to pay a premium for earlier access 
to content.4 This practice allowed the network paying the license fee to enjoy 
a period of exclusivity in which viewers could find the program only on the 
network supporting the original run. Throughout the network era and multi-
channel transition, viewers typically could not watch syndicated episodes 
until a show had been on the air for about five years, and the buyer of that 
first syndication run enjoyed exclusivity in the syndication market. 

To understand how the process worked, consider the example of the com-
edy Friends, which Warner Bros. studio produced for NBC beginning in 
1994. The series was sold for its first syndication run in 1995, even though 
syndicated episodes could not begin airing until September 1998 in order 
for the show to have produced enough episodes for a buyer to air it Mon-
day through Friday without too frequent replay. This first run of syndica-
tion went to individual stations in each market—the major metropolitan 
areas with television stations.5 Often the stations in a market bid against each 
other for multiyear rights to a series, because being the exclusive provider 
of a popular show was important for stations’ schedules, especially in an era 
of limited choice. Consequently, syndicated episodes of Friends might air in 
the early evening on the FOX station in your area, while new episodes would 
continue to be found nationwide during prime time on NBC. After selling 
the series exclusively to local stations two or three times, Warner Bros. then 
sold syndication runs of the hit show to cable, with the result that there could 
be old Friends episodes on your local FOX station and on the cable channel 
TBS and still new episodes weekly in prime time on NBC. 
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Such practices were highly standardized in the network era and much of 
the multi-channel transition. Series did not begin airing in syndication until 
a hundred episodes had been produced; stations commonly paid cash for the 
episodes and had exclusive rights to the show in their market.6 Subsequently, 
however, what windows a show was distributed through, in what order, and 
how much money a show might make in each have come to vary greatly. Stu-
dios can sell shows and begin syndication runs before a series reaches a hun-
dred episodes; stations can purchase the shows with various cash and barter 
agreements—meaning that they trade advertising time to the distributor in 
exchange for a lower cash payment—and they rarely maintain exclusivity, as 
many series become available on DVD and through online or VOD distribu-
tion before beginning syndication. 

Unquestionably, the emergence of cable channels provided the first sig-
nificant shift in distribution and marked the beginning of practices charac-
teristic of the multi-channel transition. Budgets for original cable programs 
were diminutive relative to those in broadcast television, but the rapid prolif-
eration of cable networks meant the creation of new buyers to which studios 
could sell syndicated programming, as well as cheaply produced original 
content. The average one hundred channels received in homes by 2003 cre-
ated many opportunities for studios to sell both old and new programming. 

Although the advent of cable seemed to revolutionize distribution, these 
developments appear quite subtle now that digital technologies have radi-
cally expanded viewers’ opportunities to access video nonlinearly. First, 
direct sale of full seasons of shows on DVD began to change distribution 
practices in a way that eroded the exclusivity and ephemerality of program-
ming; and then, in a few chaotic months in late 2005, industry workers threw 
out many of the old rules. New technologies ranging from VOD and broad-
band delivery to devices such as the newly video-enabled iPod eliminated 
the need for viewers to rely solely on networks and channels. 

Outlets for streaming full-length commercially produced video and net-
work and studio strategies for these distribution opportunities developed 
haphazardly throughout the late 2000s. Distributors such as iTunes allowed 
viewers to pay directly for episodes, which introduced a fairly unprecedented 
“transactional” model for paying for television. In the process, decades-old 
practices that derived their value from exclusivity and delay among windows 
were tossed aside overnight—with regret and uncertainty—but new tech-
nologies and viewers’ embrace of them forced studios and networks to begin 
letting go of network-era practices. To be sure, many feared the consequence 
new ways to access programs would have on later windows, but with the 
very real possibility that programs could illegally circulate online worldwide 
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within hours of airing, studios and networks eventually realized they had 
no choice but to experiment—recalling the consequences of the recording 
industry’s unwillingness to alter distribution practices a few years earlier. 
Banking on the notion that the best defense against piracy has been to make 
well-organized and high-quality content legally available for purchase, net-
works made shows available within hours of their original airing, though 
often curtailed the length of time they are available until they are released in 
traditional secondary windows. The television industry thus anxiously began 
its free fall into new norms of distribution that allow viewers their desired 
access to content anytime and anywhere, doing its best to limit content avail-
ability and whenever possible exact a fee (see table 4.1). 

Close a Window, Open a Door: Shifting Norms 
of Television Distribution Windows 

The proliferation of networks throughout the multi-channel transition 
created many new buyers for original and syndicated programming, but 
until the whirlwind of new viewing devices and platforms arrived, net-
works and studios did not experiment extensively with varying distribu-
tion practices. As they have come to do so, many in the studios feared 

Table 4.1. The New Distributors
Type of Distributor Functions Examples

MVPD (multi-channel video 
programming distributor)

Provide wire that carries video 
programming into the home 

Cable and telco companies 
also provide Internet service (in 
many cases)

Cable
   Comcast
   Charter
   Cox 
Satellite
   DirecTV
   Dish
Telco
   AT&T U-verse
   Verizon FiOS

BDVS (broadband-delivered 
video service)

Deliver “television” or video 
programming over a broadband 
Internet connection, but do not 
own or control the wire into the 
home

Advertiser-supported
   Hulu
   YouTube
Subscription
   Amazon Prime
   Hulu Plus
   Netflix
   some YouTube channels
Transaction
   Amazon 
   iTunes



Revolutionizing Distribution   >>  137

that new distribution methods would destroy old models of revenue that 
the industry relies upon, but in the course of developing and adopting 
distribution experiments, they have also found unanticipated benefits. The 
opening of myriad distribution windows has provided networks with new 
promotional tools to reach audience members, as well as created revenue-
producing opportunities for both studios and networks to amortize fail-
ures. Many of the new distribution experiments began emerging in 2006 
as the networks tested nonlinear access and the studios looked for new 
opportunities to profit from their libraries. But nearly a decade after Apple 
rocked the norms of television distribution and economics with the $1.99 
episode download, the lack of clarity and consistency characteristic of pre-
vious eras left many television creators and distributors anxious. And for 
good reason. 

Changes in distribution shifted production economics enough to allow 
audiences that were too small or specific to be commercially viable for 
broadcast or cable to be able to support niche content through some of 
the new distribution methods, particularly those featuring transactional 
financial models. Just as cable had radically expanded the array of content 
that could be found on television, the new distribution windows promise 
to again rewrite the possibilities for what can be found on television. Fear-
ing added competition, networks initially attempted to quash some of the 
new distribution opportunities. The true push to change came from other 
industries—such as consumer electronics—and from viewer uptake of the 
technologies the consumer electronics industry made available. As the tech-
savvy began to redistribute content on various online peer-to-peer services 
without network clearance, the networks realized they could no longer slow 
the evolution and began openly experimenting with new models of distribu-
tion and financing. 

By 2010, a decade of varied strategies that seemed revolutionary at the 
time were revealed as mere transitional practices in the broader process 
of disrupting distribution norms. Few in the mid-2000s anticipated how 
quickly broadband speeds would improve and enable high-quality images 
without extended buffering times over Internet connections, let alone wifi 
or mobile phone networks. As shown in the time line of digital distribution 
in table 4.2, a game-changing development has appeared nearly every year 
since 2005, which has left many in the industry in a persistently reactionary 
mode as the ground continues to shift too rapidly to develop long strategic 
horizons. This section explores three major shifts in television distribution 
norms that have occurred so far in the post-network era. Though the first 
strategies of repurposing and reallocation now seem minimally significant, 
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given that they still demanded linear viewing and were not conceived as a 
break in long-dominant distribution windowing, the revolution in distribu-
tion that came later built upon these preliminary steps.

Repurposing and Reallocation 

The practice of original run repurposing that began in 1999 marked the first 
significant adjustment to distribution practices after the industry adapted to 
cable.7 “Repurposing” refers to a practice in which content providers crafted 
deals that allowed a series to earn additional revenue during its original run 
either by airing multiple times on the broadcast network licensing the series 
(more than a typical rerun) or by airing concurrently on a cable network. 
Repurposing consequently shortened the previous window between original 
run and syndication to as little as a matter of days.8 In the case of one of the 
earliest examples, NBC and the USA cable channel arranged a financing deal 
giving USA rights to air Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (SVU) within two 
weeks of its broadcast airing (Studios USA produced SVU for NBC).9 In the 
same season, Lifetime aired the new series Once and Again the same week 
it appeared on ABC. The industry journalists Deborah McAdams and Joe 
Schlosser credited the vertical integration of the entities involved—Disney’s 
Touchstone produced Once and Again, the series first aired on Disney’s ABC, 
and was repurposed on Lifetime, half-owned by Disney—with the deal’s 
rapid resolution.10 But the role of conglomerated ownership caused concern 
as networks announced repurposing arrangements that appeared to favor 
products from commonly owned studios. Not only did commonly owned 
broadcast and cable networks frequently develop these pacts, but repurposed 
series were often produced by studios also owned by the broadcast network 
or its conglomerate. To many in the industry, it seemed repurposing devel-
oped from the deregulatory policies of allowing conglomeration and elimi-
nating the fin-syn rules. Nonetheless, the practice expanded in 2001–2002 as 
networks and production studios established repurposing deals for the WB 
series Charmed on TNT, NBC’s Law & Order: Criminal Intent on USA, and 
FOX’s 24 on FX.11 

The transitional strategy of reallocating content between broadcast and 
cable networks also related to repurposing and the conglomerated owner-
ship of broadcast and cable networks. “Reallocation” involves shifting shows 
developed for broadcast networks that failed to find commercially suffi-
cient audiences to cable networks, where they might reach niche audiences 
and be considered more successful. The opportunity to shift programming 
to a commonly owned cable network allowed the conglomerate to amortize 
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development and production costs that it would otherwise have to absorb 
and provided an important distribution option. Reallocation consequently 
decreased the risk inherent to program development; it also encouraged pro-
grammers to pursue shows that would otherwise be deemed too uncertain by 
offering an additional opportunity to recoup production expenditures. In rare 
occasions, programming developed for cable has aired as a special event on 
broadcast networks or during otherwise rerun-heavy summer schedules, as 
in the case of special episodes of Bravo’s Queer Eye for the Straight Guy aired 
by NBC and the reallocation of USA’s Psych on NBC in the summer of 2006.

Common ownership among production studios, broadcast networks, 
and cable channels facilitates the reallocation of programming, but was not 
a requirement for the practice. In the early 2000s, cable channels owned by 
conglomerates also owning broadcast networks often operated in a manner 
similar to baseball’s farm team system, as a space to test boundary-pushing 
or niche-focused content or as a venue for demoting struggling programs to 
amortize their costs. In other cases, networks used reallocation to provide 
additional promotion for underperforming content or to recover the cost of 
particularly expensive productions. 

By 2005, countless examples existed of series cancelled by broadcast net-
works whose unaired episodes were shipped over to cable channels and aired 
with little promotion. Common ownership was often a factor in this prac-
tice, as in the case of the critically lauded Boomtown, which was produced by 
NBC Studios and originally licensed by the NBC network, but was then real-
located to the commonly owned cable network Bravo. But common own-
ership was not always essential, as the example of Pasadena demonstrates. 
In 2001, FOX cancelled this show after just four episodes; four years later, 
SoapNet, a channel owned by Disney, resurrected the Columbia TriStar pro-
duction for an airing of all thirteen existing episodes, presumably basing its 
decision to do so on the quality of the show, its fit with the network’s brand, 
and the intervening success of similar shows (The OC, Veronica Mars, Des-
perate Housewives). 

Repurposing and reallocation provided an important initial disruption 
in norms, but quickly became insignificant as outlets for programming 
expanded beyond linear broadcast networks and cable channels. For the 
most part, repurposing simply allowed viewers a second chance to watch a 
program, a practice that became unnecessary as DVRs reached broader pen-
etration and VOD offered the ability to screen multiple episodes at will. As 
such, these strategies may be seen as more characteristic of the multi-chan-
nel transition than the post-network era. As nonlinear programming norms 
emerged as characteristic of the post-network era, cable channels’ reliance 
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on broadcast network content became less beneficial and even deleterious, as 
airing more generally targeted, broadcast-originated content prevented more 
brand-specific content development. 

A somewhat different form of reallocation emerged in cases where net-
works and channels cancelled shows and outlets considered a better fit for 
the content and audience scope emerged to take over the license fee: South-
land (NBC to TNT, 2010); Damages (FX to DirecTV, 2011); Cougar Town 
(ABC to TBS, 2013).12 Rather than the scheduling and amortization ploy of 
earlier reallocation efforts, these are better understood as a variation on the 
development process in which the second network decided that the creative 
property was a good fit for its brand and its initial run likely would bring 
greater audience sampling than would an entirely new series.

Repurposing and reallocation were linear solutions that marked an initial 
disruption, but prove to be but footnotes in the broader story of post-net-
work distribution. Notably, though, the practices of original run repurposing 
and reallocating programming among networks revealed the importance of 
conglomeration to many emergent distribution practices, especially since it 
was mainly, if not exclusively, the commonly owned entities that were most 
able to experiment with new methods of delivery. Both repurposing and 
reallocation developed in response to shifting industry economics intro-
duced by audience fragmentation among cable channels during the multi-
channel transition, a development that decreased broadcasters’ dominance 
and profit margins. As audience size diminished, the networks sought multi-
ple revenue streams to maintain budgets and recognized that viewers needed 
more opportunities to view in a context of such programming abundance. 
Adjustments in distribution practices such as repurposing and reallocation 
provided initial post-network strategies for cost savings, generating new rev-
enue, and taking greater risks. 

DVD: Own All the Episodes of Your Favorite Series 

The next industrial development that adjusted conventional distribution win-
dowing and revolutionized the possibilities for profiting from content resulted 
from the DVD sell-through market; however, as in the case of repurposing and 
reallocation, DVD sales provided an initial post-network distribution form 
that was soon overshadowed by VOD and broadband-delivered streaming 
services. In the early 2000s, the success of full seasons of shows packaged on 
DVD surprised many in the industry. By 2005, DVD sales of television shows 
reached $2.6 billion and accounted for nearly 20 percent of the overall DVD 
sales market.13 For a popular television-on-DVD series such as 24, the nearly 
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three million DVDs of the series purchased by 2006 were equivalent to the 
DVD sales of a movie that earned $50 million from ticket sales; 24 generated 
$72.1 million from its first three seasons of DVD sales by 2005.14 High sales were 
even possible for less popular series, such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer, which—
though never a top Nielsen performer during its network run—earned $123.3 
million on sales of its six seasons of episodes by the end of 2004.15 

For audiences, DVDs conveniently aggregate multiple episodes—unlike 
VCR tapes, which can include only two or three episodes. Likewise, DVDs 
are commonly sold in complete seasons that require limited shelf space, 
which makes them attractive to fans who want to create libraries, to new 
viewers who seek to catch up on previous episodes, and to anyone who 
wishes to avoid television conventions such as commercials and one-week 
gaps between episodes.16 But once services such as Netflix offered the alter-
native of streaming episodes instead of renting DVDs and as studios and 
MVPDs made VOD offerings more robust, these viewing opportunities free 
from the hassle of any physical media form quickly replaced DVDs for many. 
Certainly, owning a physical form was important for collectors and those 
wishing to view content multiple times; but for the many who just wanted to 
watch a show once, DVDs were comparatively costly and cumbersome.

From an industry standpoint, DVD sales provided a new revenue window 
for successful shows as well as new economic support for boundary-defying 
ones that did not succeed in their original airing. DVD distribution—and 
later the ability to sell rights to subscription services—also enabled studios to 
recoup production costs on shows unlikely to be distributed to conventional 
subsequent windows such as cable channels and broadcast stations. This was 
the case with the creative and innovative 2003 FOX series Wonderfalls, which 
failed to find an audience quickly; the network cancelled the show after four 
airings, leaving nine episodes unaired. The series’ studio, 20th Century Fox, 
later released a DVD set of the thirteen episodes in February 2005 and sold 
25,000 copies in two weeks, rewarding fans with some narrative closure 
and the studio with added revenue.17 Similarly, the fan favorite Firefly sold 
500,000 copies of the complete series of fourteen episodes less than two years 
after its release. FOX cancelled the series after just eleven episodes in 2002.18 

The bigger DVD story for FOX/20th Century Fox was the case of Family 
Guy, a series the network aired from April 1999 through April 2002. FOX 
decided to take the series back into production and began airing new epi-
sodes in 2005 after the unexpected performance of the DVD, which ranked 
as the number-two single-season television DVD release as of May 2005, 
and the sizable audiences drawn by the show’s syndication on Cartoon Net-
work.19 After receiving the request for new episodes, Family Guy’s creator, 
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Table 4.2 . Key Developments in Digital Distribution of Television
2005 June YouTube launches.

2005 October iTunes announces $1.99 downloads.

Apple makes a deal with ABC to start streaming episodes of Desperate House-
wives and Lost.

2005 December “Lazy Sunday” video from Saturday Night Live gets 1.2 million views in ten days 
on YouTube.

2006 May ABC starts streaming ad-supported episodes on its own website.

CBS launches its InnerTube service (but the original incarnation does not include 
prime-time episodes, just auxiliary content).

2006 June Lonelygirl15 premieres on YouTube. The show gets half a million viewers within 
forty-eight hours, and although it was revealed to be a hoax in September 2006, 
the show aired through August 2008.

2006 August CBS starts offering some prime-time episodes on InnerTube.

2006 September NBC begins to offer select episodes for streaming. 

2006 October Fox on Demand service is launched through limited affiliates and on MySpace. It 
initially offers only a few shows, is separate from the main Fox.com site, and tries 
a transactional model.

Google buys YouTube for $1.65 billion in stock.

2007 January Netflix starts streaming television shows and movies (PCs only; Macs in 2008).

2007 May “Charlie Bit My Finger” becomes the first amateur YouTube video to spread widely. 

2007 July ABC makes episodes available on a mobile platform and upgrades its player to 
allow for high definition.

2007 October Hulu (originally a joint venture between News Corp and NBC) launches in beta 
mode.

2008 January Netflix offers unlimited streaming plan.

2008 March Hulu becomes available publicly in the United States.

2008 September Tina Fey returns to Saturday Night Live to play Sarah Palin; the clip posted to 
NBC.com becomes the network’s most-watched video. 

2008 October Netflix streaming becomes available on Macs, TiVos, and Samsung Blu-ray 
players.

2008 November Netflix begins HD streaming.

2009 Hulu becomes culturally relevant. It doubles its content library, adds Disney as a 
partner, and by October 2009, has over 855 million video views.

2009 April Susan Boyle video spreads internationally. Nine days after the Britain’s Got Talent 
airing, her performance had over 91.6 million views, while overall views for all of 
her performances had surpassed 103 million hits.

2010 February HBO GO launches. 

2010 April Apple releases first iPad.

2010 June Launch of Hulu Plus for $9.99 a month. Price is reduced a few months later to 
$7.99 a month.

2010 September Beginning of the “Netflix Surge.” Netflix begins offering streaming-only service 
in Canada in September; announces that a similar plan will be available in the 
United States by the end of 2010.
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Seth MacFarlane, noted, “The DVD market barely existed when we were 
cancelled. But now, fans can protest the cancellation of a show with their 
wallets, buying DVDs, rather than just writing letters to the network. . . . It’s 
completely changed the economic model.”20 Jeff Zucker, then chief executive 
officer of the NBC Universal Television Group, acknowledged in 2004, “The 
numbers are already affecting how some shows are developed.”21 DVD reve-
nues could be an enormous boost for shows; DVD earnings for the early sea-
sons of HBO’s The Sopranos were significant enough that the studio recouped 
the entire cost of producing those seasons through DVD sales alone.22 

An important aspect of DVD sales was that top sales of DVDs often did not 
mirror the top performers in original airing. The CBS series CSI spent much of 
the early 2000s as the most-watched scripted show and drew large audiences 
and fees in syndication, but produced lackluster DVD sales; this was also the 
case for shows in the Law & Order brand.23 DVD release provided economic 
support for program forms such as serials and cult hits that were often margin-
alized by standard syndication practices in which episodic programs earned 
premium rates because they drew more substantial audiences and offered 
scheduling flexibility to stations. This new way for audiences to view and for 
studios to monetize content was crucial in changing industry lore about the 
features of commercial content and contributed to enabling the more serialized 
and complicated narratives that began emerging. Long-touted industry lore 

2010 October Showtime launches its Showtime Anywhere app.

2010 November Comcast releases its Xfinity TV app for the iPad.

2011 March Time Warner launches the iPad App with thirty-two channels that allows TWC 
subscribers to watch live streams of the channels. Immediately faces backlash 
from Viacom, News Corp, and Discovery. Removes eleven of the channels two 
weeks after launch, but then fights for the right to include them.

2011 April Cablevision offers Optimum App for iPad. Subscribers download it 50,000 times 
in four days; various content holders demand to be dropped and file legal action.

Time Warner and Viacom file lawsuits against each other.

2011 June Viacom files lawsuit against Cablevision for the Optimum App.

2011 August Viacom-Cablevision lawsuit settled. Viacom channels remain on Optimum App.

2011 December Louis C.K. nets $1 million in three weeks on $5/download direct sale of Beacon 
Theater performance.

2012 May Time Warner Cable–Viacom settle disputes. Time Warner is allowed to include the 
Viacom channels in dispute on its app.

2013 February Netflix releases House of Cards.

2013 May Netflix releases fourth season of Arrested Development.
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claimed that most viewers saw only 25 percent of episodes for a series, and net-
work decision makers used this lore—created in the network era, no doubt—
to justify the hegemony of episodically structured television. The emergence 
of the distinction of prized content is unquestionably tied to the new ways of 
viewing that DVDs first allowed and to studio and network attempts to maxi-
mize the increased storytelling possibilities of this distribution form. 

Studios also sought to make the DVD purchase an additionally attrac-
tive proposition for audience members by including special features that 
are available only on the disks. The series 24 filmed a brief sequence that 
occurred between seasons 3 and 4 for the season 3 DVD set, and the DVDs 
were the only place fans could see this bit of narrative. Lisa Silfen, senior 
vice president of program enterprises at MTV Networks, noted the value 
of special features and extra content: “It’s a great opportunity to give the 
viewer that added value—what got left on the cutting-room floor, what we 
didn’t have time to put on the air, extra photos, contests, games—all different 
things to create that package for them.”24 Even more conventionally struc-
tured series such as Friends provided different content versions in their DVD 
release. Though the “extended versions” weren’t significantly different—often 
including scenes and footage trimmed due to time constraints or subtle net-
work censorship—the release of content different from that widely available 
in syndication could be a selling feature for devoted fans.

Regardless of the added content, many viewers indicated that convenience 
was of a higher order of importance than the bonus footage as the television 
season DVD ceased to be the primary way to view out of synch with the lin-
ear airing, and became instead an archival or collector’s mechanism. Though 
DVD sell-through hasn’t provided the ongoing economic boost studios may 
have hoped, it played a crucial role in helping the industry realize viewers’ 
pent-up demand for alternative viewing experiences. Experiments with 
DVD release also allowed the networks and studios an initial, comparatively 
controlled experiment in selling programming directly to the viewer before 
the possibility of the sale of individual episodes more significantly disrupted 
distribution practices. 

Content on Demand: VOD, Downloading, 
and Broadband Streaming 

In the mid-2000s, myriad opportunities to distribute content electronically 
on demand seemingly developed overnight, revolutionizing distribution 
practices and considerably advancing the development of the post-network 
era. How networks and studios deliver content to viewers—over the air or 
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through a wire connected to a television or a computer—quickly became 
unimportant relative to viewers’ ability to access what, when, and where they 
wanted. A key characteristic of advances in distribution such as VOD (on-
demand offered by MVPDs), downloading (retail sites allowing permanent 
ownership such as iTunes or Amazon), and broadband streaming (Netflix, 
Hulu) resulted from their intangibility—the viewer never accessed a disk or 
hard copy of the content—and therefore didn’t need to go to a physical store 
to purchase it or even await its arrival by mail.25 These distribution windows 
consequently reduce production and distribution costs, which are, of course, 
critical concerns in the industry’s economic models. Further, the elimination 
of limitations such as retail shelf space and sizable reduction in manufactur-
ing and transportation costs makes a range of content that was previously 
outside the market, what Chris Anderson calls the “long tail,” an increas-
ingly valuable component of the industry and one that requires reconsidera-
tion of development strategies.26 Despite the reduced production costs and 
expanded markets, issues of content rights, licensing, and concerns about the 
implications of superseding traditional windows have prevented the techno-
logical possibilities now available from being as significantly realized as will 
likely come to pass upon the full establishment of post-network-era norms.

The video-on-demand (VOD) capabilities introduced by MVPDs arguably 
marked the first step into the content-on-demand world for the established 
television industry. Cable systems identified VOD as a strategic enhance-
ment that offered added value to their subscribers and provided the cable 
systems themselves with a competitive advantage over their satellite challeng-
ers, which were technologically limited from providing as robust on-demand 
offerings. Cable VOD services experienced a significant increase in 2005 in 
both use and frequency of use, as 88 percent of homes with the service used it 
in 2005, an increase from 65 percent in 2004, while 53 percent of those view-
ers used VOD at least once a week, compared with 24 percent in 2004.27 But 
even by 2006, the content available for free VOD remained limited and largely 
isolated to films rather than series. Until 2011, MVPDs primarily offered just 
short-form versions of content available on existing networks, such as extra 
footage and cast interviews as well as some low-budget content including fit-
ness, education, and niche interest fare. MVPDs and first-run rights holders 
initially tried to force viewers wishing to use on-demand capabilities to catch 
up on current series to pay per-episode fees in the limited cases such con-
tent was made available. Difficulty monetizing content through advertising 
slowed VOD development. The systems for loading content were technologi-
cally cumbersome and advertisements had to be embedded within the con-
tent, while no mechanism existed to “count” the VOD audience.
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Subscription services led experimentation with full-length on-demand 
offerings. By 2002, HBO and Showtime realized the particular value of on-
demand capability for fee-based services and offered the feature, although 
not all cable systems carried it. Creating on-demand opportunities reduced 
the frequency with which viewers had the experience of finding there was 
“nothing on” when turning to the service, which had been a perennial com-
plaint and cause of “churn”—the industry’s term for the canceling of sub-
scriptions; and premium channels didn’t have to worry about convincing 
advertisers to fund their experiments. On-demand portals allow access to 
a constantly rotating slate of films and original series that enable viewers to 
time-shift their viewing of these networks. Advertiser-supported networks 
remained wary of risking the commercial skipping likely to result from mak-
ing their programs available on demand, and all were aware that such a sys-
tem would introduce even greater complications to the already challenging 
task of Nielsen measurement of time-shifting homes. Nonetheless, as VOD 
adoption and use grew, networks approached licensing deals with attention 
to enabling some on-demand distribution, particularly as a promotional tool 
that might lead more viewers to use VOD to catch up on series and then join 
the linear viewing audience. Negotiations involving commonly owned con-
tent again proved most flexible in many cases.

As late as 2011, many still regarded MVPDs’ VOD platforms an incred-
ible failure, particularly as emerging broadband streaming services such as  
Netflix and Hulu drew far greater attention for their “on-demand” services. 
This began to change as MVPDs struck deals with original license fee hold-
ers (the networks and channels) who had secured allowances from content 
owners that made full episodes of recent series as abundant as the back cat-
alog and catch-up offerings of broadband-delivered services. For example, 
in 2013 the “Watchathon Week” offered by Comcast—which aimed to move 
more subscribers into tiers offering access to its Xfinity on-demand service—
provided viewers access to “more than 3,500 episodes of 100 TV series” on 
multiple screens and devices. 

Two types of VOD emerged, and though many viewers might not perceive 
a distinction between them, it is important to understand these as two indus-
trially different practices. The first strategy used VOD as a promotional tool 
to expand the linear audience for the show. By 2014, most networks enabled 
a limited number of episodes for free streaming through MVPD-provided 
on-demand, network websites, and Hulu’s basic platform. In most cases, 
between three and five of the most recent episodes were available, though 
no episodes might be available if the series was not currently airing. Though 
a viewer certainly could view a new episode each week through this type of 
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VOD, the limited number of episodes generally discouraged streaming as a 
replacement for linear viewing or recording; in other words, viewers couldn’t 
build up a cache of episodes and view the whole season consecutively as Net-
flix viewers had grown accustomed to doing. Alternatively, some services 
provided the full past season just as a new season launched. This too served 
a promotional function of enabling viewers who hadn’t found the series the 
previous season to catch up and join the current season. Using on-demand 
distribution for promotion primarily benefitted the original license holder 
(network or channel), though the studio arguably benefitted indirectly since 
on-demand viewership could indicate broader interest for the show. 

The second VOD strategy was that of library building. In this case, MVPD 
VOD as well as subscription broadband-delivered services created a new 
distribution window and licensed content from studios. This allowed view-
ers access to “back-catalog” or “library” content, perhaps all the episodes of a 
show no longer in production. Shows that were not in demand for linear cable 
syndication could even appear here while still in production. As an experi-
ence, VOD library content is similar to watching an “old” episode in syndica-
tion on a cable channel, though may be more valued by viewers because they 
can watch episodes on their own schedule and in the order they desire. 

Though the average viewer may not distinguish between streaming an 
old episode of a show on Netflix and a newer episode of the same show on 
Hulu or the network’s website, the different economics that allow the show 
to appear in these different VOD platforms distinguish these as different dis-
tribution strategies. The networks are able to offer recent episodes on VOD 
as part of their original license fee agreements. If there is any commercial 
revenue from advertisements in these windows, it is shared by the player 
(MVPD; Hulu) and network. In the case of library content, selling the broad-
band license provides the studio that created the series with a new syndica-
tion window to help amortize costs or derive profits from programs created 
at a deficit, while none of the fee is likely to go back to the network originally 
licensing the series.28 

It is in many ways too soon to have a clear vision of the success of using 
video on demand for either promotion or monetization. Even in 2013, the 
commercial insertion capabilities in free streaming players such as Hulu 
went un- or underutilized. In the case of MVPD on demand, MVPDs could 
disable fast-forwarding through commercials in VOD playback, but in my 
experience, rarely did so until 2013. Moreover, most VOD and broadband 
distributors offered much lower commercial volume, often featuring pods 
with a single advertisement that merely promoted the channel that licensed 
the show being viewed. Evaluating the monetization of on-demand was still 
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difficult because it remained unclear how the availability of programs in this 
earlier window would ultimately affect the viewing and rates of subsequent, 
more traditional syndication windows. Of course, it was also unclear that 
these traditional windows would persist as the transition to the post-network 
era continued to develop—for example, would viewers choose to watch a lin-
ear episode if they had not seen previous episodes when they also could select 
multiple previous episodes of that same program from a VOD interface? 
Also, the phenomenon of a so-called Netflix effect began to be noted, as Vari-
ety’s editor in chief, Andrew Wallenstein, posed the query, “Should Netflix be 
paying studios for content or the other way around?” in the wake of Breaking 
Bad’s 5.9 million viewers for its final season premiere.29 The effect Wallenstein 
notes is the previously unprecedented season-to-season growth experienced 
by cable shows that had past seasons distributed on Netflix, through VOD, or 
even full marathons on cable channels’ linear schedule that enabled a viewer 
who missed prior seasons to catch up with a show’s past and then become 
a linear viewer. Breaking Bad’s final season premiere doubled the audience 
of the previous season, and given its highly serialized narrative, it seemed 
unlikely that final season viewers tuned in without viewing past seasons. 

In some notable cases, networks have limited on-demand availabil-
ity much more stringently. FOX’s American Idol remains the best illustra-
tion of this strategy, in which the network clearly seeks to maintain this 
show’s cachet as a live contest by not making it, or its easily disintermedi-
ated performances, available through any other outlet. If it weren’t for the 

Figure 4.1. Screen shot of current (2013) on-demand interface.
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live competition component as a primary reason for audiences to view live, 
FOX’s ability to suppress viewer demand for alternative ways to access the hit 
show would likely be far more difficult. In other words, FOX can use this tac-
tic due to the particular features of this show, but would unlikely be success-
ful with such a rigid rights clampdown in the case of a show with an ongoing 
narrative and with less motivation for immediacy.

Though a range of efforts by MVPDs and new aggregators made it far 
easier by 2014 for viewers to create a nonlinear television experience with-
out resorting to illegal file sharing, significant problems remained. First, on-
demand practices were highly inconsistent. Viewers could not expect any 
reliable on-demand access, as there was significant variation in the number 
of episodes available, when they became available, and how long they would 
remain available. To some degree, common network strategies could be dis-
cerned, but variation even within a network’s strategy existed to an extent 
that made on-demand an unreliable repository. This variability enabled the 
DVR to persist in importance by allowing greater viewer control over when 
and how to view.

A second major limitation of on-demand derived from the poor inter-
face of many MVPD systems, which were so cumbersome as to deter view-
ers from attempting to use them. MVPDs were very slow to bring visually 
intuitive interfaces with sophisticated search capability to market—in this 
case, again being shamed by new competitors such as Netflix into innovating 
in this way. The weakness of the interfaces required viewers to deliberately 
search for specific content rather than pushing content consistent with what 
a viewer has liked—or even just general content—as a suggestion. Anecdot-
ally, I had mostly given up on my Comcast-provided on-demand service 
after repeatedly finding a paucity of offerings. By the fall of 2013, after taking 

Figure 4.2. Screen shot of next-generation Xfinity X2 interface.
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what I experienced as a lot of time to flip through the seemingly endless and 
poorly arranged interface, I found the offerings far more expansive, but still 
rarely used it (see figures 4.1 and 4.2). My behavior began to change once 
Comcast began “promoting” series by placing particular series among the 
offerings accessible on the first page of its interface. Gradually I began to 
think to check the on-demand offerings and later found that a much more 
robust selection with a much smarter interface could be used if I streamed 
shows through the Xfinity website. Here I had exceptional choice, but not the 
large screen of my living room set or a smoothly streamed experience. 

Despite these problems, some suggestions of “best practices” also emerged. 
From its launch in 2010, HBO’s HBO GO application received rave reviews 
from users; the only complaint—and one echoed widely—was that it wasn’t 
available without a linear HBO subscription. HBO GO is an application that 
required authentication of HBO subscription and provided access to all epi-
sodes of all HBO series, original films, and many of its licensed theatrical films 
on laptops, tablets, and mobile phones. Moreover, it featured a visually rich and 
easy-to-navigate interface. In many ways, HBO GO could be seen as the model 
for a nonlinear, post-network future: content was predictably and perennially 
available, and viewers could watch on a variety of screens. The notable problem 
was that in terms of rights and economics, such a platform was very difficult to 
reproduce outside the very particular context of HBO as a subscription service 
and as an entity that almost always operates as producer and distributor of its 
original content. As in the case of spurring earlier on-demand development, 
HBO’s status as a subscription service enabled it a freedom from advertiser 
involvement and security of economic model that allowed it to innovate with 
much less risk. Further, uncommon for most networks and channels—either 
advertiser- or subscription-supported—HBO produced its original content, 
and thus was the rights owner, which freed it from complicated rights negotia-
tions, even if only with another entity within the same conglomerate.

HBO GO was so beloved by users that it spawned a website entitled Take 
My Money, HBO!, a consumer campaign to encourage HBO to make HBO 
GO available as a stand-alone app that viewers could pay for without pay-
ing for a linear subscription. When the website launched, in 2012, 140,000 
supporters signed up in forty-eight hours and responded to its creator Jake 
Caputo’s request to tweet out what amount they would pay for a monthly 
HBO GO subscription. The issue for many of the petitioners was that many 
MVPDs required viewers to at least purchase a basic digital tier of program-
ming in order to also subscribe to HBO, and though marketed as “basic,” this 
tier typically cost a minimum of $20 per month. HBO earned considerable 
goodwill among MVPDs for creating a mechanism that didn’t circumvent 
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them—although this strategy was in HBO’s interest as well. The company 
depends on MVPDs to manage subscriptions and market its services; also as 
a cog in the broader Time Warner enterprise, HBO is wary of the ramifica-
tions an action adversarial to MVPDs could have for carriage of Time War-
ner basic cable channels such as CNN, TNT, and TBS. Importantly, despite 
the popularity of HBO GO among some subscribers, the industry journalist 
Joe Flint reported in 2013 that only 4.5 million of HBO’s subscribers regis-
tered for the HBO GO service and 98 percent still consume HBO on tradi-
tional televisions.30 

Notably, this remains a highly dynamic area of television reconfiguration. 
By the time the first edition of this book went to press in January 2007, Net-
flix was still mostly seen as a competitor to the video rental industry; Hulu 
appeared as an interesting experiment, though one widely expected to fail; 
and YouTube, just a year past its late 2005 launch, streamed about thirty-five 
million videos a day and drew an audience of more than nine million people 
per month.31 The buzz at that time was instead about various efforts by the 
established television industry to distribute content through websites, such 
as Motherload (Comedy Central), Overdrive (MTV), and Pipeline (CNN), 
and endeavors from outside the conventional confines of the industry, such 
as AOL’s In2TV and iWatchNow.com. In just seven years, the landscape of 
broadband content delivery has shifted enormously, and it remains too soon 
to predict how much of the current configuration is likely to remain in place 
by 2020. Radical adjustment is not out of the question, though the disruption 
is more likely to come in the form of new distribution infrastructure, such as 
Google’s Fiber initiative, or through cellular capacity currently only imagin-
able in the United States. 

Consequences of Nonlinear Distribution 

I view YouTube as a glimpse into the future of video distribution, 
completely untethered from media companies and linear distribu-
tion models based on schedules. I don’t think it’s a flash in the pan 
as a concept, but rather it opens the door to a landscape that allows 
consumers to be content providers, creating a new form of commu-
nity particularly of common interest. 
—John Lansing, president, Scripps Networks, 200632 

If the universe changes and they [viewers] want us to bring the 
content directly to them, then we can.
—Les Moonves, president and CEO, CBS, 201233
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What we’ll see in the Internet is most cable networks will become 
Internet networks—we’ll still call ESPN a cable network, but it’ll 
be mostly delivered over the Internet in 10 or 20 years. The fun-
damental advantage of the Internet is individualization, control, 
being able to watch on any screen. It’s just a much better technol-
ogy substrate for video. 
—Reed Hastings, CEO, Netflix, 201334

Lansing’s words were prescient when he made these remarks in 2006, and 
here Moonves and Hastings grapple with not only the present, but the future 
of video distribution. Indeed, part of what enabled YouTube to grow so 
exponentially as a video provider was the freedom from commercial inter-
ference that derived from its base of amateur creators. But as viewers began 
using applications such as HBO GO, it became clear that unshackling tele-
vision from the tethers that had been central to its organization throughout 
the network era and multi-channel transition posed the greatest challenge to 
incumbent distributors. Changes to the structure of network-era distribution 
windows radically disrupted established norms of how studios and networks 
profited from their content and required similarly radical shifts in the eco-
nomics of the industry. The industry hesitantly experimented with new distri-
bution practices, particularly in the aftermath of iTunes’ 2005 establishment 
of a transaction streaming business, largely out of the sense that they could 
not risk being left behind. There was little certainty about short- or long-term 
economic consequences of enabling transaction purchase, nor was it certain 
that the traditional windows would persist as nonlinear viewing expanded. 
While conventional wisdom forecast likely outcomes, such as a decrease in 
the value of later distribution windows from the use of these new early ones 
or a cannibalizing of the linear audience, such concerns weren’t borne out. 
For example, one unanticipated result of DVR deployments was that the 
homes that used them actually watched more television, not only because 
of time saved through commercial skipping, but also because viewers could 
more easily and effectively access content of interest. The innovation posed 
by these new distribution windows was unprecedented enough that they too 
were likely to produce unexpected results, as early evidence suggested. Just as 
some industry discussion posed mobile, theatrical, and convenient television 
use as opponents in a zero-sum competition for viewers, an equally viable 
outcome was expanded use of television across all of these technologies. 

The availability of on-demand distribution has only begun to affect the 
rules of financing and distribution that dominated the industry for more 
than fifty years. In testing new distribution methods, the networks and 
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studios have been uncertain about the consequences for subsequent tradi-
tional windows such as syndication, but then syndication as it was known in 
the network era and the multi-channel transition seems likely irrelevant in a 
post-network era. Syndication has been used to fill out linear schedules, and 
this seems a strategy that may serve a residual linear audience, but one less 
likely to persist as more gain ready access to rich, well-organized libraries of 
content provided by subscription services like Netflix or by MVPDs. In an 
environment in which networks and channels do not need to “fill” a twenty-
four-hour schedule, they are likely to have less need for programming associ-
ated with another entity, such as the network that first licensed it, for exam-
ple, USA as the place to go to watch Burn Notice and other programming 
original to the channel instead of Law & Order: SVU and other shows that 
originated on a broadcast network. 

It is already the case that cable channels derive greater competitive advan-
tage by focusing funds on distinctive, original programming that matches 
their brand than by paying high license fees for shows already associated with 
a broadcast network; but the need to spread limited programming budgets to 
cover the artificial requirement of a twenty-four-hour schedule has necessi-
tated purchase of such programming. Likewise, local stations might be more 
willing to use their budgets for producing original local fare instead of pur-
chasing off-net sitcoms, and studios might distribute their content directly to 
viewers—as evident in channels built around U.S. studio content available out-
side the country. For example, the Warner Channel in Latin America features 
Friends, Big Bang Theory, and The Vampire Diaries—all series that were pro-
duced by Warner Bros. Studio, but that aired on various networks in the United 
States. Time Warner experimented with such a “channel”—albeit the post-net-
work version of a channel—in 2013, when it launched the WB Instant Archive, 
as a subscription-based service accessing primarily its film archive, but also 
television series that were no longer in any form of syndication. Similarly, Sony 
has experimented with its advertising-supported site Crackle, which draws 
primarily from Sony-owned film and television properties. Such a move, in 
which the content rights holder distributes directly to the consumer—as tech-
nology now allows—provides a far more efficient economic model that could 
help consumers manage costs and allow creators greater revenue. 

Just as distribution aggregators such as iTunes, Motherload, Over-
drive, and In2TV initiated nonlinear viewing, YouTube, Netflix, and Hulu 
have changed the television experience. The nonlinear access to program-
ming they provide plays an important role in changing viewers’ experience 
with and expectations of content. Negotiating the chicken/egg conundrum 
of what comes first—content or viewer adoption—slows or thwarts the 
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dissemination of many industrial innovations. For example, little HD pro-
gramming was available for quite a long time because so few homes owned 
HD sets—perhaps much like the case of 3D and 4K/Ultra HD programming 
now—but viewers had little motivation to buy HD sets as long as there was 
so little content available. Early forays into broadband video, whether those 
already swept by the wayside or those fighting to dominate the post-network 
era, help viewers realize that new ways of experiencing video are possible 
and that there is nothing natural or inherent about the ways we’ve viewed 
until now. The fact that revising this chapter seven years after the original 
required extensive deletion and rewriting reminds me that the entities that 
are dominating broadband program delivery in 2014 may too pass from rel-
evance before long. The details of particular services are consequently less 
important than understanding that, with the exception of live sports and 
contests, television viewing is steadily moving away from its linear origins. 

All of these new distribution windows upset the long-existing norms that 
derived value from time delay and exclusivity. If the number of windows and 
the patterns content took through them became increasingly varied during 
the multi-channel transition, such variety has become even greater at the 
beginning of the post-network era. What windows a show will pass through 
and how much money it might earn depend upon the nature of the content 
(serial or episodic), the type of audience attracted (niche or mass), and the 
status of the producer relative to the multinational conglomerates dominat-
ing the television industry—with great diversity possible.35 

Changes in Distribution to the Home 

It’s not lost on everybody that the market is shifting. It is inevitable 
that consumption of this form of entertainment television is going 
to be on the Internet. And there is a significant shift; . . . at some 
point this has to break, with or without Aereo.
—Chet Kanojia, CEO, Aereo, 201336

At the same time that VOD and streaming increased viewers’ ability to access 
an array of content on their own schedule, subtle changes in the technolo-
gies used to distribute that content to the home occurred that adjusted the 
dynamics of competition at the structural level. The arrival of cable inau-
gurated the multi-channel transition, and the establishment of a competitor 
to cable—namely, satellite—marked the maturing of this competitive envi-
ronment. A decade after the Telecommunications Act of 1996 enabled tele-
phone companies to compete in providing video and allowed cable to offer 
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telephony, traditional telephone companies finally began to experiment with 
video service offerings. These additional competitors, known in the industry 
as “telcos,” integrated phone, video, and data services by replacing the cop-
per wire that the industry had used for voice transmission with fiber-optic 
lines that initially were far more robust than the coaxial cables used by the 
cable industry. As the first edition of the book went to press in early 2007, 
it remained unclear how quickly telcos such as Verizon and AT&T would 
make their product available or how significantly the added competition 
might affect the industry, but by 2014, it was clear that the telco competi-
tion was unlikely to provide significant adjustment. The telcos largely ceded 
major markets to the most established cable companies, and though their 
fiber optic DSL (digital subscriber line) was a superior technology when the 
telcos entered the market, it was “obsolete in comparison” with the wired 
speeds achieved by the cable companies using the DOCSIS 3.0 technology 
(data over cable interface specifications) released in 2006.37 Just about 10 per-
cent of homes with television received telco service in 2014, but both compa-
nies had functionally stopped trying to wire new markets, and the “competi-
tors” Verizon and Comcast even established a joint marketing agreement in 
December 2011.38 

The telco foray into the “cable” market proved too costly once it became 
clear that the DSL technological advantage was short-lived. In this same 
period, the explosion of mobile phone use and then smartphone technologies 
led these companies to realize that their established businesses in wireless 
provided a stronger asset going forward and warranted infrastructure devel-
opment. The telcos had a stronger competitive position in the wireless world; 
as of 2012, AT&T and Verizon controlled 70 percent of the U.S. wireless mar-
ket, and it is their infrastructure that many of those wanting their television 
“anywhere” rely upon once leaving home wired and wifi connections.39 

Perhaps the most important aspect of the entry of Verizon and AT&T 
into video service was as a threat of competition in the early 2000s that may 
have helped encourage faster technical innovation than would have occurred 
otherwise, given the limited regulation and monopolistic structure of the 
cable industry. The chance that the fiber lines the telcos were building would 
provide notably faster speeds encouraged development of Internet protocol 
(IP) technologies that could be deployed over existing coaxial cable lines to 
allow the more robust VOD offerings of the 2010s. Without descending into 
too much techno-jargon, I’ll note here that “IP” denotes a specific way of 
sending messages that involves breaking them down into packages that can 
then be conveyed separately—as is the case on the Internet. Where televi-
sion is concerned, IP distribution is significant because it enables providers 
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to transmit only the signal for the television channel that you want at that 
particular minute, in contrast to the method of sending all the channels to 
your home all the time, which had long been the technology cable used. If 
you have a provider using IP technology, and at 5 p.m. on May 3, you wanted 
to watch CNN, then CNN would be the only signal coming through the 
wire into that television. If you had conventional analog cable service, all the 
channels in your package would be coming through the wire, even though 
you could watch only one at a time. Although the difference may be imper-
ceptible to the user, IP technology is more efficient and makes possible distri-
bution beyond the bandwidth limitations that once restricted cable systems 
to roughly three hundred channels. The “Internet” part of the term IPTV has 
created confusion, since many casually describe Hulu and YouTube as Inter-
net television as well. IPTV distinguishes the technical means for the distri-
bution of a signal, which differs from “television” being distributed on the 
“Internet,” or what is described here as broadband-delivered programming. 

The more recent development in competition to the home is a small but 
potentially significant experiment that Google began in 2011 to rewire Kansas 
City, Kansas, with fiber to the home; the initiative was expanded to Austin, 
Texas, and Provo, Utah, in 2014, and the company was in talks with thirty-
four other cities. The Google Fiber initiative promised to increase Internet 
speeds over a hundred times that being offered by MVPDs, and also devel-
oped a package of cable channels to more directly replicate the offerings of 
MVPDs. As the telcos had a decade earlier, Google threatened competi-
tion and a technologically superior offering, though, by initially seeming 
to mirror the MVPD model of channel packages, Google may have entered 
the market as a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Competitive primacy in the post-
network era would depend on controlling the “pipes,” and the pipes Google 
provided suggested that the company anticipated a future of video distribu-
tion that more radically disrupted the existing linear model that MVPDs still 
prioritized and that it initially appeared to replicate. In an unbundled envi-
ronment, Google’s gigabyte service would be a valuable offering. The industry 
analyst Craig Moffett also speculated that Google’s goal wasn’t to take over 
the MVPDs’ business, but to disrupt the slow pace of innovation in markets 
lacking competition to spur the development of high-speed networks in all 
markets that could be the backbone for many Google products and services.40 

In addition to fearing new competitors such as Google Fiber, cable sys-
tems worry about “disintermediation,” or separating the content and the 
delivery system in a manner that could allow programmers to bypass cable 
operators—and even broadcast networks—and go straight to the consumer 
through the Internet, a development more widely referenced as going “over 
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the top” (OTT). The reality of this concern grew considerably by 2010, by 
which point compression and delivery technologies had solved many of 
the problems such as long buffering times and grainy, pixilated images that 
plagued early Internet video distribution. By 2010, the possibility of a new 
era of television distribution was being realized as providers and applications 
such as Hulu, HBO GO, and Netflix offered full-length, commercially pro-
duced content at a level of quality indistinguishable from conventional televi-
sion—at least on the more personalized screens of laptops, the soon-to-mar-
ket tablet, and even broadband-connected living room screens. It was at this 
point that concerns about viewers going over the top became so cacophonous 
in the trade press that one would have imagined the audience was deserting 
MVPDs in droves. The concern was enough for the longtime analyst Mof-
fett to assert that cord cutting was “perhaps the most overhyped and over 
anticipated phenomenon in tech history.”41 Though a new breed of television 
household did begin early adoption of new distribution opportunities in this 
period—what Nielsen would dub the “zero-TV” home when it began measur-
ing them in 2013—homes accessing television only through broadband were 
actually a very small segment. Some of the decrease in “television homes” that 
fueled the OTT anxiety could be explained by contraction in “homes” as the 
United States hit the bottom of the housing crisis that led many to lose homes 
and consolidate living with extended family and friends, as well as those who 
maintained their homes but eliminated cable due to its cost. 

The anxiety about a potential over-the-top revolution that permeated 
industry discourse from 2010 to 2013 was not unfounded, but needed to be 
contemplated with far more nuance than was common. First, though viewers 
might cut or reduce their cable subscription, they typically maintained the 
same broadband service provider. Because 80 percent of cable subscribers 
received broadband from the same MVPD that provided their cable service, 
the consequence was that most of these viewers simply stopped paying the 
cable portion of their MVPD bill.42 MVPDs’ success in signing subscrib-
ers to “triple play” bundles of cable, broadband, and home phone services 
through the mid-2000s paid off as the providers could shift relative fees 
around so that they were making enough revenue from the broadband ser-
vice to diminish the cost of losing a content subscriber. Alternatively, they 
constructed pricing schemes that made dropping the cable service finan-
cially disadvantageous—for example, raising the fee for Internet-only ser-
vice above that of a combined Internet and cable bundle. Susan Crawford 
reported in 2013 that Comcast’s fees for stand-alone data—in other words, 
a subscription to Internet access but not cable—was twice as expensive than 
if packaged with cable.43 Though MVPDs could protect themselves from a 
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loss of content subscribers by increasing fees on broadband, the loss of sub-
scribers would have much greater ramifications for the cable networks that 
received carriage fees based on the number of subscribing homes and sold 
their time to advertisers based on the number of homes they reached.

The aspect of the OTT fear that was well-founded was concern about who 
the zero-TV household tended to be. In their first detailed evaluation of this 
group in 2013, Nielsen reported that zero-TV households had grown from 
about 2 million homes in 2007 to 5 million homes in 2013—out of a televi-
sion universe of 115 million.44 Of these 5 million homes, 75 percent still had 
at least one television set and 48 percent watched television content through 
a subscription service (Netflix; Hulu Plus). Almost half the zero-TV homes 
were under the age of thirty-five, which was the demographic feature that 
inspired particular concern. What also drew attention was that over the four 
quarters of 2012, Nielsen saw a break from the tendency of heavy stream-
ers to also be heavy television viewers. A new behavior of heavy streamers 
who watched little television began emerging and began to suggest stream-
ing as a replacement behavior, rather than just supplementation.45 Without 
a precedent for this type of behavior, it was difficult to forecast whether this 
phenomenon largely spearheaded by young adults was a function of age, 
earnings, and life stage or whether this approach to content would persist as 
they proceeded to higher earnings and through subsequent life stages. (Of 
Nielsen’s sample, 36 percent of zero-TV respondents noted cost and 31 per-
cent noted lack of interest as the reason they didn’t subscribe to cable.)

As this book goes to print, it is difficult to diagnose the long-term ramifica-
tions of changes in the behavior of a particular audience group in the short 
term. In the end, it may not matter whether the young households of zero TV 
would have been “cord nevers” (those who would never tether themselves 
with a cable cord), because the threat of this possibility—along with techno-
logical innovation and the daring of a few industry leaders able to see a future 
of television distribution that differs from its past—may be enough to por-
tend industry-wide change. Experiments in new models of distribution have 
begun to emerge to an extent that it seems clear that the days of the tiered bun-
dles of cable packages are numbered. Though this form of packaging content 
will likely persist for some for a long time to come, evidence suggests we’ve 
reached a tipping point from which this type of use will grow steadily residual.

But what is to replace it? Though MVPDs have been impugned for only 
selling content in bundles, the blame is shared with—and maybe even 
more deserved by—the owners of cable channels that have forced chan-
nels unwanted by MVPDs and subscribers as the cost of access to desired 
content. For example, Viacom knows that every MVPD wants to offer MTV 
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and Nickelodeon, but in order to get these channels, Viacom requires that 
the MVPDs also carry the ultra-niche channels Palladia and NickToons—
and maybe even requires that they be bundled on the same tier. Despite 
the hundreds of channels, nine companies controlled 90 percent of pro-
fessionally produced television in the United States in 2013.46 This consoli-
dated control of programming left even the MVPDs with little room for 
negotiating as these companies demanded higher retransmission fees. The 
bloated bundles have left viewers feeling that their subscriptions lacked 
value because it seemed they were paying for things they didn’t want and 
had no recourse against. By many measures of leisure expenditure, how-
ever, the cable packages, especially those including robust VOD, TV Every-
where functionality, offer considerable worth. As content creators seek ways 
to maintain access to zero-TV homes by making content available outside 
the bundled cable tier, viewers will be able to assert their displeasure with 
bundling more directly.

The arrival of new distribution technologies and the merging of once dis-
tinct pathways of cable and Internet into the home have introduced many 
new questions for telecommunication policy. A yet unresolved debate about 
the potential for and ramifications of “net neutrality” persists, and ques-
tions about how broadband will be priced and whether and how MVPDs 
will impose usage caps remain pressing concerns that could significantly 
alter the future use of television. The dawn of the post-network era has 
largely featured uncapped home broadband plans so that users can upload 
and download as much as they desire at a particular speed through home 
Internet connections. The quick expansion of Netflix streaming in late 2010, 
however, quickly drew the attention of MVPDs, who, perhaps seeing an even 
more lucrative economic model, began wringing their hands and suggesting 
an inevitable coming broadband shortage that would be wrought by these 
“broadband hogs.” 

As the only pipe into most homes, MVPDs had secured a deep arsenal 
to maintain their profits regardless of industry reconfiguration: if viewers 
cut cable subscriptions and shifted to broadband-delivered programming, 
they could make up the lost revenue by requiring a broadband pack-
age that would allow the expanded usage. Or, if they wanted to maintain 
some cut of programming, they could partner with a broadband service 
for a percentage of the viewer subscription in exchange for exempting 
content from that service from caps. For example, if a new subscription 
video service such as Warner Instant Archive launched, it might partner 
with the MVPD and give the MVPD a percentage of its subscription fee 
in exchange for use of Warner Instant Archive not counting against a 
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subscriber’s broadband usage cap. In 2014 Netflix joined other video pro-
viders in paying MVPDs to connect directly to their servers to prevent 
network congestion resulting in slow buffering and other poor experi-
ences for viewers. This arsenal largely had been built through the advan-
tages provided by their monopoly status as the only ample pipe into most 
homes at the dawn of the digital era. Indeed, the introduction of meaning-
ful regulation or competition had the potential to significantly alter the 
industry at any time; but with the exception of Google’s Fiber initiative, 
neither seemed remotely forthcoming. 

Consequences of Changes in Distribution to the Home

One of the primary consequences of the new forms of video distribution 
now possible is the utter fracturing of the mass audience. In the network era, 
the limited spectrum and the regulatory choices made in its division created 
a marketplace of few providers. The expansion of cable and additional broad-
cast networks throughout the multi-channel transition enabled the emer-
gence of niche television audiences, though it is less the technological capa-
bility of additional channels gained in the mid-1980s and more the financial 
stability of these channels by the early 2000s that allows wide-scale develop-
ment of original series that begin to really adjust the norms of television con-
tent. The question that remains at this preliminary point in the establishment 
of the post-network era is whether niche, loosely synchronous audiences will 
persist as a norm, or whether the audience will fragment further yet to a state 
that it is more accurate to speak of television as a personalized medium—
more like the “audiences” of books, though with continued rates of viewing 
that far surpass reading?

The challenge faced by various entities of the television industry is that the 
economics of industry practices remain built on mass-audience, network-
era norms. The fundamental challenge to the future evolution of television 
is the disjuncture between an economic model built in the network era and 
distribution practices characteristic of post-network technological possibili-
ties. As of 2014, a certain answer to this challenge remains unclear, though 
the existence of this dilemma has become inescapable. Many possible ways 
forward exist, but each bears consequences for some established entity that 
is unlikely to easily sacrifice the status it has enjoyed in the previous regime.

One early possibility emerged on Halloween 2006, when Fearnet, a 
“channel” featuring horror films from the Sony/MGM library, debuted on 
Comcast cable systems. Though Fearnet transitioned to delivery as a linear 
channel in 2010, its initial iteration as a VOD channel that made available 
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horror-themed programming for viewers to watch on their own schedule 
suggested a notable innovation in distribution and the continued impor-
tance of a network brand. Even though the “channel” did not operate an 
outlet that streamed predetermined content at certain times, it did function 
as a branded folder in which viewers could look for programs with particu-
lar characteristics. 

A truly post-network environment is precisely that, television with-
out networks—or at least without networks in their current configuration. 
Program aggregators—those entities or locations in which viewers can find 
programming of a certain sensibility or about a certain topic—will remain 
crucial, but the future of networks as aggregators that schedule the delivery 
of programming at certain times appears dubious. Post-network practices 
in which the viewer’s pursuit of content dominates the process of selecting 
what to view increases the value of studio or producer reputation and dimin-
ishes the centrality of networks (depending on the mechanism for distribu-
tion). It also affords a competitive advantage to the types of programming 
that viewers particularly want to watch, instead of what they’ve watched 
simply because it’s been “on.” These new conditions, which can enhance the 
status and reach of what have previously been “cult” hits, should encourage 
studios to shift support from broad slates built on a strategy of intentional 
overproduction to smaller lineups with programs that all offer some distinc-
tion. Whether this will mean an increase in programs that are creative and 
innovative or those that attempt to tap into broad-based tastes, or perhaps 
both, is not clear. What is clear is that post-network television programs will 
not succeed simply because a network makes them available to viewers at 
particular times.

The next chapter explores the emerging economic possibilities enabled by 
the distribution strategies considered here. It is very clear that the remaining 
hurdles have little to do with technological solutions; instead the challenge 
lies in developing funding strategies that match emerging post-network uses 
of television. As Evan Shapiro, president of Pivot (the television channel 
launched by Participant Media in 2013), explained, “The industry is so sick 
and so not recognizing that they are sick, it is kind of spectacular.”47 And yet, 
despite efforts by incumbents to deny coming change, some established enti-
ties—HBO GO, for example—extend tentative propositions that can never-
theless become major disruptions; while others that have never been part of 
the game, such as Netflix, exploit the dissatisfaction and inefficiency of the 
existing system to an extent that forces broad-scale response. 

Indeed, the notion of TV Everywhere remains hyperbolic, but it is cer-
tainly the case that TV is in a lot of places it wasn’t before, and even more 
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so, that viewers have far more choice over what plays on their living room 
screen.48 The changes in distribution have allowed new players entry to the 
established industry, while others—Google, Aereo, Apple—knock resolutely 
at the door. Although entrenched commercial interests have the greatest 
assets through which to reassert themselves, the scope of change may well 
create new relationships among cable and satellite systems, telecommunica-
tion providers, and technology manufacturers. 

Although I want to avoid the “blue skies” rhetoric that early on forecast 
cable as a democratizing force, it is nonetheless important to consider some 
of the implications of broadband video distribution, which has dismantled 
the bottleneck that afforded substantial cultural power to the gatekeepers 
and agenda setters of the network era. By 2007, broadband distribution had 
already offered previously unimagined opportunities to distribute video—
including those beyond the confines of commercial profitability. To be sure, 
the gross surplus of content has made finding messages, videos, or stories 
of interest increasingly difficult. In response, broadband distribution compa-
nies have busily refined search and distribution applications that aggregate 
content and decrease the difficulty of sorting. In the process, though, they 
may offer advantages to certain content and providers and thereby contrib-
ute to reestablishing commercial media control. 

Though this book focuses on the commercial television industry, per-
haps the biggest change that new ways of distributing television have intro-
duced to television as a cultural institution is the creation of new means for 
independent or amateur productions to find audiences. Of all the art and 
storytelling forms, television was under the tightest commercial grip due to 
the stranglehold of the networks on distribution. For decades, public tele-
vision provided the most viable outlet for unconventional or noncommer-
cial content, but its lack of independence from state funding manipulation 
and general underfunding ultimately afforded it limited additional breadth. 
Local cable access provided another alternative to commercial television 
and the networks’ dominance, but was geographically, technologically, and 
financially limited. By contrast, broadband distribution enables a radical dis-
ruption in television’s norm as a medium limited to commercially created 
content, even if audiences haven’t migrated to primarily viewing non–indus-
trially produced content. 

Another substantial adjustment that has resulted from the dismantling 
of network-era distribution practices is the displacement of the “network 
schedule” as the dominant means of content organization. This sched-
ule, and the conventions of other production components related to it, 
restricted variation in program length, with 30, 60, and 120 minutes (minus 
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commercial allowances) being the only options in most venues. But as com-
mercial content providers tested new distribution platforms such as VOD 
and broadband channels, many offered shorter forms and other program-
ming outside the bounds of conventional program length and series struc-
ture. The growing variety of distribution methods and the nonlinear struc-
ture of VOD have now also enabled the further diversification in content 
forms considered in the previous chapter. First, DVD distribution created 
an additional market for limited-run series that video on demand has sub-
sequently expanded. Some content created for Internet distribution has even 
come to be redistributed on cable networks (Bravo’s Outrageous and Con-
tagious: Viral Video, Comedy Central’s Tosh.0); in other cases, a YouTube 
sensation received a network contract for a series of films and a television 
series (Lucas Cruikshank on Nickelodeon), and a television series based on 
a Twitter feed emerged with $#*! My Dad Says, although it had a TV life 
about the equivalent of 140 characters.

As suggested in the previous chapter as well as the next, the increasing 
multiplicity of ways of paying for and circulating programs has substantially 
expanded the range of programming that can be produced within the dic-
tates of a commercial media system. Multiple opportunities for producers 
to recoup production costs allow a much greater variety of forms than the 
standard windowing process that demanded consistent program lengths 
and at least one hundred episodes. In the network era, international syndi-
cation provided the only way to recover production costs on miniseries—a 
circumstance that contributed to the telling of only certain types of stories in 
this format.49 Moving away from a television experience organized by linear 
daily schedules frees storytelling from norms that were arbitrary and char-
acteristic of network-era scarcity. Morgan Hertzan, chief creative officer of 
LXTV.com, an online network that features short video clips on New York 
shopping, nightlife, food, arts, and other categories, explains the advantage 
of nonlinear video distribution: “You can service a niche audience and only 
deliver a couple hours, well-focused and well-produced.”50 The expansion 
of his company to additional cities and its purchase by NBC indicates the 
potential for local commercial and informational content that was largely 
absent throughout the network era, the multi-channel transition, and the 
start of the post-network era as well. 

As the post-network era continues to become established, most of the dis-
tinctions such as VOD versus broadband-delivered programming or stream-
ing versus download that I make here with painstaking deliberateness will 
erode for audiences. Already, some early adopters move fluidly among Net-
flix streams, MVPD-provided VOD, DVR recordings, and YouTube videos 
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and might refer to any or all as the “television” they watched last night, 
though the struggle among content, distributors, and an array of middlemen 
will continue. Who will wear the crown in the post-network era: content or 
distribution? Speaking at the Annual Livery Lecture at the Worshipful Com-
pany of Stationers and Newspaper Makers in March 2006, the News Corp 
magnate Rupert Murdoch proclaimed, 

Power is moving away from those who own and manage the media to a 
new and demanding generation of consumers—consumers who are better 
educated, unwilling to be led, and who know that in a competitive world 
they can get what they want, when they want it. The challenge for us in the 
traditional media is how to engage with this new audience. There is only 
one way. That is by using our skills to create and distribute dynamic, excit-
ing content. King Content, The Economist called it recently.51 

But the multiplicity of post-network technologies and distribution win-
dows that has enabled an expanded diversity of content has also suggested 
a new competitor for status as king. Indeed, much of the more revela-
tory rhetoric about changes in the television industry asserts that viewers 
will be sovereign in the post-network era as industries compete to pro-
vide them with the content they desire on their own preferred terms. The 
Comcast CEO Brian Roberts declared as much at the 2006 National Cable 
Show, while a few weeks earlier the Disney CEO Robert Iger announced, 
“We’ve concluded the consumer is king. Remaining a slave to fixed con-
sumption would be a huge mistake and at Disney we’re refusing to do 
that.”52 In the more recent wake of Netflix’s release of House of Cards, a 
journalist working out the economics of the endeavor shifted the adage to 
argue that “exclusive content is king.”53 Viewers do indeed appear likely to 
benefit to some degree as the cultural institution of television evolves and 
the emergence of new distributors reduces the control of the few and lim-
ited gatekeepers of the network era. New distribution methods allow more 
viewer choice, so that they can watch commercials or not, pay directly for 
programming or not, view content at self-determined times and locations, 
and have more ready access to content outside that created by commercial 
conglomerates. 

Yet Roberts’s fellow panelist, the Time Warner CEO Richard Parsons, tem-
pered the “consumer is king” assertion, recalling the words of Gerald Levin, 
who had orchestrated the once heralded but by then negatively regarded 
merger of AOL and Time Warner. Levin posited that content might be king, 
but distribution was the power behind the throne, a maxim that again leaves 
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the viewer out of the equation. Although expanded viewer sovereignty still 
seems possible in this nascent stage of the post-network era, the history of 
distribution tells a different story. All too frequently, emergent technologies 
provide multiplicity and diversity in their infancy, only to be subsumed by 
dominant and controlling commercial interests as they became more estab-
lished. The contradictory interests of various industries may create room for 
viewers to win some victories, but so long as most of the country has only 
one choice for broadband service, the spoils will be minimal. Stay tuned: a 
battle royal has just begun. 
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5

The New Economics of Television

Madison Avenue is stuck in a 1950s time warp. While the era of 
mass media has long since departed—just glance at the hundreds 
of cable channels and thousands of special-interest magazines if 
you require proof—most ad agencies still operate the same way 
they did during the Eisenhower administration: Toss a single TV 
spot at millions of random viewers in the hope that a small fraction 
might be interested in that new Chevrolet or life insurance from 
Prudential. 
—Paul Keegan, “The Man Who Can Save Advertising,” 20041 

The advertising business has not matured in the past thirty or forty 
years. I wouldn’t blame the current need for change on TiVo. It’s 
an evolutionary process that has stagnated because advertisers and 
networks have been slow to recognize and adapt to changes in the 
consumer marketplace. 
—Lee Gabler, Creative Artists Agency2 

The commercial model supporting U.S. television has remained fairly stable 
since its establishment in the mid-1960s. As many have criticized, the lack 
of innovation and change in the relationship among television networks and 
their Madison Avenue supporters indicated a stunning lack of dynamism. 
Certainly, shifts occurred as audience measurement systems grew increas-
ingly sophisticated and cable networks introduced new options throughout 
the multi-channel transition. For the most part, however, dominant practices 
remained in place until the late 1990s, when it became apparent that changes 
of prodigious proportions were approaching. Most tried to ignore them. 
Others attempted to halt them or hoped for some sort of intervention that 
would offer reprieve. A few boldly looked forward. 

Advertising has always been central to the economics of U.S. television, 
but an unusual confluence of immediate economic crisis, programming 
innovation, and cultural uncertainty combined with the established con-
sequences of expanded viewer choice and control to elicit the variety of 
responses attempted by advertisers in the early years of the twenty-first 
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century. Historically, U.S. commercial television was dominated by certain 
advertising norms such as the thirty-second commercial. But this conven-
tion resulted from particular industrial organizations and competitive strat-
egies of the network era and multi-channel transition, and was no more 
inevitable than the emerging post-network norm in which multiple adver-
tising strategies, including product placement and sponsorship, began to 
coexist with the thirty-second ad. Such a multiplicity of strategies corre-
sponded with the increasingly diverse practices, diffuse industrial orga-
nization, and distinctive programming experiences characteristic of the 
post-network era. The multiple television advertising strategies explored 
here—product placement, integration, branded entertainment, and spon-
sorship—did not “kill” the thirty-second ad, as so many trade articles sug-
gested. Rather, they reflected the increasing variety of practices and types of 
television common throughout the production process, although, again, the 
transformation was not instant. 

The scope of coming changes was clear to all by the late 1990s, and one 
might expect advertisers to have the greatest interest in identifying new mod-
els and norms because they paid for the system. Certainly all of the relevant 
players observed the data that trickled in during the multi-channel transi-
tion. Broadcasters, with their diminishing audiences and successful demands 
for higher rates, were not going to suggest a change in the status quo. Cable 
channels had much to gain and regularly agitated for more support from 
advertisers. Despite cable’s multiyear existence, the channels did not develop 
compelling, word-of-mouth-generating narrative series programming until 
the late 1990s—particularly in the key prime-time period—which helped 
perpetuate broadcasters’ dominance. The cable networks offered advertisers 
a new multiplicity of advertising sites, but the expanded choice of the multi-
channel transition alone was not significant enough to cause a reevaluation 
of the commercial funding practices of U.S. television. 

Indeed, it was one of those boxes viewers connected to their sets that 
brought about notable hand wringing and initiated some experimentation 
from advertisers and buyers. As the epigraphs to this chapter suggest, it was 
less the DVR box itself than the fear of the DVR box and the empowered 
consumers who owned them that shifted Madison Avenue out of fifty years 
of complacency. Over a decade before the first DVRs entered the home, the 
technology’s analog predecessor, the VCR, sparked the industry to a similar 
panic.3 Yet the end of the world of commercial advertising predicted in the 
early 1980s never transpired, which made it all the more curious that advertis-
ing agencies and networks so quickly forgot their unfounded fears when the 
DVR debuted. Despite the fact that the DVR, like the VCR, enables viewers 
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to record and later play back programming, DVR early adopters—many of 
whom worked in the industry—knew something was different. The technol-
ogy was too easy to use, its digital capabilities involved too substantial a leap, 
and its ready program guide was far more likely to entice viewers to actu-
ally view the shows that they recorded and thus become a default mode of 
viewing. Industry experts also knew that video-on-demand technology was 
maturing. Viewers were no longer going to be satisfied with a mere range of 
options; once allowed to sample the new technologies, they would demand 
control over when and how they would watch, and they were no longer going 
to be captive for commercial breaks. Instead of the 300-channel universe, the 
control technologies and distribution adjustments provided a 10,000-hour 
universe of instantly available programming. 

Blaming the DVR for the experimentation in advertising techniques 
and program financing norms that emerged in the early 2000s makes for 
an elegant argument, but it is a grand overstatement of the impact of the 
device. Certainly the reassessment of dominant advertising models was 
overdue long before DVRs enabled advertisement skipping. The future 
uncertainty fueled by the DVR only helped the industry toward the “tipping 
point” at which the risk of trying something new appeared less dangerous 
than blindly maintaining the status quo.4 Broader economic factors, includ-
ing the 2000–2002 dot-com crash, the 2008 recession and Lehman Brothers 
bankruptcy, and the lingering economic malaise, also had substantial conse-
quences for the advertising market. Consider that local television advertis-
ing was down 14.7 percent from the first half of 2000 heading into the fall of 
2001 when the attacks of September 11 produced further uncertainty in the 
market.5 After the attacks, analysts revised forecasts to predict even greater 
declines in advertising spending, and advertisers feared for the future of 
their industry.6 Just as the equilibrium returned following these disruptions, 
the housing crisis, massive unemployment, and the so-called Great Reces-
sion again created economic uncertainty and an environment of contained 
advertising spending. 

Alone, the disruption of new technologies and forms of distribution that 
bombarded traditional television industry norms would have been a lot to 
weather, but the fact that new, potentially industry-rupturing developments 
such as Netflix, Facebook, and Google’s AdWords emerged concurrent with 
broader economic crisis made the questions of how to react even more stu-
pefying. The growing echo chamber of industry “analysts” tended to lack a 
long view about the scale of change portended by “new media,” a myopia 
in some cases encouraged by the simultaneous emergence of self-anointed 
industry bloggers who rarely provided the reasoned investigation of more 
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grounded industry journalism, which was experiencing a crisis of its own. 
Though it was clear that the future would look different, maybe even very 
different from the past, it was entirely unclear what that future would encom-
pass, which led to the overvaluation of potential disruptors and the under-
valuing of established industries—such as MVPDs in the mid-2000s, for 
example. Yet still, in 2013, PricewaterhouseCoopers estimated that the U.S. 
television ecosystem would report a total revenue of approximately $142 bil-
lion.7 Of this revenue, about 47 percent was derived from advertising and 53 
percent from subscriptions to MVPDs. And despite the direness sometimes 
suggested by industry accounts, these remained incredibly profitable indus-
tries—just not as profitable in some cases. Analysis by SNL Kagan showed 
profit margins that averaged 40 percent for cable channels and 10 percent for 
broadcast channels. And while MVPD margins for video dropped into the 
mid-20s, most now earned profit margins of nearly 60 percent on Internet 
service.8 So though some margins were diminished, they remained enviable 
relative to many other industries. 

Well before the onslaught of new means of distribution and the broader 
economic crisis, the advertising industry was aware of the inadequacies of 
their measurement tools. All knew that network-era audience estimations 
offered only a suggestion of those who might or might not view a com-
mercial; trips to the bathroom and the refrigerator had long stolen audi-
ences before VCRs and remote controls exacerbated challenges that DVRs 
would further exploit. While introducing a panel discussion of new adver-
tising practices in 2004, the industry commentator Jack Myers described 
the content of a trade advertisement hanging in his office. The ad reminds 
its audience—that is, advertisers—that only through “creative ingenuity” 
will they reach the “disappearing America,” such as those fleeing to the 
kitchen or elsewhere at commercial breaks. Myers’s punch line: the ad was 
created in 1953. 

The problem of reaching the right viewers with the right advertising mes-
sages was thus by no means new, and by the early years of the twenty-first 
century, advertisers had more tools to aid them in this task than ever before. 
But the management structure and culture of the agencies had become far 
more “corporate” and reflected the structures of their clients, which had 
become lean, post-Fordist corporations that would not tolerate any eco-
nomic inefficiency or uncertainty and sought guarantees that no advertising 
dollar would be wasted.9 This concern about the efficiency of money spent 
on advertising drove an obsession with return on investment at the same 
time that the industry experienced unprecedented change in its advertising 
techniques and consumer research methods. The margins throughout the 
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business were shrinking. The profits of the 1960s and 1970s were so great that 
the industry could maintain substantial revenue even as the multi-channel 
transition fragmented audiences and the middlemen between studios and 
audience expanded; but this could not continue forever. Audiences would 
not, could not, continue to pay significant hikes in fees for cable as well as 
broadband, and mobile services that quickly came to seem more essential 
than television programming. Likewise, financially secure consumers might 
have the leisure dollars to purchase one or two subscription services such 
as HBO or Netflix, but Hulu Plus, Amazon Prime, and YouTube channels 
as well? Piecemeal adjustments would last until the margins eroded, but at 
some point, these businesses would have to reinvent their models to corre-
spond to an era of digital distribution. 

The industry press often framed the redefinition of advertising practices 
as a question of the life or death of the thirty-second spot, but the relevant 
questions were far more substantial and nuanced. The advertising indus-
try needed to respond to the challenges of an increasingly fragmented and 
polarized audience empowered with control devices that enabled them to 
avoid commercial messages in a variety of ways. An assortment of new and 
old strategies emerged or reemerged haphazardly during the waning years 
of the multi-channel transition. Although advertisers experimented with a 
distinct range of strategies, little consensus existed within the industry about 
what to call them: anything other than a thirty-second spot was often labeled 
“product placement” despite the significant variation in the strategies used. 

Shifts in dominant advertising practices can substantially affect televi-
sion programming and, consequently, the stories the medium provides. This 
chapter, then, distinguishes among different practices and notes their rami-
fications for the advertising industry and beyond. As in the other produc-
tion components considered throughout the book, the adjustments in the 
operation of the advertising industry have significant implications for tele-
vision as a cultural institution. Advertisers’ desire to reach young, upscale 
demographic groups enabled the production of content that defied previous 
norms, while the multiplicity of financing strategies likewise diversified the 
range of programming commercial models could support. 

Though advertisers have provided the dominant source of funding for 
U.S. television for the last sixty years, significant uncertainty about the future 
of television advertising persisted in 2014, consequently calling into ques-
tion the future organization of the television industry. Already, the terrain of 
audience and advertiser financing looked different in 2014 than it did when 
I wrote the first edition, published in 2007. The early through mid-2000s 
indicated a lot of experimentation with advertising techniques, but while 
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not failed experiments, no strategy has emerged as a replacement. Indeed, 
various models of product placement and integration have become crucial 
to and commonplace in unscripted television, and sponsorship has become 
core to live sports, but prized content resists network-era practices such as 
the thirty-second advertisement.

Rather than any of the television-based experiments, it has been the 
emergence, adoption, and integration of smartphones that may portend the 
most radical change for U.S. television’s advertising-based norms. It seems 
unavoidable that some entrepreneur will discover a mechanism that har-
nesses the mobility and ubiquity of the smartphone, perhaps in combination 
with social media, to create an advertising platform that leaves the inefficien-
cies and uncertainties of most television advertising far behind. The thirty-
second embedded advertisement that has been the norm of television adver-
tising has always been highly imperfect, but it was a decent mechanism given 
the tools available in the network era. It remains only a thought experiment 
at this point, but we might imagine the post-network era as one that takes 
shape with only a small fraction of the previous era’s advertising dollars spent 
on television, and that support is most likely to remain in programming that 
provides an environment in which advertising is most effective, such as live 
sports. It is the belief in a coming, superior advertising vehicle that contrib-
utes to my skepticism about the long-term viability of linear television.

Though in 2007 I imagined a diversity of advertising strategies to under-
gird the post-network era, the emergence of the television experience I 
describe in relation to prized content and evidence of more optimal advertis-
ing vehicles based on mobile and social media technologies suggest that the 
post-network era will feature a combination of advertising and direct-pay 
economic models. As noted in the last chapter, what is crucial to the future 
evolution of television is establishing an economic model appropriate to 
what are becoming post-network technological and distribution norms, and 
the progression since the network era has featured audiences paying more 
and more for television programming. As the expansion in original cable 
series has brought about an era of true programming abundance, carriage 
fees from MVPDs have become an increasingly substantive component in 
network/channel balance sheets. This is not to suggest there is much room 
in viewers’ budgets for incremental direct pay on top of existing cable and 
broadband subscription, but to forecast that the inefficiencies in the bun-
dling of content into channels and then channels into tiers cannot be sus-
tained in the post-network era. Making content affordable for viewers and 
adequately profitable for creators will require contraction in the middlemen 
between these entities.
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But the work of this book is not prognostication, and its arguments are 
based on available evidence. It is clear that long-established inefficiencies 
have begun to produce crisis: the exuberant initial response to Netflix and 
the doubling of zero-TV homes are a meaningful indication of discontent, 
though still small-scale phenomena. Yet it will likely require far more cri-
sis—think the recording industry circa 2002—or some visionary industry 
leaders to force those still comfortable with the status quo to endeavor upon 
preemptive change. At this point, the strength of works such as this is their 
ability to take a long view on how television advertising developed and to 
seek insight about this coming era from its attempts to negotiate change up 
to this point.

U.S. Television’s Varied Economic Models

Before examining the nuances of past and present national network televi-
sion advertising, we need to tease apart the many different economic models 
that now support television. Though viewers may experience a wide array of 
content simply as television, the different economic models underpinning its 
creation have significant impact on the content that appears on the screen. 
Chapter 3 explores the economic relationships between the studios that 
make content and the distributors—networks and channels—that deliver it 
to audiences. Here, I examine the variation among the economic models that 
connect audiences and distributors and explain why those differences matter. 

At the dawn of the post-network era, most U.S. television could be cat-
egorized as advertiser-supported, subscriber-supported, or a combination 
of these. Even broadcast networks began relying less on advertiser support, 
as they began receiving significant retransmission fees from cable systems 
beginning in the early 2000s. A 2012 financial analyst report estimated that 
CBS would collect $1 billion each year from distribution fees paid by MVPDs 
for retransmission by 2016. The entirety of the fees negotiated between 
owned-and-operated stations and their MVPDs would go to CBS, but the 
national network would also receive 50 percent of the fees non-owned affili-
ates negotiated.10 Entities such as HBO and Showtime earned revenue exclu-
sively through subscriptions. Importantly, though viewers typically paid $15-
$20 per month for these services, the channel received only about half of 
these fees, with the other half going to the MVPDs who market the service 
and handle billing. Finally, so-called basic (nonsubscription) cable chan-
nels utilized a hybrid of these models, earning revenue both from advertis-
ing and from fees paid by MVPDs to include the channel in their bundle. 
The per household, per month fees paid by MVPDs varied widely: some new 
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channels might receive no carriage fee; most received between $.20 and $.50, 
while those with a lot of original scripted programming such as TNT or USA 
earned around $1.00, and exclusive sports channels could charge upward of 
$7.00.11 In total, MVPDs paid $30 billion in these fees in 2011, fees largely 
passed on to their subscribers.12

Though the post-network era remains preliminary, one economic model 
particular to this era is the direct-pay or transactional model. In this eco-
nomic model, which modifies some of the features of the subscriber-sup-
ported model, the viewer pays for a specific piece of content. This might be 
a single episode—as first made possible through iTunes in 2005—or a full 
season of episodes downloaded or purchased on DVD. When I wrote the 
first edition of the book, direct pay seemed best understood as an expansion 
of the varied syndication windows that have long helped studios earn back 
production deficits. In other words, direct pay didn’t initially create a new 
route for the creation of content, but a new way to earn revenue on con-
tent originally produced for a network or channel. The subsequent develop-
ments in original content creation by niche distributors such as Netflix and 
DirecTV and funding experiments such as Kickstarter, however, now sug-
gest that this conception of direct pay as merely a secondary revenue stream 
imposes residual assumptions on television economics that place undue pri-
macy on linear distribution. In theorizing the role of direct pay in this still-
nascent moment of post-network norms, we must imagine the possibility of 
creating content primarily for a direct-pay market, though these efforts are 
still most preliminary.

Though video distributed online may seem fundamentally differently 
from the established television distribution norms of broadcast and cable 
television, leading online video aggregators such as Hulu and YouTube rely 
upon the same advertiser-supported economic model long used by broad-
cast networks, while the hybrid advertiser/subscriber model of Hulu Plus 
and some YouTube channels mirrors the dual-revenue model of basic cable. 
YouTube’s model has evolved constantly; as of this writing, YouTube pri-
marily relied on an advertiser-supported business model, but had begun 
experimenting with subscription fees for some of its “channels.” Its per-user 
rates (CPM—cost per exposure to 1,000 viewers, often of a specified demo-
graphic group) were generally higher than television, because it was able to 
offer advertisers a way to reach light television viewers that was cheaper than 
the buys on broadcast or cable.13 Advertising revenues were shared with the 
content creators, with YouTube retaining 45 percent—a slightly higher than 
typical distribution fee—about which some creators expressed discontent; 
though other analysis reported that YouTube retains as much as 70 percent 
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of advertising on its premium channels.14 It also featured a lighter commer-
cial load, which was attractive to advertisers and viewers.

YouTube’s share of video advertising remains small, estimated at $4 billion 
in 2012, compared to $60 billion spent on U.S. television advertising, and of 
that, approximately 12.5 percent was attributable to ads in premium content 
(its supported channels) and the rest from advertisements in user-generated 
content.15 Financial analysis by Needham in 2013 estimated that YouTube had 
spent $350 million creating premium channels in the previous two years, 
money spent on “grants” of $1 million to $5 million per channel that func-
tioned much like an advance against royalties. In the midst of writing, You-
Tube announced a subscriber component and plans for a pilot program of 
fifty subscription channels that will charge on average $2.99 per month and 
would feature a slightly higher share of revenue to the content producers.16 
Needham reports that YouTube “did not renew approximately 60 percent of 
the channels they funded in 2012, and renewed no channel which targeted 
audiences over 25 years old,” which, paired with the subscription experiment, 
suggests that though YouTube is the dominant global online video platform, 
its business strategy and model are far from permanent.17 Hulu had been 
experimenting with the option of subscription-level access since November 
2010 and amassed four million subscribers.18 Yet, though subscriptions and 
advertising revenue earned $700 million in 2012, Needham notes that Hulu 
had not earned a profit.19 

These matters of how distributors earn revenues are important to under-
standing the programming decisions they make and how some strategies 
are viable for some models, but not others. The next section discusses the 
nuances of advertiser-supported models in great extent. But though adver-
tiser support and subscriber support are both methods for funding televi-
sion, they really are fundamentally different businesses. In many cases, the 
differing financial models of subscription and basic cable have enabled 
the profitable production of series with new ideas or a capacity to speak 
to particular demographic groups. Whether one focuses on the edgy con-
tent of FX’s dramas or on character-driven shows such as HBO’s Boardwalk 
Empire or Showtime’s Dexter, it is clear that though passion for these shows 
was high among a subset of the mass audience, this audience was not large 
enough for broadcasters to profitably produce such series. By 2005, success-
ful subscription cable, basic cable, and prime-time broadcast series exhib-
ited clear distinctions that marked them as characteristic of their distribu-
tion outlet. Though broadcasters incorporated some of cable’s norms—such 
as the thirteen-episode season—this was still uncommon. Broadcasters tried 
to replicate Mad Men’s period drama (Pan Am, Playboy Club, Vegas), but 
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most efforts at trying to make a mass hit of a niche cable phenomenon have 
failed dismally enough to keep broadcasters replicating the broad-based 
legal, medical, and detective franchises that have long proven successful. 
Even more remarkably, online distribution enabled an “indie” television 
sector to emerge that told stories more different yet from the network-era 
broadcast fare.

The business model of subscription services mandates that they provide 
programming of such distinction—whether by measures of quality or value 
of niche address—that viewers are willing to pay directly for the content, 
thereby negating the need for advertiser support. Cable networks have con-
sequently sought to develop programming that establishes their narrowly 
focused brands and allows them to deliver high indexes of particular demo-
graphic and psychographic groups of consumers. By contrast, broadcasters’ 
businesses rely predominantly on advertising revenue, so their ability to earn 
more money depends upon delivering larger audiences. This aspect of their 
economic model prevented broadcasters from adopting a competitive strat-
egy of addressing audiences that were too narrow. 

Another economic dynamic plays out between the subscription fees that 
allow viewers access to a range of programming and the direct-pay model 
of buying particular series. The subscription service seeks to offer enough 
value to maintain subscribers. HBO does this by offering a variety of distinc-
tive programming otherwise unavailable—it offers uninterrupted theatricals, 
a rich array of documentaries, original series that target diverse audience 
tastes (Girls versus Boardwalk Empire), sports competitions (boxing), and 
commentary unavailable elsewhere, and current events shows with a distinc-
tive sensibility (Real Time with Bill Maher). Just as HBO began as a distribu-
tor of theatricals, Netflix offers a more recent illustration of the subscription 
strategy as it has evolved to offer back catalog television content that makes 
up much of cable channels’ schedules, a library of films, and now original 
content as well. Before MVPDs developed their VOD libraries and increased 
license fees required Netflix to increase its subscription price, it provided a 
strong value proposition. Once MVPDs made similar offerings available as 
part of top subscription tiers, the value of adding on this service was less 
clear—necessitating Netflix’s move into original production, to again distin-
guish its value proposition.

Digital distribution has created new choices for viewers in terms of how 
they buy subscription content. Viewers can choose either the full subscrip-
tion or pay directly and buy each show on DVD or through a digital retailer 
such as iTunes or Amazon. Viewers choose the per-show proposition when 
the subscription bundle provides inadequate value—typically because it 
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bundles much unwanted material and the desired content is more affordable 
if purchased à la carte. Lack of immediacy is also a “cost” to viewers who opt 
for the transaction purchase, as they often have to wait a few months to access 
content in this way; but as television becomes more nonlinear and audiences 
ever more fragmented, synchronousness seems less a priority. Though the vast 
press attention to Netflix’s House of Cards release may have piqued the inter-
est of nonsubscribers about this show, the value of immediate access didn’t 
prove much of a motivator as Netflix did not experience a notable subscription 
increase to access the show. Many likely expected that the content would be 
freed of Netflix exclusivity; indeed, the presale on Amazon noting DVD avail-
ability six months after the original release assured many that the wait would 
not be too long. It also should be noted that industry practices such as exclu-
sivity and time-delayed windows also encouraged interested viewers to seek 
unauthorized access to content. As explored in chapter 4’s discussion of the 
“Take My Money HBO” campaign, viewers were not solely motivated toward 
unauthorized access by the costs of content, but by being forced to pay for a 
broader package of undesired goods. By 2014, the cost of purchasing full series 
on DVD or through download has kept most HBO and Showtime subscribers 
paying for the service, but those who desire only one or two series from these 
outlets might forgo the subscription and wait for the series’ transaction release. 
Also, HBO’s strategy of not licensing its content to other non-transaction enti-
ties—such as Netflix—provides further motivation for viewers to subscribe, 
though its recent deal with Amazon may suggest a change to this strategy.

As we think about the economic models that support U.S. television, it 
is important not to afford advertising-supported television a superior sta-
tus simply because it emerged first. There are several valuable features of the 
advertiser-supported system, but many of those correlate with the broader 
network-era norms of the medium. The creative advancement of the medium 
that has occurred outside this economic model informs debates about the 
artistic limitations and possibilities of the medium. It may be that what were 
long held to be the limits of television were simply the limits of advertiser-
supported television; and it may also be that advertiser-supported televi-
sion simply needed some competition. Though accounting for the economic 
model that supports the production and distribution of particular television 
content is crucial to assessing shows relative to others, it also seems fool-
hardy to uniformly advocate any one model of financing: each has strengths 
and limitations of varying significance relative to one’s priorities. 

In the network era, a common financial model made assessing television 
much easier than the case now. As argued throughout the book, the expanded 
variation in industrial norms across industrial practices necessitates nuanced 
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discussions of the medium’s output and greater attention to features such as 
those that allow distinctions among prized content, live sports and events, 
and linear viewing. Subscription and direct pay are particularly valuable for 
prized content and perhaps some live sports. Despite the notable importance 
of both these forms of television, linear viewing remains the residual norm, 
and this experience has long been adequate for advertiser support.

Advertising Practices during the Network Era 
and the Multi-Channel Transition 

The norms of radio determined the commercial basis of the U.S. broadcast-
ing system while television was still just an imagined technology in the hopes 
of inventors. As a result, many of the key debates about and experiments with 
possibilities for financing broadcasting were established before television 
functionally existed. In television’s early years, however, the inherent differ-
ences between the two media required some adjustment of practices inher-
ited from radio. Primarily, the cost of television production relative to radio 
introduced complications to the established system of commercial funding. 

The dominant commercial model of radio utilized a single-sponsorship 
system in which a corporation paid all of the production costs of a show 
and was the only product or corporate entity associated with it. While ini-
tially this system carried over to television, it soon became apparent that a 
single sponsor could not feasibly pay for the many facets of visual produc-
tion on a continuing basis. Some genres with lower production costs, such 
as game shows, still enabled single sponsorship, although that contributed 
to other difficulties, as became apparent in the quiz show scandals of the 
late 1950s, when it was revealed that advertisers rigged the shows to sup-
port popular contestants and used other disingenuous strategies to main-
tain viewers. Reaction to these scandals, as well as the networks’ desire to 
control their schedules, further contributed to the development of a new 
advertising model using a “participation” or “magazine” format; the latter 
term refers to the way television shows came to be supported in the same 
way as magazines, with advertisements for many different products mixed 
in with the programming. 

By contrast, the sponsorship system of the 1940s and 1950s afforded 
advertising agencies and their clients considerable command over program 
content and even networks’ schedules.20 From the beginning of television, 
the networks objected to this arrangement, but they could not institute an 
alternative quickly enough to prevent it from migrating to the new medium 
in the early 1950s.21 As they discerned that a deliberate and strategic schedule 
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was as important as the quality of the programming placed in that sched-
ule, the networks became eager to displace advertising agencies’ centrality 
in program development and to gain control over their schedule—which 
included ending the norm of “time franchises” that allowed agencies to 
control specific slots in the networks’ schedules. William Boddy’s research 
recounts clear evidence of network pressure to end single sponsorship by 
the mid-1950s, although multiple-sponsor shows did not become dominant 
until 1962–1963, when 55 percent of the ninety-four shows on the air used 
this commercial format.22 

The shift away from single sponsorship increased a network’s control of 
its programming content and schedule and diminished the sponsor’s role in 
both. Advertisers became less invested in specific content issues once they 
became one of many companies with commercial messages in a program. 
As networks assumed authority over their schedules and show selection, the 
change also had advantages for advertisers, including spreading their risk 
across a number of shows each week, while still providing agencies with sub-
stantial revenue opportunities. 

Participation provided a far more beneficial advertising system for all 
involved, except perhaps the viewers. Although it responded to the prob-
lem of the cost of producing television, which was substantially higher 
than that of radio, a number of other forces contributed to the transition. 
As Boddy notes, shifting corporate strategies regarding the nature of tele-
vision advertising messages and the type of corporation likely to advertise 
occurred concurrently with the move away from sponsorship.23 Whereas 
large manufacturing corporations had dominated sponsorship and used this 
as an opportunity to promote their corporate image, they themselves began 
to rethink this “corporate angle” or “company voice” strategy at the same 
time that networks started to want to have a broader blend of advertisers 
less likely to be uniformly affected by periods of recession.24 Increasingly, 
television became a medium more desired by packaged-goods companies 
that used advertisements to explicitly sell the attributes of a product or to 
sell the lifestyle they wanted consumers to attribute to the product. Although 
a large packaged-goods advertiser such as Proctor & Gamble could easily 
afford sponsorship, such an arrangement, which privileged the P&G name, 
would not provide name recognition for the substantial variety of products it 
sought to promote, such as Tide, Crest, and Palmolive. 

The networks’ identification of the competitive importance of schedule 
control enabled the establishment of many network-era norms, including 
the creation of programming that rendered television more than a haphaz-
ard assortment of disconnected programs. The motivation of sponsoring 
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programs to further a certain corporate image or angle led to the production 
of a different type of programming than characteristic of most of the network 
era. Single sponsorship encouraged distinctive programming that expressed 
prestige. However, this too began to change as the networks began to seek 
out much cheaper programming, such as the kind Christopher Anderson 
examines in his study of Warner Bros. film studios’ efforts to produce for 
television.25 The studios mainly wanted to monetize old background footage 
and more efficiently use their back lots, and hoped to do so by recycling old 
and promotional content as television programming. The shift from spon-
sorship to participation also contributed to the networks’ pursuit of profit 
participation (discussed in chapter 3), which made the environment difficult 
for independent producers and resulted in the fin-syn regulations. A weak 
program aesthetic dominated much of the 1960s, as the FCC chairman New-
ton Minow noted at the time and television historians have since affirmed. 
This programming resulted from characteristics of production practices of 
the era that overemphasized cost saving and led the networks to pursue only 
modest programming achievement.26 

Various norms of the “television season” and the timing for selling 
advertising time developed once magazine-format advertising established 
its dominance. The annual September debut of programs led to the related 
annual process of securing advertising commitments in the spring, in what 
came to be known as the “upfront” market. During this period, which once 
lasted eight weeks but may now span only a week or two, broadcast net-
works sell 75 to 90 percent of the advertising time in the upcoming season 
on tentative, but fairly reliable commitments.27 Networks sell the remaining 
advertising inventory throughout the year in the “scatter” and “opportu-
nistic” markets. The upfront market is advantageous for networks because 
it affords them committed advertising spending before they begin produc-
ing programming. In exchange for the reduction of risk, the networks offer 
“discounted” rates on advertising purchased upfront. The upfront functions 
as a speculative market, as later scatter prices may be significantly higher 
depending on advertising demand.28 Most advertisers purchase time upfront 
because the limited supply of programming in certain programs and on 
particular networks makes some buys available only during the upfront and 
because the networks came to offer guarantees on upfront purchases. The 
later scarcity traditionally has led to scatter rates that average roughly 15 
percent higher.29 

The upfront process generally benefits the networks, although they 
have developed some practices in response to advertisers’ more substantial 
concerns about the uncertainty and potential inequity of the process. The 
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networks decreased the uncertainty of the upfront purchase—a key con-
cern for advertisers—and received higher rates in return when they initiated 
“guarantees” beginning in 1967.30 Under this arrangement networks began 
guaranteeing a certain audience size for the advertisers’ purchase and provid-
ing “make-goods” or supplementary advertising slots if they failed to achieve 
the guaranteed audience reach with the initial purchase. According to the 
veteran media buyer Erwin Ephron, this led to a shift from advertisers buying 
specific shows to their purchasing CPMs, an acronym for cost per thousand, 
or cost for one exposure to one thousand viewers of a certain demographic 
type. The CPM became a standard industry currency in national sales, which 
operates as follows: if an advertiser wishes to reach fifty million viewers and 
had established a CPM of $15, or $15 per thousand viewers, a network would 
put together a package of advertisements that would reach the fifty million 
viewers for $750,000.31 Networks usually guarantee audience delivery only if 
advertisers purchase CPMs in the upfront. The networks benefit from this 
method of purchase because they distribute advertiser support between both 
popular and less established programs.32 

The dominance of the upfront as the means by which advertisers allocate 
their spending is important because this in turn affects network practices. 
If networks sold individual commercials instead of the exposure to a cer-
tain number of viewers spread across multiple programs, they would likely 
make different programming decisions. The upfront allows the networks 
to package their new or weaker shows with their established hits, a practice 
not entirely dissimilar from the film industry’s practice of block booking, 
in which studios required theaters to show lower-budget films in order to 
get the high-profile films they most desired. Although advertisements in hit 
shows might command even higher prices if sold individually, this would 
weaken the networks’ ability to nurture new shows and could further dis-
courage the pursuit of unconventional stories or formats. 

The process of upfront selling garnered significant critique and debate 
from its inception, but regardless of perennial declarations of its death, 
and despite the substantial adjustments in other production components 
throughout the multi-channel transition, the practice has proven remark-
ably resilient. Paradoxically, the hold of the upfront only grew stronger as 
competitors for broadcast television’s advertising dollars emerged. First, 
cable channels began holding their own “upfront” presentations ahead of 
the broadcasters each year in the early spring. Then, in 2012, the Interactive 
Advertising Bureau began a “Digital Content NewFront” at the end of April 
to pitch advertising opportunities on Hulu, Yahoo!, Google, and the interac-
tive divisions of conglomerates such as Disney and CBS.
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Major shifts in advertising and the economic support of television more 
broadly began early in the multi-channel transition and then shifted again at 
the beginning of the post-network era. The arrival of subscription-financed 
television marked the first major rupture from the network-era model of 
monolithic advertiser support through thirty-second ads. It required two 
decades for the subscription network HBO to produce a successful “tele-
vision series,” but the subscription experience prepared viewers for the 
pay-per-transaction distribution opportunities that subsequently became 
available through outlets such as iTunes as well for nonlinear subscription 
experiences such as Netflix. Subscription television also established a content 
creation environment very different from the one that pervaded advertiser-
supported content. The financial mandate of drawing and maintaining sub-
scribers led subscription networks to create programming of such distinction 
that viewers were willing to pay for it—if not in subscription, then perhaps 
in the various subsequent markets such as DVD sales or streaming transac-
tions.33 Again, the question of who pays for programming and through what 
financial model has substantial effects throughout the production process. 

Challenges for Advertising at the Beginning of the Post-Network Era 

The first decade of the twenty-first century featured an uncommon variety of 
advertising experiments. Advertisers long had reason to explore alternative 
television advertising strategies, but risk aversion prevented the allocation 
of substantial funds to methods other than the legacy model of the thirty-
second advertisement. DVR diffusion and audience dispersal helped push 
advertisers to the tipping point, but there were other important factors at 
work. Crises resulting from fragmenting audiences, rising production costs, 
and commercial-skipping behaviors enabled by control technologies com-
pounded until advertisers could no longer rely on the presence of an audi-
ence during commercials. Consequently, they began experimenting with 
product placement and integration, branded entertainment, and sponsor-
ship, while continuing to support the thirty-second commercial. Calls for 
the end of the upfront system continued, yet remained unheeded despite the 
sizable adjustments in nearly every other industrial practice. The only real 
threat to this buying practice emerged once advertisers began shifting money 
out of thirty-second advertisements because strategies such as placement 
and sponsorship could not be developed and sold in this way. Many worried 
about the consequence of advertisers moving spending to the Internet, but 
even by 2012, advertising in online video amounted to only $2.89 billion, in 
comparison with $64.54 billion in U.S. television advertising spending.34 By 
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2014, online video advertisements continued to struggle because the indus-
try lacked a stable reporting structure. 

Internet advertising derived its early norms from print rather than televi-
sion, and video ad buyers were less interested in data about monthly views 
than a structure more similar to television. Buyers also lacked the assurance 
they had in television that web publishers placed ads in the intended con-
tent and that reported views were real and not “bots.” A 2014 report from 
the Interactive Advertising Bureau estimated that about 36 percent of web 
traffic that advertisers pay for as views results from computers with viruses 
programmed to visit sites to inflate traffic figures.35 Certainly, none of these 
problems were insurmountable—they just explain the slow shift to online 
advertising despite the increasingly robust ability to deliver broadband video 
content by 2014. 

Advertisers also made greater demands for accountability and return on 
investment information as they faced a variety of new platforms on which 
they could reach consumers. Agencies dealt with clients who made increas-
ingly contradictory demands as advances in marketing research and new 
media venues allowed the more creative and precise messaging that clients’ 
marketing divisions prized, while their procurement divisions—those who 
allocate the clients’ advertising budget—demanded definitive information 
that remained elusive about how advertising spending correlated with sales. 
Advertisers’ interest in alternative data—such as measures of viewer loyalty 
and engagement—indicated the rising disillusionment with continuing net-
work-era advertising practices in a dynamic and cluttered media environ-
ment, though contributed little to the general norms of buying television 
advertisements.

As the post-network era developed, conglomeration affected industry 
operations in a variety of ways. Although few have explored the conglomera-
tion that has occurred within the advertising industry, this process developed 
alongside the concentration of media ownership in the content and delivery 
businesses.36 By the mid-2000s, four holding companies (Omnicom Group, 
WPP Group, Interpublic Group, and Publicis Groupe) controlled most of the 
industry’s business, owned forty of the top fifty U.S. agencies, and, in 2005, 
earned over $31 billion in revenue from their various advertising and media, 
public relations, marketing communications, and specialty firms.37 By 2012, 
that figure had grown to $45.02 billion, and the industry consolidated further 
in 2013 with a merger of Publicis and Omnicom.38 Since the consolidation, 
some agencies have unbundled different components and created separate 
independent media departments. As part of the trend toward “communi-
cations planning,” agencies have eliminated segmentation by media, or the 
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use of separate teams for television, magazine, and point-of-purchase, and 
instead combined all media for more integrated planning.39 More recently, 
agencies have created product placement and branded entertainment divi-
sions particularly charged to develop ideas for clients and networks and to 
expand these growing practices.40 

By the early 2000s, advertising agencies provided a range of services, 
including creative development, strategic planning, media buying and 
planning, and account management. Sometimes a single agency supplies 
a client with all four types of service, while in other cases the work might 
be spread throughout different arms of consolidated holding companies 
or among entirely different companies.41 The creative staff develops adver-
tisements and the content of point-of-purchase or other brand commu-
nication within the mandate of a carefully researched and tested brand 
strategy that is typically developed by the strategic planning staff, which 
researches consumer behaviors and attitudes about the product. Media 
planners develop strategies for reaching particular consumers through 
targeted media buys—often across multiple media—and media buyers 
negotiate the purchase with the networks. Television buyers develop and 
purchase the best plan in the upfront and scatter markets and then moni-
tor those buys throughout the year, tracking make-goods and overseeing 
the buys as networks adjust their schedules. As ratings data have grown 
increasingly sophisticated and the number of networks has expanded, 
media buyers have collected and sorted through much more information 
in order to predict likely series performance prior to the upfront to deter-
mine the best purchase to reach the client’s target consumer. The account 
management component of the agency deals directly with the advertiser 
and facilitates communication among the other units, particularly in the 
increasingly common case that a single agency does not house the media 
and creative development divisions. 

As Jack Myers has noted, even before agencies began creating sepa-
rate product placement specialists, industrial shifts caused by new media 
and challenges to the status quo operation of television resulted in a shift 
of power within agencies from creative divisions to media buying and plan-
ning.42 Such developments repositioned this facet of the industry from what 
one executive described as an “assembly-line factory” business to one more 
craft-oriented. He added that the additional “creative” role now common for 
planning and buying divisions suggested a need for a compensation model 
based on outcome, which entailed a significant adjustment in the financial 
underpinnings of the existing, but eroding, norm in which the agency col-
lected a fee based on a percentage of an advertiser’s buy.43 
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The conglomeration of the advertising industry has created a complicated 
environment because a client typically will not allow its agency to represent 
another company in its competitive sector—for instance, Wendy’s will not 
allow its agency to also house the account for McDonald’s, Burger King, Sub-
way, and so on. In addition, the conglomeration of the corporations that sup-
port the commercial television industry—such as the purchase of Gillette by 
Proctor & Gamble or the merger of Sears and Kmart—has also affected the 
industry, making opportunities for new business for agencies increasingly 
limited and decreasing the clients available to agencies as the merged compa-
nies integrate their advertising. 

Increased cost efficiencies have been a key outcome of the consolida-
tion of all disciplines of advertising into a handful of holding groups, and 
the agencies also benefit from the expanded information about the health of 
the market they gain from aggregating so many clients within one holding 
company. This bottom-line, tight fiscal management has become apparent 
in the broader U.S. economic environment in this period as well, as market 
maturity has resulted in few opportunities for expansion and required cor-
porations to manage costs precisely. Accountability to budget and attention 
to performance measures have come to be tightly observed throughout the 
economy in general, but these developments have had specific consequences 
for the particular economies of advertising and a television industry in the 
midst of substantial redefinition.44 

Adjustments in the industrial organization and norms of practice in 
advertising affect television production and network operations in many 
ways, especially since advertising dollars support much of the industry. 
These changes in advertising are among the most substantial explored in 
this book. Unsurprisingly, advertising agencies have been particularly vocal 
prognosticators of the significance of the changes occurring and have been 
among those most willing to accept and embrace changes in economic 
models and technological possibility. This became increasingly neces-
sary as advertisers received decreasing returns on their commercial dollars 
throughout the multi-channel transition. As a result, they were in a position 
to adopt and to benefit more from new commercial practices than other 
areas of the industry—like broadcasters—for which a network-era status 
quo remained preferable. 

Advertisers faced the loss of a mass audience as a result of the steady 
increase in choice of new networks and leisure devices throughout the 
multi-channel transition. Expanding viewer control technologies such as 
DVRs and VOD applications also diminished the viability of decades-old 
practices, including the thirty-second commercial. But even as these factors 
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provided particular impetus for adjusting norms, they should not be viewed 
as the only causes of the paradigmatic shifts that began to occur early in the 
twenty-first century. 

Since then, advertising possibilities unimaginable in the 1940s—graphi-
cally inserted ads on sports fields and stadium backgrounds, digitally created 
promotions of products placed in shows produced decades ago, tags added to 
the bottom of personal correspondence such as e-mails, sponsorship of every 
substantial cultural event and even component parts—have become routine 
and, although annoying and disconcerting to many, commonly accepted. The 
advent of social media has integrated advertising even further into daily life 
with opportunities to “like” and “friend” various products as well as request 
a running stream of marketing messages by following a company or product 
on Twitter or signing up for regular e-mail messages. The increasingly precise 
data about viewers and their behavior that these technologies provide have 
offered advertisers and media planners ever clearer pictures of whom they 
reach and how, while experiences with Internet advertising have provided 
new models for creating alternatives to legacy practices. Media buyers also 
choose among a much greater range of media than in the network era, as the 
Internet in particular introduced a new venue to reach potential consumers 
in a very targeted and often participatory way. Finally, a significant shift in 
cultural sentiment toward commercials and commercialism has occurred in 
the twenty-first century with the unprecedented expansion in the venues in 
which we tolerate commercial messages. The advertising researcher James 
Twitchell estimated that even by the mid-1990s, Americans observed three 
thousand commercial messages each day—a figure that also points to the 
cluttered nature of the advertising space.45 

Distinguishing Post-Network Advertising 
Strategies: Old Methods, New Names 

Following the quiz show scandals and the decline of sponsorship arrange-
ments, networks and producers avoided including brand-name goods in 
television shows during much of the network era. This avoidance helped to 
prevent conflict among those buying commercials in the show—whether 
during the original run on broadcast or later in syndication—but it also arose 
from a sense of social unacceptability, and in some cases, government regu-
lation.46 Many shows of the network era consequently featured families with 
kitchens stocked with generic “cola” and “beer.” In contrast, the high-profile 
appearances of the Aston Martin in 1960s James Bond films and, in what 
many note as the great success story of product placement, Reese’s Pieces 



The New Economics of Television  >>  187

in E.T. illustrate the use of this strategy in film. In television, the practice 
of including named goods in both scripted and unscripted series reemerged 
at the end of the multi-channel transition, when it came to involve several 
distinct forms such as placement, integration, branded entertainment, and 
sponsorship.47 

In much 1950s programming, advertisers made no distinction between 
the practices that we now differentiate as product placement and sponsor-
ship. Reference to the sponsors’ goods may or may not have been included 
in the content of a series, and the titles of series did not consistently name 
the sponsor. After magazine-style thirty-second advertisements became 
the norm, the differences between the two became more distinguishable, 
although trade publications and even the books that have explored the emer-
gence and reemergence of alternative advertising strategies have not been 
consistent in defining them as I do so in the following sections.48 I draw on 
actual practices that developed in the early 2000s and attempt to delimit 
distinctions through a more precise vocabulary. Importantly, though trade 
publications might refer to a number of practices as product placement, the 
financial underpinnings of these deals vary significantly. 

Placement 

Product or brand “placement” refers to situations in which television shows 
use name-brand products or present them on the screen within the context 
of the show; however, even in this simple advertising strategy there have 
been significant variations.49 Placement can be either paid or unpaid, a dis-
tinction that highlights how two different aspects of business drove growth 
in this practice. In the case of unpaid placement, or what Twitchell refers 
to as “product subventions,” companies donate products needed on the set 
for reasons of verisimilitude—if a scene takes place in the kitchen, that set 
needs to be dressed with products that make it recognizable as a kitchen.50 
Set dressers developed relationships with the prop companies that supplied 
them with their needs during the multi-channel transition, and many of 
these prop companies moved into the product placement business as they 
found manufacturers willing to donate the needed product in exchange for 
making the brand name apparent.51 In contrast, paid product placement 
commonly originates in a deal created by an entity representing the adver-
tiser and developed through negotiations with a network or studio. These 
deals could involve arrangements to feature a sponsor’s product or name 
across the network or a night of programming, but most often they focused 
on a particular episode or show. In some cases, these deals evolved as part 
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of “added value” to a purchase of commercial time: instead of sponsors pay-
ing a fee specifically for it, the network supplied the placement in return for 
another transaction. A network might offer “added value” opportunities in 
exchange for an advertiser increasing its annual upfront spending or just in 
recognition of a regular large spending commitment to the network. 

In addition to paid and unpaid placement, there is another level of dis-
tinction that I term “basic” versus “advanced” placement. In the case of basic 
placement, set dressings make the logo or brand of products clearly appar-
ent, but the narrative or dialogue does not call attention to the product or 
brand. In contrast, an advanced use of placement mentions the product or 
good by name. In an episode of the NBC comedy Scrubs, for example, the 
doctors played the game Operation, while in The Office, restaurants such as 
Chili’s and Benihana were used for staff lunches and parties, and not simply 
as identifiable settings: significantly, the restaurants are explicitly named and 
discussed on the show.52 Subway also has used this strategy extensively with 
shows such as Chuck and Hawaii 5-0.

To be sure, such distinctions are not ironclad, and there is not necessarily 
a correlation between whether basic and advanced placements are paid or 
unpaid. Thus, it may be difficult to determine the point at which a placement 
might be considered advanced or precisely when placement becomes inte-
gration (see below). Furthermore, in some cases placement can result from 
an advertiser’s sponsorship of a show, which in turn can also create varia-
tions in the practice. For example, Coca-Cola and Ford used both placement 
and sponsorship in their support of the FOX talent-competition show Amer-
ican Idol. Large cups of Coca-Cola sat in front of each of the three judges, 
and the couch shared by the competitors featured the trademark swirl of the 
company’s logo, but it was this subtle placement in tandem with the video 
shot in the “Coca-Cola Red Room” that particularly highlighted the brand 
relative to the program. No contestants requested a sip of Coke before going 
on stage in a manner more characteristic of advanced placement, but Coke’s 
presence on the show seemed more than that of basic placement because of 
the blending of placement and sponsorship. Identifying these kinds of varia-
tions allows for more precise analysis of the increasing range of advertiser 
participation in programming. 

Though many examples of paid, unpaid, basic, and advanced placement 
appeared across the networks throughout the early twenty-first century, 
these techniques mostly supplemented rather than replaced thirty-second 
advertisements. PQ Media reported that advertisers spent $2.83 billion 
on U.S. television integrations in 2011, which was an 11 percent increase, 
mostly due to growth in genres such as unscripted reality, how-to, scripted 
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comedy, and telenovelas.53 Among them, basic placement has become an 
especially common practice, although little is known about effectiveness 
and advertisers continue to work at developing “best practices.” By the end 
of the network era, advertisers and social scientists both had expansive 
research about how to maximize recall and effectiveness of thirty-second 
advertisements, but less data existed to explain the need for recall in place-
ment situations or to otherwise evaluate the efficiency and outcome of 
placement strategies.54 

Regardless of whether an advertiser seeks a basic or advanced place-
ment, the key attribute repeated by advertisers, production executives, and 
networks regarding the viability of placement is that the product must be 
“organic,” meaning the product must not seem out of place, be too obviously 
a commercial message, or call too much attention to itself. For example, 
placement of a cereal might “organically” fit in a breakfast scene of a domes-
tic sitcom, though having the characters discuss their home insurance might 
not. Of course, all of the things that make placement organic also make it 
less noticeable to audiences accustomed to encountering thousands of brand 
messages every day. By contrast, an “inorganic” placement calls attention 
to itself in a negative way and seems forced and awkward. Inorganic place-
ment exposes the constructed nature of placement but also breaks the view-
er’s submersion in the narrative, and different viewers likely have different 
thresholds and responses.55 

New digital technologies also allow advertisers to rewrite the television 
past as companies such as Princeton Video place contemporary products 
and brands into existing series. Products can be placed in the kitchen set-
tings of old situation comedies using the same technology that imposes the 
first-down line on television broadcasts of football games or brand logos onto 
the field of soccer matches.56 The capability of adding and deleting products 
provides an important level of control, given the sometimes unanticipated 
subsequent markets for television series.57 Likewise, this capability provides a 
response to concerns about placement deals for original-run programming. 
Many have wondered what happens to the good in subsequent markets and 
how its presence could produce additional revenue. Digital technologies 
enable studios to create new placement revenues in syndication by reselling 
the placement opportunity in these secondary markets. 

The particularly noteworthy aspect of placement is the speed with which 
it became a common practice. Although articles in trade press and pan-
els at industry meetings were exploring the strategy by the mid-2000s, the 
topic—as related to television—was largely absent from industry discourse 
until 2001.58 Despite the seeming omnipresence of placement by the end 
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of 2005, this advertising strategy is a new tool in advertisers’ arsenal that 
is beneficial because viewers can’t skip over it, yet it is best used only in 
particular genres and instances. Placement has nonetheless reemerged as 
a strategy that advertisers are willing to pursue, and there is little evidence 
that the trend will diminish. 

Integration 

Product or brand “integration” is an additional category of advertiser sup-
port in the post-network commercial economy. In cases of integration, the 
product or company name becomes part of the show in such a way that it 
contributes to the narrative and creates an environment of brand awareness 
beyond that produced by advanced placement. Because of their generic attri-
butes, unscripted series have been more successful in integrating products 
than scripted series. For example, beginning in its second season The Appren-
tice challenged contestants to develop an advertising campaign or a similar 
activity for a known and real product. Thus, the series utilized the organic 
marketing potential that it effectively wasted during the first season’s use of 
unbranded activities such as selling lemonade. In addition to selling com-
mercial time within the series, The Apprentice’s producers added millions to 
their budget by selling advertisers the opportunity to be featured within the 
storyline of the show.59 

The development of both placement and integration has thus provided 
unscripted series with important financing, especially in view of the esca-
lation of production costs arising from competition in the form. Accord-
ing to conventional industry wisdom, most unscripted shows have little 
potential to recoup production deficits through syndication and conse-
quently require producers to fully fund production through license fees 
or placement. Integration and placement revenues enable shows to afford 
impressive concepts or hire the limited skilled editing and production tal-
ent in this area of the industry, despite lower license fees and lack of def-
icit financing. Organic integration is unquestionably easier to achieve in 
unscripted formats, but notable examples of integration in soap operas and 
scripted series exist as well. 

Industrial discussions of the growing practice of integration have focused 
on creative workers’ fears that they could be forced to construct storylines to 
include brands. Such fears are justified, although to date, both the advertis-
ing and network sides of the business generally have shown restraint, aware 
that producing bad television diminishes the reputation of all involved. Still, 
some producers have accepted placement as a necessary compromise that 
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can expand budgets in valuable ways. Peter Berg, executive producer of Fri-
day Night Lights, acknowledged that “anything that gives a little financial 
relief, you can’t ignore . . . it’s all about giving them [the network] what they 
need in a way that doesn’t violate the integrity or offend the audience.”60 His 
show frequently set meals at Applebee’s, among other placements, and fea-
tured football players wearing Under Armour, and the extra revenue from 
placements allowed the series to renovate the dilapidated Texas stadium 
in which it filmed. Yet the challenge of successfully negotiating advertiser 
desires and the sensibility of savvy audiences makes it likely that integration 
will remain a tool of unscripted programming that coexists with convention-
ally supported scripted shows. 

Branded Entertainment 

“Branded entertainment” is a third advertising strategy that has grown 
increasingly commonplace from the beginning of the post-network era.61 In 
this case, the advertiser creates the content of the show, which then itself 
serves as a promotional vehicle—somewhat akin to a long-form commer-
cial or infomercial. Branded entertainment shifts more toward a sponsor-
ship model and has taken a number of forms. The Victoria’s Secret Fashion 
Show, aired by ABC in 2001 and in subsequent years by CBS, provides one 
example. The “entertainment” of the hour-long show served the promo-
tional function of revealing the attributes of Victoria’s Secret lingerie.62 Here, 
the financial model featured ABC and Intimate Brands splitting the adver-
tising time in the hour, and Intimate Brands paying for production fees—
estimated at $9–10 million by the time the show aired on CBS—so that the 
event had no cost for the network.63 Although this deal may make the show 
appear to be little more than a long advertisement, Andrea Wong, ABC vice 
president of alternative series and specials, defended the program by not-
ing, “Clearly this is more than an infomercial. You will see Victoria Secret 
product but also entertainment in the show,” which also included popular 
musical performers.64 

Branded entertainment in the mid-2000s experimented first with origi-
nal content and series in which brands created their own movies, series, or 
specials such as The Restaurant (NBC, 2003–2004), Blow Out (Bravo, 2004–
2006), or the Victoria’s Secret Fashion Show. But by 2013, little such content 
continued to be produced. Instead, branded entertainment—which Frances 
Croke Page, vice president and director of entertainment media at RJ Palmer, 
defines as “brand messages in the content, rather than being confined to the 
ad space”—had moved to smaller-scale “entertainment,” including things 
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such as slideshows on websites, but also had become widely used by compa-
nies with much smaller advertising budgets. The last decade and a half has 
led to multi-platform advertising and opportunities online and to branding 
events that also might be supplemented with a conventional advertising buy. 
Page notes that there are “all kinds of creative things you can do that sup-
port what’s happening in the advertising.” She thinks of the “content space as 
being able to augment and help complete the story of the brand. Sometimes 
you have to tell the story from scratch, sometimes you are just adding on to 
a larger story,” with the ultimate goal of leading a consumer who hasn’t used 
the product to think of it in a new way.

Branded entertainment marks a fundamental shift from intrusive 
advertisements pushed at audiences who are engaged in other content to 
advertising of such merit or interest that the audience actively seeks it out. 
Given that branded entertainment involves very different viewer behavior 
and perception of content than thirty-second magazine-format advertis-
ing, the genre may well require a wholly different understanding of the 
psychological processes involved, as well as new terms for assessing adver-
tising effectiveness. As far as advertisers are concerned, branded entertain-
ment also requires a massive shift in where they commit their money.65 
Advertising Age’s Scott Donaton explains that in traditional advertising, the 
advertiser allocates 90 percent of the budget to distribution—or buying 
time or space—and 10 percent to content production.66 To develop content 
of such interest that audiences seek it out requires that advertisers spend 
90 percent on production, leaving only 10 percent for distribution.67 The 
emergence of social media as a tool that can push audiences of potential 
buyers to seek out content allowed advertisers to spend even less on dis-
tribution costs, as they could place branded entertainment on a company 
website and drive viewers to it through social media. In a somewhat para-
doxical example, Kmart created a commercial and placed it on YouTube to 
test the response to its potentially offensive marketing of its online ship-
ping though the attention-grabbing line “I shipped my pants.” Social media 
enabled the quick spread of the advertisement, which led to twelve million 
viewings of the ad in just a few days. This example is paradoxical because 
the branded entertainment is really just an ad distributed on YouTube, and 
the viewer response encouraged the company to then purchase television 
time for the spot and expand the campaign.68 The economics of televi-
sion will likely need to shift more significantly for branded entertainment 
to become more common on the medium, particularly on broadcast net-
works and during prime time. 
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Single Sponsorship 

Finally, the long-established practice of single sponsorship has also become 
more common than it had been since the establishment of the network era. 
Sponsorship involves a single corporation financing the costs normally 
recouped by selling advertising time. Sponsored shows often include no 
in-text commercials, but feature “a word from the sponsor” before or after 
the show. By the end of the multi-channel transition, sponsorship did not 
take a uniform pattern, and it may or may not have included product place-
ment or integration in the narrative. In most cases, a company sponsored a 
single episode rather than an entire series. But even here, episode sponsor-
ship was rare enough that it could create a distinct promotional attribute for 
the series, as well as providing the sponsor with a comparatively uncluttered 
environment for its message. Many of the sponsored episodes were for cable 
series, which involved a lower cost to the corporation than sponsoring a 
broadcast episode. For example, FX featured “commercial-free” first episodes 
for each of its original dramas beginning in the summer of 2004, and Ford 
sponsored the season opener of 24 in 2003 and episodes of American Dreams 
in 2005. Significantly, Ford blended branded entertainment in the 24 spon-
sorship by wrapping the episode with a six-minute film that began before 
and concluded after the episode and presented a 24-like plot that utilized a 
Ford vehicle. Yet for scripted entertainment, sponsorship remained rare. 

The premier example of sponsorship support on television is found in 
live sports programming. As the rights deals for sporting events have esca-
lated, the broadcast and cable entities that win these license agreements have 
sought expanded income sources to recoup these costs. Thus it is the case 
that not only do audiences tune in to sponsored sporting events such as the 
Discover BCS National Championship (and importantly, here the sponsor-
ship of the event goes not to the television provider but the sports league), 
but they also see a countless array of paid brand mentions, from the Tostitos 
Half-Time Report, to the Geico First Quarter Summary, to the awarding of 
the Allstate Player of the Game, that are arranged by the telecaster. And it 
is the exposure to the television audience—millions more than those in the 
stadium alone—that gives value to sporting goods manufacturers’ sponsor-
ship of teams and provision of all manner of uniforms and gear. The field 
of sponsorship messages in televised sports has proliferated so extensively 
because sporting events persist as a rare form of programming that draws 
broad audiences who watch in real time and is a type of content that can 
include an array of sponsored messages within the entertainment content.
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Importantly, sponsorship situations in which the advertiser chooses not 
to disrupt the show for brand messages allow for the creation of narra-
tives of some distinction—as possible with subscription-supported televi-
sion. Magazine-format advertising requires story construction that can be 
interrupted, and the practicalities of maintaining audiences require writers 
to manufacture plots with points of climax before the prescribed commer-
cial breaks. Sponsorship, by contrast, can eliminate the need for such inter-
ventions. As Tom Fontana, writer and executive producer of many series, 
including Homicide, Oz, and The Borgias, explains, “When you don’t have 
to bring people back from a commercial, you don’t have to manufacture 
an ‘out.’ You can make your episode at a length and with a rhythm that’s 
true to the story you want to tell.”69 Many identified the freedom from con-
tent restriction and advertiser meddling as key causes of subscription cable 
networks’ success in garnering a lion’s share of accolades for the quality 
and aesthetic form of their series. Such institutional factors are significant, 
but the freedom from the tired narrative structures that require plot cli-
maxes before commercial breaks also contributed fundamentally to their 
distinction. No scripted series has yet been produced with a regular spon-
sor, but such an opportunity could yield dynamic possibilities for storytell-
ing unavailable to writers constrained by the narrative plotting required by 
commercial pods. 

The renewed use of placement, integration, sponsorship, and branded 
entertainment has affected advertising companies and the networks in 
various ways. For one thing, agencies have redeveloped in-house divisions 
focused on creating integrated deals for branded entertainment beyond the 
standard thirty-second advertisement. The advantage of locating such divi-
sions inside conventional advertising agencies is that it provides coherence 
with other ongoing strategies and also creates more continuity in the rela-
tionships between clients and their agencies. Another effect has more to 
do with technique and style. Many in the agencies quickly identified the 
need to integrate and place products in such a way as to not repel con-
sumers, and worked to scale back the commercial messaging requested by 
overly eager clients. In 2003, when Frances Page was principal, strategy 
and business affairs for MAGNA Global Entertainment, she argued that 
the best uses of integration and placement include subtle penetration into 
the entertainment narrative, but also noted the need to utilize other pub-
lic relations venues to maximize the exposure of the placement.70 In 2013, 
she noted even further integration between the traditional task of public 
relations agencies, advertising, and media buying, which fits well with the 
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“360-degree communications planning” that the consolidated holding com-
panies seek to provide. 

For example, in 2004 Tylenol constructed a placement deal with CBS’s 
Survivor in which viewers voted for the Survivor contestant who exempli-
fied the Tylenol “Push through the Pain” ethic and had an opportunity to 
enter a sweepstakes that awarded a trip to the Survivor location. The pro-
cess of voting sent viewers to a Tylenol website where they registered for 
the sweepstakes. In addition to creating the website, Tylenol’s agency pur-
chased advertisements in USA Today, in magazines (co-branded with the 
Survivor logo), and on radio encouraging viewers to watch Survivor and 
join the sweepstakes. The campaign included in-store promotional displays, 
commercials in each Survivor episode, and a thirty-second vignette at the 
end of the episode in which the series’ announcer revealed the winner of 
the previous week’s vote. In this campaign, then, not only did the product fit 
“organically” in the show, but also the client spent extensively in other media 
to support the value that could accrue from the integration deal. Ideally, a 
well-deployed promotion garners free publicity as well. By 2010, advertis-
ers had social media tools available to gather the kinds of information that 
sweepstakes entries had previously been valuable for and also provided yet 
additional ways to reach potential consumers.

New challenges have emerged as these advertising strategies become more 
central to the industry. Key concerns include establishing norms of pricing 
and standards of measurement, as well as determining the effectiveness of the 
various strategies. Even as these experiments began, however, much about 
the value and effectiveness of new advertising strategies remained uncer-
tain. Substantial change in advertising practices was deterred by advertising 
clients unwilling or unable to pursue new strategies without proof of their 
value, while networks and agencies could not offer such certainty without 
clients willing to engage in the trial and error of initial experiments. Frances 
Page suggested that in the transitional environment of 2005, clients might 
place 70 percent of their budget in established and traditional media, 20 per-
cent in more unconventional but still tested media, and allow 10 percent to 
boldly experiment with new venues and possibilities, though the ability to 
experiment with even 10 percent was limited to the largest advertisers. The 
broad economic crisis that disrupted practices a few years later led to scaled-
back advertising budgets across the board, and money for experiments was 
often the first to disappear. This informal 70/20/10 rule indicates the pace 
of change at which wary clients will finance alternatives to legacy models, 
particularly when little data exist to indicate the effectiveness of their efforts. 
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Efforts to Save the Thirty-Second Advertisement 

At the same time that the industry has been attempting new strategies in 
response to the changing technological and economic environment, it has 
also been pursuing efforts to save or shore up the thirty-second spot. The 
growth in alternative strategies of advertising should not suggest that any 
group within the industry sought the elimination of the thirty-second ad. 
On the contrary, although newly developed control technologies form one 
of the most substantial threats to it, different groups in the United States 
and Britain have sought to keep it viable by using emergent technologies. 
For example, distributors have sought to use set-top and smartphone tech-
nology to incentivize viewers to stay with programs through commercials. 
British Sky Broadcasting satellite service enabled viewers to play along with 
game show contestants while using interactive features to keep track of the 
viewer’s score. The viewer had to keep the set tuned to that channel for the 
duration of the program in order for the device to remember the score, 
which decreased the likelihood of channel changing. Another Sky initiative 
included the distribution of “loyalty cards” that viewers inserted in their set-
top box. The device could monitor the viewer’s behavior, and the willing-
ness to stay tuned during commercials yielded rewards for the viewer at area 
retailers or enabled them to purchase other video content.71 Significantly, 
while each of these endeavors offered viewers a service or reward for keep-
ing their sets tuned to channels displaying commercials, none could actually 
confirm viewership: the messages might have played to empty rooms or to 
viewers engaged by other media. And these experiments were often fairly 
content-specific; the reward of playing along with contestants is a motivation 
specific to game shows. Still, many have seen the introduction of an added-
value proposition for the viewer/consumer as a likely trend for the future, 
especially as new applications and services create new fees. 

And despite the radical innovation often perceived of broadband video 
distributors, most new entrants aspired to network-era fifteen- or thirty-
second advertisements as the financial model. Broadband distributors did 
experiment with the norms for this system—trying shorter commercial 
pods, less frequent commercial breaks, and more precisely targeted adver-
tisements. In 2012 Hulu announced that it would charge advertisers only for 
ads that are completely played—its terminology is “viewed”—but that seems 
impossible to verify, nor could there be certainty that these views were not 
triggered by bots. Hulu showed more than 1.5 billion video ads in February 
2012, which was slightly higher in number than Google’s 1.2 billion, but in 
total time, Hulu offered 650 million minutes in comparison with Google’s 119 
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million.72 Hulu requires playing of pre-roll advertisements to access video, 
and reports a 96 percent completion rate. The video-ad serving company 
Freewheel reported average completion rates closer to 88 percent for long-
form content and 54 percent for short clips.73 A key advantage of broadband-
delivered programming was the ability to count only completions, as well 
as a less cluttered advertising environment and greater demographic preci-
sion. But despite the increased certainty about demographic features of audi-
ence members and guarantees of completion, the revenue that entities like 
Hulu and YouTube achieved remains paltry relative to the broader television 
advertising business. 

The early years of the post-network era were spent acculturating audiences 
with nonlinear experiences and teaching viewers that there were services that 
could deliver the content they desired. Among the start-up providers, these 
years featured a sorting out of which companies had the best technology and 
could build a desirable user experience. By 2014, YouTube and Hulu were 
certainly dominant, though Hulu’s future was constantly in question as sales 
of the venture were attempted and it remained unclear whether it would hold 
its value if disconnected from its content-rights–holding owners. Hulu had 
emerged as an alternative to conventional television and control technolo-
gies such as VOD or DVRs. Though both Hulu and YouTube relied on adver-
tiser funding, it was difficult to see them as competitors, except to the degree 
that any viewer’s available time for viewing had constraint. Hulu primarily 
delivered industry-produced content, while such content was a small com-
ponent of the YouTube repository. Likely the greatest threat to Hulu would 
be the assessment by its industry partners that viewers had become accus-
tomed enough with online access that they might more profitably develop 
proprietary sites that offered the same functionality—which is more or less 
how the post-network era started.

In 2014 the thirty-second advertisement also was poised as the advertis-
ing mechanism that would support VOD. As Michael Bologna, director of 
emerging communications at WPP PLC’s Group M, explains, “VOD was a 
worthless advertising medium until now,” referring to the value added by 
dynamic ad insertion.74 The cumbersomeness of VOD advertising—each 
feed had to be manually uploaded with ads included and could not be 
changed without re-uploading the entire show—contributed to the slow 
development of this means of distribution. Further, MVPDs—which tend 
to be regional—controlled the technology and the initial terms of adver-
tising. This meant that the ad units would need to be sold locally, a more 
labor-intensive endeavor than national advertising. VOD advertising was 
still preliminary in 2014, with many norms and practice standards still being 
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worked out. One issue was the C3 advertising currency, which counted views 
of advertisements only if done within three days of live airing. The audience 
measurement service Rentrak, which uses set-top box data, reported that 70 
percent of advertiser-supported television VOD viewing takes place at least 
four days after the initial airing—giving it no value in the C3 system.75 VOD 
also provided the opportunity for more direct audience targeting than adver-
tisements in linear content, though it was unclear whether the use of thirty-
second ads would be restrained enough to maintain a value proposition for 
viewers who also had other ways of accessing content.

By the mid-2010s, the rapidly changing landscape of television, devices, 
and audience behaviors made it difficult for advertisers to develop coherent 
strategies. Different types of advertising messages were more or less suited 
for the panoply of advertising techniques that seemed to emerge by the day. 
There would certainly be a place for advertising of all kinds in the post-net-
work era, but the fracturing of audiences—not only across programming but 
also across ways of accessing it—challenged legacy practices. 

In effect, then, none of the many advertising strategies in use by the end of 
the multi-channel transition replaced the thirty-second advertisement; nor 
is any likely to become the singular advertising strategy of the post-network 
era. Instead, the proliferation of strategies at the end of the multi-channel 
transition suggested that a mix of placement, integration, branded enter-
tainment, sponsorship, and the thirty-second spot will continue to exist in a 
post-network era in which television encompasses a range of conventional, 
on-demand, and subscription services. 

Cultural Consequences of Post-Network Advertising 

At the same time television advertising strategies began to diversify and mul-
tiply, a variety of new perspectives in critical thinking about the relationship 
of culture and consumption emerged. Some scholars construed consump-
tion as an empowering activity expressive of agency. Others, pointing to 
the construction of the “consumer” in industrialized and postindustrialized 
countries, questioned the nature of such an identity and whether it could be 
experienced in meaningful ways.76 Still others explored issues arising from 
the increasingly niche quality of contemporary media and looked at the 
consequences of de-emphasizing mass culture in the advertising of goods.77 
While all register the complexity of consumerism in post-Fordist and post-
modernist cultures, the redefinition of television at the beginning of the post-
network era poses further challenges for the critical evaluation of emergent 
advertising strategies. Experimentation with placement and integration in 
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texts that maintain thirty-second advertisements clearly suggests an increas-
ing commercialization of television, but with marketing strategies shifting 
substantially, their specific cultural effects remain uncertain. 

The programming created in service of the industry’s commercial goals 
provides the link between television as a commercial enterprise and televi-
sion as a social force, and the expansion in strategies used to finance pro-
gramming affected other production components, just as the shift from 
sponsorship to magazine-format advertising affected the types of program-
ming supported by those models. My focus here is on the implications of 
alternative advertising strategies for the creative output of this resolutely 
commercial medium. Thus, I am specifically concerned with the ways they 
have affected the transition from mass to niche audience norms, disrupted 
long-held industry practices, and created new textual possibilities. 

Becoming a Niche Medium 

Television’s transition from broadcasting to narrowcasting has enormous 
implications for advertising. Narrowcasting enables advertisers to direct their 
messages to much more specific demographic and psychographic groups, and 
as a result, design creative messages that are different from those that would 
be used in broadcast forums. Studies examining advertising in fragmented 
media spaces have reached disparate conclusions about the sociocultural con-
sequences of this shift. Two of these, quite different in approach, are worth 
singling out: Joseph Turow’s treatment of the historical development of frag-
mentation across advertising media and the transition from mass to target 
marketing in various media, and Arlene Dávila’s exploration of the creation 
of a differentiated Hispanic marketing sector.78 In emphasizing the conse-
quences of fragmentation on dominant white society, Turow finds the “gated 
communities” of taste and image culture that result to be a particularly nega-
tive development for democratic society.79 Dávila examines the issue from the 
perspective of Latinos, perhaps the most underrepresented cultural group 
in U.S. media, and emphasizes the constitutive role of advertising in culture. 
Instead of viewing Latino-targeted advertising as a means for marginalizing 
their status in society, she asserts that “the reconstitution of individuals into 
consumers and populations into markets are central fields of cultural produc-
tion that reverberate within public understanding of people’s place, and hence 
of their rights and entitlements in a given society.”80 This approach echoes that 
of Néstor García Canclini, whose work likewise deconstructs the dichotomy 
between consumers and citizens as an essential aspect of understanding the 
circulation of culture and capital in a post-Fordist, globalized context.81 
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Many scholars exploring advertising and culture as television transitioned 
from a mass to niche medium have examined changes in the content of 
commercial messages. However, advertisements were not the only creative 
content affected by these adjustments. The transition to niche target market-
ing bore significant, if subtle, implications for the programming television 
networks created to collect that audience, as advertisers embraced programs 
directed to narrower and more specific audiences. Target marketing provides 
economic support for ways of constructing and viewing television that are 
emerging in the post-network era, including those that render television a 
subcultural forum. 

Opportunities Arising from the Disruption of the Status Quo 

The growing threat to established norms of commercial funding and viewer 
behavior in the early years of the twenty-first century forced a long-compla-
cent advertising industry to break from conventional practices to a degree 
absent in the network era and much of the multi-channel transition and cre-
ated the opportunity to experiment with new strategies, many of which have 
been chronicled in the preceding pages. Inevitably, some endeavors failed, 
and though significant change seemed likely in the mid-2000s, by 2014 the 
exuberance of a decade earlier had nearly died out. Nonetheless, advertis-
ers’ support of unconventional programming content and their willingness 
to explore different strategies to reach audiences have in themselves had an 
effect on perceptions of what might be possible and viable. Here, too, suc-
cessful cases create opportunities for programming that is unlikely to be pro-
duced under the once-dominant thirty-second advertisement model. 

Drawing from the study of organizations and innovation, Turow con-
siders how periods of industrial transition can be linked with the creation 
of unconventional programming.82 Such transitional periods, which create 
“cracks” in established organizational operations, disrupt hegemonic rela-
tionships and allow new norms to be established.83 To be sure, this is not 
always the case. Those with more power can maintain their status, especially 
when the hierarchies that privilege them continue to seem natural and a 
matter of “how it has always been.” But the scope of change throughout the 
production process of commercial television at the beginning of the post-
network era has been so substantial that new practices have had to emerge 
and to do so in a manner that allows an uncommon degree of power redistri-
bution, though mostly among corporate entities. 

For example, while the new viability of product placement as an adver-
tising strategy has consequences for programming, it is also shifting 
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power relations behind the scenes. Producers who bring scripts to the 
networks with advertisers already attached to placement deals not only 
challenge network sales divisions, but also threaten to usurp their author-
ity and management of advertising dollars. Advertising agencies also gain 
more control, especially when they develop in-house divisions specifically 
charged with creating programming into which clients can be integrated. 
As these new brand integration divisions take on expanded creative roles, 
previously ancillary jobs such as set dressing also compete for a place in 
developing shows. 

In the post-network environment, advertisers have had the least at stake 
in continuing to pursue dominant network-era practices, particularly as they 
steadily came to pay more for less. Frustrated with the status quo and aware 
of the coming changes resultant from widespread adoption of DVR technol-
ogies, advertisers willing to commit part of their budgets to nontraditional 
strategies pushed the business out of its complacency, but haven’t found new 
norms for television. Advertisers reasserted their status as the economic life-
blood of a commercial media system, but shifts in their behavior enabled 
significant adjustment throughout many other industrial relationships. 

Advantages of Multiple Advertising Strategies 

In addition to the experimentation and industrial reconfiguration occurring 
during the recent period of transition, new opportunities have also arisen 
with advertisers’ and networks’ willingness to accept a situation in which 
multiple advertising strategies coexist. It is too early to know how long this 
environment will continue or what might ensue, but in the near term, a mul-
tiplicity of possible financing models is indeed available, and each model cre-
ates more possibilities for variation than could develop in the long-dominant 
singular system. 

To illustrate how the coexistence of multiple advertising strategies might 
lead to a broader diversity of programming, we might begin by looking at 
how the differences in programming on broadcast, basic cable, and subscrip-
tion cable can be linked to their different financing structures. And regard-
less of economic model, for all the derisive commentary it has garnered, 
unscripted programming has instigated some valuable innovation in con-
ventional business operations. Since many of these shows incorporate spon-
sorship or placement fees, they do not require deficit financing. As experi-
ments that originated in unscripted programming come to be repeated in 
scripted programs, networks are increasingly able to realize value from new 
and diverse advertising strategies. 
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Product placement has provided cable networks with additional dollars 
for production costs that in turn have helped them compete with broadcast-
ers’ textual attributes. For cable networks, high-profile programming events 
have derived value beyond the ratings they achieved. Indeed, by 2005, one 
breakout-hit series could move a cable network from the tier of relative 
obscurity to high-profile awareness, as Trading Spaces did for TLC, Queer 
Eye for the Straight Guy for Bravo, The Shield for FX, and Mad Men for AMC. 
And once a cable network achieves substantial cultural awareness, it is much 
easier to secure the advertising dollars necessary to maximize its niche status 
through additional programming, though as the case of TLC now illustrates, 
cable channels must maintain a subsequent stream of programming to con-
tinue their perception of relevance. 

Importantly, the highly competitive leisure environment that character-
izes twenty-first-century U.S. homes has created a measured negotiation 
between content and commercialism in television. Here, the situation dif-
fers considerably from that of the 1960s. At that time, when television was 
still the next big thing in home leisure technology, and there were no com-
petitors such as computers, gaming devices, and home video technologies 
to draw away viewers, these conditions helped enable the resolutely com-
mercial practices of cheap and often uninspired telefilm production of the 
era. After twenty-five years of audience erosion, broadcast networks were far 
less cavalier in their attitude toward the audience and recognized that while 
cheap programming might aid the short-term bottom line, they could not 
take their viewership for granted. 

Conclusion 

According to an old advertising industry bromide, the industrialist Lord 
Leverhulme (or alternately, the department store magnate John Wanamaker) 
claimed that he knew he wasted half of his advertising budget, he just didn’t 
know which half. The quip acknowledges that advertisers long have been 
aware of the inefficiency of their promotional endeavors, and yet, history 
illustrates that they have pursued them nonetheless. The increasing use of 
product placement and integration, as well as experiments with advertiser-
created programming, suggests that the existing model was failing. Adver-
tisers’ willingness to devote some of their budgets to strategies other than 
the thirty-second advertisement indicated the level of crisis they perceived 
in existing models and the sense that this was not a passing fad, but the 
beginning of changes that could not be avoided. The early twenty-first-
century disruptions to existing television industry norms, the emergence 
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of online means of video distribution, and the quick adoption and abilities 
of the smartphone—all during a time of general economic crisis and mal-
aise—created a difficult environment for innovation. By 2014, considerable 
experimentation persisted with little sense of an ultimate rearrangement of 
norms. Where the online realm was distinguished from “television” as “new 
media” just a few years ago and “mobile” screens seemed categorically differ-
ent from domestic sets, these distinctions seem less definitive in 2014, and 
it instead seems that a more holistic video ecosystem is emerging. Advertis-
ers will follow viewers, but viewer behavior continues to change and take on 
a greater variety of forms than advertising practices can keep up with. The 
question, then, is whether there is anything that might make viewers solidify 
new behaviors more quickly. 

Key developments in recent years have been driven by new opportuni-
ties in distribution; for example, the experience of Netflix encouraged greater 
MVPD options, and subscription fatigue encouraged zero-TV homes. Such 
disruptions will persist, and eventually the forces that allow for the perpet-
uation of the bundle will be overcome. Or advertisers could start pushing 
this transition with their dollars. With dynamic ad insertion just becom-
ing widespread as the book goes to press, the space of MVPD VOD is just 
beginning the negotiation of what advertising experience viewers will find 
acceptable. In the last year, I found most of the shows I watch on-demand 
to be delightfully devoid of advertisements, but cases in which VOD fast-
forwarding was disabled have become more frequent in recent months and 
produced a personally unbearable viewing experience that sent me back to 
my DVR. The “compromise” of such systems might be a lighter advertising 
load than the linear broadcast and more relevant advertising. But for prized 
content and for those with leisure dollars, even this might not be an accept-
able compromise. 

Despite the similarity of current strategies such as placement and spon-
sorship to those that were dominant before the network era, the renewed 
use of these methods does not require a return to the power relations that 
characterized the earlier period. As existing practices eroded, a realignment 
of power occurred that privileged those best positioned to compete given 
the composition of the industry at that moment. Advertisers’ willingness 
to explore new financing structures offered an initial salvo to which other 
players responded. The negotiation of the duties of network sales divisions, 
advertising agency media divisions, and talent/product placement firms 
illustrate the degree to which the industry was in flux. Various groups rushed 
to stake a claim in product placement and integration as the lucrative nature 
of these practices became evident. Network sales divisions, previously the 
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gatekeepers who determined whose commercial message got on the air and 
when, saw their role threatened when producers such as the Survivor cre-
ator Mark Burnett came to networks with programs already integrated with 
support and financing. Network sales divisions began competing to maintain 
their status of delivering the golden goose as producers and various agencies 
attempted to usurp the power afforded to those who control the advertising 
dollars. Likewise, advertising agencies developed placement specialists, old 
prop companies morphed into placement contractors, and talent agencies 
attempted to leverage their existing position in this area of the industry. 

Situations such as this represent key moments of crisis when conventional 
industrial practices and power roles can be challenged. Different workers 
rarely had the opportunity to redefine their task within the broader pro-
duction process, as entrenched entities and status quo operations normally 
prevent change because of the threat of lost power that change poses. As in 
other sectors of the U.S. television industry, the erosion of norms and prac-
tices during the multi-channel transition created a situation in which the 
dominant processes faltered and created the opportunity for a reallocation 
of power among entities related to advertising and advertising strategies. 
Toward the end of the multi-channel transition, such opportunities were 
particularly important to those whose roles and relative power within the 
system of production were enhanced or diminished, but these adjustments 
also affected programming by creating new gatekeepers and allowing for a 
reallocation of content and audience priorities. The extent to which status 
quo industrial relationships were disrupted by this environment of innova-
tion should not be underestimated. Where the conventional power relations 
that had so long stood as barriers to change had come down, fear of being 
shut out of the newly redefined industry motivated further innovation. 

Very little critical scholarship has explored the cultural implications of 
differences among media that consumers pay for directly versus those that 
are advertiser-supported, particularly within a single medium. As financing 
models diversify and coexist, we need a much more comprehensive under-
standing of the significance of different payment methods to viewers’ use 
and enjoyment of programming. Subscription television—a leading appli-
cation of the direct-pay model—has defied many foundational assumptions 
about television’s defining attributes. Indeed, it is in some ways more like 
media such as magazines or even mobile phones than advertiser-supported 
television, and the video-on-demand environment offers viewers even more 
opportunities to escape advertising through transactional payment. The 
availability of such options and patterns of viewer use—what types of viewers 
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choose to pay for what types of content—are important factors to consider in 
studying the nature and effects of transactional television. 

Exploring the differences between television that audiences are willing 
to pay for and television supported by some advertising means is but one of 
many new research areas resulting from developments of the multi-channel 
transition. Many of these developments require substantial research into 
viewer uses, behaviors, and preferences. They also give rise to many questions 
about the consequences of the erosion of mass audience advertising opportu-
nities, the social implications of narrowly targeted advertising, and the effects 
of expansion in placement and branding on consumption. The continued 
process of transition allows only for conjecture about how the erosion of mass 
media affects Fordist models of consumption. It is also too soon to know the 
full range of textual consequences that results from eliminating the thirty-
second advertisement norm and the social ramifications of narrowly defining 
consumer groups not only in programming, but in advertising as well. What 
we do know is that changes in program financing and in assumptions about 
the audience scale necessary for commercial viability have played key roles in 
determining the kind of programming that can be produced. 

The diversity in advertising practices that emerged at the beginning of 
the twenty-first century indicates the extensive changes the television indus-
try was undergoing. While network-era advertising practices had provided 
advertisers with decreasing returns for a long time, the continued supply 
of capital from this sector discouraged change. Advertisers’ willingness to 
finance experiments with different advertising strategies was the first domino 
to fall in the chain of events advancing transformation, and it influenced many 
subsequent aspects of production and financing. Different advertising strate-
gies led to different business models; different business models led to differ-
ent funding possibilities; different funding possibilities led to different pro-
gramming; different programming redefined the medium’s relationship with 
viewers and the culture at large. Changing advertising strategies consequently 
indicated a vital development in the broader process of redefining television. 
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6

Recounting the Audience

Measurement in the Age of Broadband 

Finding out whether C.S.I. beats Desperate Housewives is just the 
beginning. Change the way you count, for instance, and you can 
change where the advertising dollars go, which in turn determines 
what shows are made and what shows are then renewed. Change 
the way you count, and potentially you change the comparative 
value of entire genres (news versus sports, drama versus com-
edies) as well as entire demographic segments (young versus old, 
men versus women, Hispanic versus black). . . . Change the way 
you measure America’s culture consumption, in other words, and 
you change America’s culture business. And maybe even the cul-
ture itself. 
—Jon Gertner, New York Times Magazine, 20051 

For most of U.S. television history, Nielsen Media Research provided the 
common currency supporting the entire economic framework of the U.S. 
commercial television industry. The industry trusted Nielsen as an indepen-
dent player, and remunerated it well for supplying the agreed-upon standard 
audience measurement values upon which the industry allocated millions, 
and eventually billions, of advertising dollars each year. At first glance, audi-
ence measurement may seem a secondary and insignificant business relative 
to what is commonly thought of as the “television industry,” but as Gertner’s 
remarks in the epigraph suggest, adjustments in audience measurement and 
research norms have the potential to significantly reconfigure a commercial 
media system. Audience measurement is also increasingly important for 
encouraging and discouraging various innovations during periods of indus-
trial change, and so it is particularly vital for forming an understanding of 
the emerging post-network era. 

The role of audience measurement became particularly controversial in 
the late years of the multi-channel transition, as Nielsen Media Research 
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endeavored to introduce technological upgrades that contributed to the real-
location of advertising dollars at the same time that new distribution meth-
ods and advertising strategies required impartial measurement for valida-
tion. The existing paradigm of audience measurement proved increasingly 
inadequate for the variation characteristic of post-network television. This 
chapter consequently considers the crucial role of audience measurement 
and developments in this area during the tumultuous early 2000s, as well 
as the effects that adjustments in this sector have had on the production 
of television. In a statement that underscores the uncertainty and sense of 
transition gripping the long-dominant measurement service as well as the 
industry, Nielsen’s then CEO, Susan Whiting, commented in 2005 that the 
next three to five years would bring more substantial change to the television 
industry than had taken place in the previous fifty years.2 

Arguably, Whiting underestimated the time period just a bit, as it took 
until 2010–2012 for broadband video distribution to really emerge and offer 
further suggestion of the post-network era. In many ways, the post-network 
era requires a complete reconfiguration of measurement systems. The mea-
surement systems that evolved throughout the network era and multi-chan-
nel transition worked because the fundamental economic and distribution 
mechanisms remained fairly consistent at their core. As broadband-delivered 
video debuted, an initial impetus emerged to measure computer, tablet, and 
mobile phone screens in the same way as the domestic screen because the 
decades-old experience of advertisers trying to reach a mass audience with 
thirty-second spots was immediately assumed to continue as the dominant 
advertising practice. 

The chaos of the television landscape evident by 2010 made charting the 
future of measurement difficult. Certainly, technologies and methodolo-
gies could be developed to evaluate audiences wherever they might view. 
The challenge of this era resulted from uncertainty about how to value 
different types of advertisements relative to others and to existing norms. 
Various technological mechanisms could allow much greater information 
about viewers and their behavior if they viewed programming delivered by 
broadband connection. Moreover, notable demographic differences began 
to emerge between those who viewed linear television on a living room 
screen and those who used control devices, with the latter tending to be 
both younger and more affluent—two characteristics particularly important 
to many advertisers. Perhaps one of the elements most effectively retarding 
change was the paradox of traditional television spending throughout the 
multi-channel transition. Though broadcasters offered smaller and smaller 
audiences, their rates continued to climb because their audiences—though 
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significantly diminished—remained the largest audiences available. If 
advertisers instead had paid proportionally less for the audiences broad-
casters now delivered, they would have had far more substantial budgets 
available for experiments in funding various types of broadband video dis-
tribution, which would have had the effect of pushing these industries into 
maturity more quickly. 

The differences between advertiser- and subscriber-supported services 
detailed in the last chapter are also a crucial starting point for understand-
ing the issue of measurement considered here. Measurement is most rel-
evant to advertiser-supported media. Subscription services may be curi-
ous about how particular fare performs—how many people watch Game 
of Thrones versus Girls—but HBO executives are just as avidly watching 
subscription rates, DVD sell-through, iTunes sales, and international dis-
tribution, as well as whether programs are generating “buzz” in the cul-
ture that might push new subscribers to HBO. The multiplicity of models 
for funding television leads to substantially different concerns in assess-
ing the value of advertiser-supported entities such as broadcast networks, 
Hulu, and YouTube, subscription services such as HBO and Netflix, direct-
pay transaction sales of iTunes, Amazon, and DVD sell-through, and the 
advertising/subscription hybrid of cable and Hulu Plus. Indeed, part of the 
reason audiences were reasonably confused by the relative success of dif-
ferent shows across these distribution outlets resulted from network-era 
paradigms of measuring success that proved decreasingly relevant or only 
offered part of the picture: everyone I know is watching Community, it must 
be a huge hit; the New York Times covers Mad Men extensively, it must be 
a popular show. But in fact, the long-standard measure of a Nielsen rating 
explained less and less about the emerging environment for commercial 
television viewing.

This chapter deals with the issue of measurement for advertiser-supported 
television. The early part of the twenty-first century featured measurement 
strategies that attempted to keep up with the changing ways audiences 
viewed content on living room screens. As is the case in many developments 
explored in this book, advertisers and measurement services waited for the 
other to make a first move. Advertisers were wary of moving too much of 
their television spending into broadband-delivered programming until there 
was more information about who was watching, whether they watched the 
ads, and the effectiveness of these messages. Likewise, the measurement 
industry was waiting for there to be something someone would pay them 
to measure before devoting too many resources to measuring broadband 
viewing. In addition to this standoff, reliable measurement practices require 
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careful planning and testing and precisely selected samples to guarantee that 
results are generalizable. To add to the challenge, the user base of broad-
band-delivered video remained in flux, as did the advertising practices that 
supported them. All of which well explains the slow growth and the uncer-
tain future for measurement. 

Many possible futures exist for advertiser-supported video. Live sport-
ing events and contests are still useful for this advertising strategy, but also 
require innovation. As broadcasters endeavor upon more experiments that 
include a common package of content and commercials across devices—as 
in CBS’s coverage of the NCAA men’s basketball tournament—measure-
ment practices that count audiences across screens will emerge. The work 
is already being done, but proprietary technologies in the mobile and tablet 
arenas make this task cumbersome. It is more commonly the case that lin-
ear, broadband, and VOD versions of the same content have different adver-
tising, and that will require new agreements between providers and adver-
tisers. Until the holy grail of a mobile/social advertising method emerges, 
both advertisers and measurement companies have more reason to proceed 
conservatively than to speed ahead. Measurement services really can’t know 
what to measure so long as such a haphazard array of distribution and eco-
nomic models persists, and it seems unlikely the post-network era will ever 
provide the consistency of the eras that preceded it. Broadcast networks con-
tinue to seek higher rates for declining audiences, cable channels seek greater 
parity in rates, advertisers’ accounting departments want a clear return on 
investment for every ad dollar they spend, and media buyers, paid a percent-
age of the buy they make, have no incentive to try to rein in the advertising 
fees. Uncertainty over new or replacement measures has enabled the persis-
tence of the network-era paradigm of valuing measures such as frequency 
(how many times a viewer has seen an ad) and reach (how many people see 
an ad), even if these were imperfect tools for media of another era that prove 
even more substandard relative to present and coming measures. As Gertner 
notes, changing the way you count may change the culture business and the 
culture, but changing the way you count is a feat unto itself.

Audience Measurement in the Network Era 
and Multi-Channel Transition

The shift to magazine-format advertising in the days of early television gen-
erated a need for audience measurement and spurred the development of 
the related yet independent audience measurement business. As advertising 
agencies became less involved in program production and more involved 
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in determining ideal locations for a sponsor’s message early in the network 
era, they carefully evaluated the audience data to determine whether they 
achieved value in their purchases. 

U.S. television history features a range of systems, companies, and meth-
ods that provided increased precision as technological tools and the viable 
approaches to measurement expanded. From the advent of audience mea-
surement in the 1920s, when announcers requested that audience mem-
bers send letters and postcards, through Hooperatings, Audimeters, and 
People Meters, the techniques have grown increasingly sophisticated and 
yielded ever more information about the habits, behaviors, and character-
istics of the viewers at home. U.S. television audience measurement has 
relied mainly on sampling in order to derive the audience size estimates 
upon which advertisers base the value of their purchases. During the 
1960s and 1970s, Nielsen introduced the Storage Instantaneous Audimeter, 
a device that daily sent viewing information to the company’s computers 
using phone lines and made national daily ratings available by 1973.3 At this 
point, audimeters offered no information about the demographic attributes 
of the audience, but Nielsen could triangulate the audimeters’ information 
about the stations sets were tuned to with diary reports that provided some 
sense of the audience composition. By the early 1980s, the Nielsen sam-
ple included approximately 1,700 audimeter homes and a rotating panel of 
approximately 850 diary respondents.4 Nielsen introduced its Nielsen Hom-
evideo Index (NHI) in 1980 to provide measurement of cable, pay cable, 
and VCRs, and the NHI began offering daily cable ratings in 1982. Nielsen 
dominated the measurement of national network television and competed 
with Arbitron in measuring local markets at the beginning of the multi-
channel transition. 

Nielsen made a substantial technological advance before network-era 
norms entered crisis with its transition to the national People Meter sample 
in 1987. The initiative was a competitive move required by the entry of Audits 
of Great Britain (AGB) into the U.S. market and its implementation of a sim-
ilar technology. AGB helped create a competitive environment that allowed 
for innovation, but the industry was unwilling to pay for two sets of numbers, 
and AGB’s competitive efforts were short-lived. People Meters represented 
significant advancement over the preceding technique, but no adjustment in 
audience measurement norms occurs without substantial controversy. Any 
change in method—with its attendant change in results—dearly costs those 
whose audience had been overestimated. This reality leads to protest even if 
the new data provide more precise results. The nearly constant changes in 
technology and distribution that characterize the end of the multi-channel 
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transition were thus especially troubling for Nielsen, as they required oner-
ous adjustments in measurement techniques. At the same time, though, the 
industry’s uncertainty about emerging advertising strategies, distribution 
windows, and ways people were using television increased Nielsen’s central-
ity, because all sectors of the industry were eager for information about audi-
ence behavior in the new context. 

The implementation of the People Meter at the start of the multi-channel 
transition resulted in growing pains, as the networks and advertisers knew 
that such a significant methodological shift would likely indicate some dis-
parity from the established system. The networks did not offer audience 
guarantees on advertising purchased in the upfront for the 1987–1988 season 
because of the uncertainty of the new measurement system, and CBS in par-
ticular experienced significant audience loss because the previous methods 
tended to overcount older viewers, who disproportionately favored CBS.5 
The People Meters reported that fewer audience members were watching 
broadcast networks, but did not find these audience members to be watch-
ing something else instead. People Meters reported a 5 percent drop in the 
number of female daytime viewers, a 3.7 percent decrease in broadcasters’ 
prime-time viewing, significantly smaller audiences for many popular pro-
grams such as The Cosby Show (10 percent in the case of Cosby), and higher 
ratings for some late-night shows.6 

Most of the industry-shifting features characteristic of the multi-channel 
transition were fairly rudimentary at the time of the introduction of the 
People Meter, and audience erosion due to cable and VCR penetration had 
not yet significantly reconfigured audience distribution norms. For the most 
part, VCRs were used only occasionally and cable programming consisted 
mostly of “reruns” at this time, enabling the persistence of linear viewing 
through the multi-channel transition. The People Meters arrived the year 
after advertising spending dropped for the first time in fifteen years, which 
compounded anxiety about the measurement switch. Broadcasters were gen-
erally nonplussed about the results, but there was little recourse available. 
CBS dropped Nielsen and briefly opted for the meter service of its competi-
tor AGB, which did not show as significant audience decreases; ABC and 
NBC threatened to do the same, and ABC signed only monthly contracts 
with Nielsen instead of yearlong commitments during the People Meter 
implementation.7 

The backlash against the introduction of the People Meter was mini-
mal compared to the industry response to measurement adjustments once 
the multi-channel transition was more definitively established. The result-
ing audience fragmentation created a competitive environment in which 
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fractions of ratings points meant the difference between a network ranking 
first or fourth and affected the allocation of millions of dollars in advertis-
ing. According to an estimate produced by the Broadcast Cable Financial 
Management Association, by 2005 a prime-time rating point on a Big Three 
network was worth $400 million per year.8 By the beginning of the twenty-
first century, researchers simply could not test new methods and implement 
them quickly enough to keep up with industrial changes. 

One of the most challenging aspects of audience measurement during 
the multi-channel transition resulted from the intermediate nature of new 
technologies and distribution systems. The sampling techniques that most 
audience research relied upon were based on a fairly uniform nationwide 
availability of technologies and programming, and thus reflected a network-
era experience with television. The arrival of varied programming tiers of 
cable channels challenged this system, as U.S. television homes began hav-
ing highly discrepant access to technology and programming and conse-
quently began using television in significantly different ways. The influx of 
new technologies such as DVRs complicated established in-home measure-
ment systems and required the development of entirely new protocols in 
order for DVR-owning households to be included among sample homes. 
Historically, the Nielsen box derived its measurement by registering the 
frequency of the television signal in order to determine the channel being 
viewed. This technology does not work in an era of DVRs because even 
when a viewer watches content live, the signal still goes through the DVR, 
which constantly emits the same frequency. Nielsen consequently needed 
to develop an entirely new device, the A/P (active/passive) meter, which 
reads a code embedded in the audio track of programming rather than the 
tuning frequency. 

Any one change in the measurement environment represents an enormous 
challenge to audience research norms and requires exceptional resources in 
response. But as these challenges confounded research firms’ current plans, 
more threatening forces gathered on the horizon with the emergence of the 
post-network era. The arrival of cross-platform media delivery—“television” 
content delivered via the Internet, by mobile phone, and so on—would 
render television-only measurement technologies obsolete, especially once 
audiences embraced the platform agnosticism many predicted. Data about 
use of these new technologies and the effectiveness of commercial messages 
transmitted through them were vital to engender the confidence of advertis-
ers to leave behind legacy models of commercial message delivery. As the 
measurement incumbent and monopolist, Nielsen was set to play a pivotal 
role in charting the future of television. 
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Audience Measurement in the Post-Network Era
A Lesson in the Politics of Measurement: Introducing the Local People Meter 

Many accused Nielsen of complacency as adjustments in the industry com-
pounded in the mid-2000s, but Nielsen had been making steady changes 
since the beginning of the decade. Nielsen changed counting methods and 
began weighting its sample in the fall of 2003 in response to census shifts and 
requests from some sectors of the industry. But then the industry responded 
with a torrent of criticism when it appeared that young men had all but dis-
appeared from the television audience that autumn. While the networks 
cried foul, media buyers noted that the season featured few new programs 
likely to attract men and that the count might address the suspected move 
of the demographic to cable and video games. Eventually the young men 
were found—after many new programs in 2004 distinctly targeted the demo-
graphic—but this public attention to Nielsen was just the beginning of the 
firestorm that continued as Nielsen implemented its automated Local People 
Meter (LPM) technology in New York and Los Angeles in 2003.9 

Nielsen introduced the Local People Meter at the same time that evi-
dence of the fracturing network-era business model became widely apparent 
and anxiety about the future of the industry raged in all sectors. The LPM 
marked the shift from active, diary-based local measurement to more pas-
sive, meter-monitored measurement of local markets. Technologically, the 
LPM is similar to the People Meter Nielsen had used for its national sample 
since the late 1980s. The key advance of the LPM is that, in contrast to the 
People Meter, which dealt with a sample that was representative nationally, 
the new device provides accurate measurements of particular local markets. 
The mechanized LPM system has also pushed the industry further toward 
year-round measurement, as opposed to focusing on the quarterly “sweeps” 
periods used in diary-based surveys of local markets. Nielsen began a test 
of the technology in Boston in 2002 and completed the measure in 2003, at 
which point it announced plans to roll out the technology in the top ten Des-
ignated Market Areas (DMAs) over the next two years.10 

The initial rollout, particularly in New York, garnered substantial negative 
publicity and even congressional inquiry as a result of differences in audience 
behavior reported by the LPMs. Much of the concern centered on the dis-
crepancy between diaries and LPMs in reporting minority (African Ameri-
can and Hispanic) viewing as broadcasters that traditionally dominated in 
reaching these audiences, such as FOX and UPN, earned substantially lower 
ratings. In response, some industry players, specifically News Corp, engaged 
in a particularly belligerent public relations campaign aimed at discrediting 
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Nielsen. The creation of the News Corp–funded “Don’t Count Us Out” coali-
tion made the new measurement technology a hot-button political issue by 
framing it in terms of racial disenfranchisement. Nielsen also received sub-
stantial complaints and faced a lawsuit from Univision for adjustments in its 
procedures for counting Hispanic households in Los Angeles. 

Such developments make it very apparent that advances in measure-
ment can be politically precarious. Nonetheless, researchers believed that in 
comparison with the diary method it replaced, the LPM more accurately 
reported the full range of programming viewers watched, including that 
observed while viewers channel-surfed. Many speculated that diary writ-
ers underestimated the viewing done while surfing and were more likely 
to remember to write down well-known shows that were more commonly 
found on broadcast networks, thereby increasing the audience estimates of 
broadcast shows and decreasing those of cable.11 The new methods gener-
ally indicated greater viewing of cable and decreased viewing of broadcast—
results broadcasters were neither interested in knowing about or funding. 
For example, while LPMs found fewer African American audience members 
watching FOX than the diaries had, the LPMs also reported a 180 percent 
increase in total day viewing of BET and reported more than 100 percent 
increases in the number of African Americans viewing the cable networks 
ESPN, LMN, Telefutura, and Starz.12 

Despite the increased precision of LPMs, it is unlikely that Nielsen will 
utilize them beyond the top 25 markets—out of 210 nationwide—because of 
the cost of this measurement system and the inability of smaller market sta-
tions to afford the resulting expense of an LPM-based report. In July 2010, 
Nielsen received accreditation from the Media Ratings Council for its LPM 
measurements in the top twenty-five markets, which account for 49 percent 
of the population and 64 percent of local television commercial advertising 
spending.13 In 2013 Nielsen began testing its “Code Reader” box as a diary 
replacement in other markets. These light boxes that communicate using 
cellular technologies can be sent to homes by mail and do not need to be 
physically connected to the set or a phone line. This eliminates the exten-
sive recruitment and installation costs of traditional meters, though they also 
do not have a way to register demographic information about the viewer—
merely to what channel the set is tuned. Still, this meter overcomes many of 
the limits of diary measurement. 

For the most part, members of the Madison Avenue advertising commu-
nity remained out of the political fray and focused more on measurement 
issues arising from DVR adoption; the simultaneity of the LPM controversy 
and the need for DVR innovation illustrates the array of major challenges 
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that bedeviled the industry even before the emergence of other screens for 
viewing. Advertisers have allocated their most substantial budgets to national 
buys guaranteed on national audiences, so the shift in measuring local mar-
kets was a less pressing issue for them than for the networks. Importantly, 
the networks derive most of their profits from the local advertising time sold 
by stations they owned and operated in the nation’s largest markets, which is 
why they registered such concern about the local transitions. 

The amount of public criticism Nielsen endured as a result of the LPM 
seems curious, considering how small an improvement it represented rela-
tive to more radical developments in measurement technology needed to 
address the new ways of accessing and viewing that emerged in the post-
network era. In effect, the LPM involved a linear advancement from norms 
established during the network era. In other words, the LPM allowed Nielsen 
to maintain established measurement practices, but to do them better. At the 
same time that Nielsen pushed ahead with the LPM in a way that did little to 
account for the chaos increasingly challenging the television business model, 
it and other companies also attempted to account for various technological 
and programming developments that were transforming the industry. The 
turmoil over the LPM offers an important lesson on the challenge of chang-
ing measurement norms and the unexpected outcomes of improving mea-
surement techniques. Nielsen faced congressional inquiry and accusations 
of disenfranchising black and Hispanic audiences because it refined its mea-
surement techniques in a way likely to more accurately measure viewership. 
In the land of audience measurement, companies don’t always get rewarded 
for doing their job better.

Extended Home Measurement and Panel Expansion 

For Nielsen and its sampling-based measurement techniques, the most sig-
nificant consequence of the multi-channel transition was the fracturing of 
the audience across tens, then hundreds of new channels. In order to main-
tain accuracy, Nielsen needed to significantly expand its panel. Nielsen 
tripled the size of its National People Meter survey between 2007 and 2011, 
increasing it to 37,000 homes and 100,000 people. The panel had already 
been expanded from 5,000 households in 2002.14

In addition to expanding the base of its panel, Nielsen also added some 
of the viewing of those panel members that existing norms did not count. 
Termed “extended home viewing,” this initiative, which became part of 
the panel in 2007, sought to incorporate viewing that occurred in domes-
tic settings not currently measured by the service. One component of the 
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initiative measured the viewing of college-age members of Nielsen families 
who resided in college housing during much of the year. As of 2003, cen-
sus figures estimated that 7 percent of the eighteen- to twenty-four-year-old 
population lived in dormitories, and Nielsen had never included this view-
ing in its sample.15 The outcome of the preliminary study found significantly 
higher viewing among this group than expected, with an average of 221 min-
utes per day, and notably, this group often viewed with visitors. Additionally, 
the college students watched ad-supported cable over broadcast networks by 
nearly a two-to-one margin.16 Although college students had been counted in 
the Nielsen sample previously, no viewing was attributed to them when away 
from the family home, which depressed the usage levels of this particularly 
advertiser-coveted group. Nielsen began regularly including college students 
living away from home in February 2007.17 

This strategy of identifying viewing missed by established protocols was 
repeated in 2013 as Nielsen redefined the “television home.” For all of mea-
surement history, Nielsen defined a television home based on requirements 
that it have a set and means for the set to receive signals: either broad-
cast reception or a subscription to cable, telco, or satellite service. In 2013 
Nielsen identified the category of “zero-TV” households, which watched 
“television” that did not meet this definition, a group that had grown from 
2.01 million homes in 2007 to 5.01 million homes in 2013. Zero-TV homes 
use a broadband or wireless connection to access video, and Nielsen added 
this viewing to its definition of a television household in measurements 
beginning in 2013.

A full year’s worth of data with this new household definition was not 
available as the book went to press, though it seemed likely to generate con-
troversy; indeed, concerns voiced by local broadcasters forced Nielsen to 
delay release of the first year of data. Adding the viewing done by zero-TV 
homes provided a five-million-home shift in the denominator, which would 
have the effect of decreasing the rating of any content not watched as much in 
zero-TV homes as those long part of the panel. Given the technological com-
petency required in 2013 to access online video as a household’s sole video 
source, it was reasonable to surmise that the viewing habits of this group of 
five million likely did not mirror the tastes of the general population and the 
new results would result in critique of Nielsen. But this too represented a 
refinement in measurement technique aimed at yielding more accurate data.

The idea for adding zero-TV homes partially came from Nielsen’s strug-
gles to make sense of data that indicated a strong downward trend in the 
viewing of young people, but notable expansions in use of gaming consoles, 
particularly among those outside traditional gaming demographics, such 
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as women ages thirty-four to forty-nine. Nielsen’s measurement technolo-
gies cannot discern what a gaming system is doing, but the spikes in use of 
devices connected to the Internet seemed likely to correlate with use of gam-
ing systems such as the Xbox to stream content from broadband program-
ming services such as Netflix. Though Netflix is not an advertiser-supported 
entity in need of measurement by an external party, having data about these 
emerging forms of television viewing was a crucial part of understanding the 
present and future uses of the medium and for combating the picture sug-
gested by the existing data, which showed suppressed viewing among par-
ticular demographic groups. 

DVRs and C3 

The methodological issues that resulted from audience fragmentation dur-
ing the multi-channel transition offered only a slight suggestion of the scale 
of difficulties yet to come. As noted already, DVRs affected a wide range of 
industry norms, and audience measurement is among them. The devices 
required new practices for reporting audience viewership, and their capabili-
ties for commercial skipping diminished the significance of series’ viewer-
ship to the economics of television. 

As U.S. homes added new technologies, Nielsen reconfigured its elec-
tronic measurement systems in order to adapt them to the hundreds of dif-
ferent models of televisions and then VCRs that became available. Nielsen 
disqualified DVR homes from their sample for the first eight years that the 
technology was in use until it could find a way to integrate it into the panel in 
a way acceptable to advertisers and networks. DVRs and VCRs may appear 
to offer similar technological functionality, but Nielsen’s preliminary DVR 
use studies found that DVR households recorded a daily average of 30 per-
cent of programming and 46 percent of prime-time viewing.18 By contrast, 
viewers used VCRs in more extraordinary circumstances, such as when they 
needed to be out at the time of a particularly favored program—as in the case 
of regular time shifting of soap operas—or for the creation of archives. Upon 
the widespread adoption of the VCR, Nielsen reporting practices changed 
little, largely because the service lacked a way to measure whether viewers 
played back the content they recorded. But the situation changed with DVRs. 
Including DVR use in its sample required Nielsen to create multiple reports 
in response to different requests from clients. Advertisers wanted to negoti-
ate pricing based on live viewing or at most that done the same day. Net-
works requested reports that gave viewers a longer opportunity to view, such 
as that done within a week of the recording.19 Nielsen offered various reports 
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as the advertisers and networks negotiated their way toward standards on 
which they could agree. The industry analyst Jack Myers opined in 2005 
that “It will realistically be another three to ten years before new technolo-
gies such as the DVR have sufficient penetration to upset traditional view-
ing behavior and before new metrics are fully developed, tested, successfully 
modeled, and syndicated.”20 

It required four years to adopt a new standard, though nearly ten years 
later it is difficult to say whether traditional viewing behavior has been 
“upset” by DVR use alone. Myers, like almost everyone else, did not antici-
pate broadband delivery, which exponentially complicates the measurement 
of post-network control technologies. Nielsen began reporting time-shifted 
viewing in 2005, but the industry did not approve use of a common stan-
dard, what would be called the C3 measure, until 2009. The C3 measure 
counts live viewing plus viewing recorded on a DVR if it is viewed within 
three days of airing and if the commercials are played at regular speed. C3 
represents a compromise between advertisers who wanted only live mea-
sures and networks who sought a C7 measurement that would include a full 
week of playback viewing. By 2013, calls to expand to a C7 rating seemed to 
be getting louder, and some 2014 upfront purchases were reportedly based 
on C7 viewing.

The slow initial adoption of DVRs aided measurement services struggling 
to keep up with the pace of technology: the devices were in just 32 percent 
of homes when the C3 standard began and nearly 50 percent in 2014. How-
ever, the lack of measurement also slowed the adoption of video on demand 
(VOD), which was included in the C3 measurement only if it had the exact 
same commercials and commercial load as the live airing. Experiments 
emerged in 2013 that embedded the commercials of the most recent episode 
in any episode viewed using VOD in hopes of expanding the monetization of 
VOD, an initiative Nielsen called “on demand commercial ratings” (ODCR). 
Video on demand continued measurement dilemmas begun by the DVR, 
but a whole other way to view emerged coterminously. Just as C3 solved the 
quandary of DVR measurement in 2009, broadband-delivered video took off 
and proved a more technologically sophisticated challenge. 

Cross-Platform and Extended Screen Initiative 

Nielsen initially identified efforts to measure viewing done on new screens 
and through new technologies as part of “cross-platform” viewership, an ini-
tiative begun in 2006, but not an official panel until 2010. These early reports, 
which Nielsen shared beyond its subscribers—unlike its proprietary ratings 
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data—were valuable to those outside its client base for indicating the pre-
cise scale of technological diffusion and insight into how emerging viewing 
technologies were being used. Though among some enclaves it might have 
seemed that “everyone” used a DVR, accessed content “over the top,” or 
had an iPad, Nielsen aggregate use data helped moderate the rhetoric that 
resulted from the tendency of journalists and other opinion leaders to be 
early adopters and nonlinear television users.

In response to the availability of full-length recent television episodes on 
outlets such as network websites, Nielsen developed its “Extended Screen 
Panel” in 2011, which added viewing done on computers, so long as the video 
viewed on these devices had the same commercial load as the original air-
ing, and Nielsen began developing technology to measure mobile streaming 
apps for tablets and mobile phone screens as well. As of early 2014, neither 
viewing on tablets nor viewing on mobile phones was included in the panel, 
though Nielsen announced target dates of the fall of 2014 for preliminary 
reporting of these data. 

Measuring these new screens presented myriad challenges. Including 
devices in the Extended Screen Panel required panelists to allow Nielsen to 
attach a device to computers, which was a more difficult permission to secure 
than gaining assent for television measurement. Still, much computer-based 
video use was likely to go unmeasured; at the 2013 National Cable Show, a 
network sales executive expressed belief that 50 percent of streaming is 
done in the workplace, which is a computer that would not be included in a 
Nielsen household panel. In 2014, each different brand and model of phone 
and tablet required a different technological solution to be included in the 
sample, and many of the manufacturers made it difficult to devise techno-
logical measures of the devices. For many reasons, then, the Extended Screen 
Panel was a logistical nightmare that still couldn’t account for all viewing.

Though the Extended Screen Panel best approximates a combined mea-
sure of the same content across devices, in 2014 this wasn’t likely to include 
much viewing. Online viewers were far more likely to go to aggregators 
such as Hulu that did not have the network-aired ad load, and thus were not 
included in this measure. Of course various other services, Nielsen among 
them, were also measuring online behavior and use more generally, but it 
was unclear whether the business of advertising would adapt to post-net-
work distribution possibilities. Nielsen’s next endeavor was the measurement 
of Digital Program Ratings, which used embedded watermarks to count pro-
grams viewed online regardless of the advertising load. Such viewing might 
not count for the ratings measure—which was primarily of interest to net-
works as the basis of advertisers’ spending—but it enabled Nielsen to report 
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to content creators about what aggregators and technologies viewers were 
using to watch programs. Nielsen first made Digital Program Ratings avail-
able in November 2013.

New Measurement Currencies

As explored in chapter 5, the early years of the post-network era featured 
experimentation with an array of advertising strategies and a gradual inclu-
sion of placement and integration in some program forms. There was also 
considerable experimentation with different measurement currencies in 
response to these advertising strategies, the rapidly expanding data about 
audiences that new technologies increasingly made available, and the general 
uncertainty of the era. 

“Engagement” was one of the first currencies to receive a good bit of 
discussion and consideration within the industry. As the post-network era 
began, it became apparent that regardless of audience size, not all audiences 
were the same. Those trying to craft an engagement metric argued that view-
ers watched certain programs more intently or had greater passion for some 
shows, and that advertising messages placed in such content should be more 
highly valued as a result. The logic of the argument surmised that in the net-
work era of linear television, a viewer watched whatever was “on,” even if 
that show might have not been desired and may have just been the “least 
objectionable.” As cable channels expanded their original program offerings 
to more precisely target specific audience interests in the late multi-channel 
transition, viewers increasingly found programs they were excited to watch 
and engaged them more closely. Such focused attention to content might 
reasonably correspond to closer attention to advertising, and some cable 
channels commissioned or conducted research to make this point.

Engagement was widely discussed by 2005, particularly as cable channels 
sought to increase their share of national television advertising buys, and 
as recently as June 2013, the sound recognition company Shazam released 
a service called the Shazam Engagement Rate aimed at tallying how fre-
quently viewers tagged products after seeing television ads. Engagement was 
centrally relevant to those seeking to monetize social media, and thus it cir-
culated as an advertising industry buzzword and an idea with considerable 
conceptual purchase. Still, it did little to displace the conventional metric of 
ratings for television advertising sales.

Considerable attention to “buzz” also developed as many sought to 
understand connections between social media mentions and viewership. 
Various measurement currencies circulated that tried to predict ratings 
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based on social media mentions, and by 2013, Nielsen found that Twitter 
mentions, along with past performance of a show, were a strong predictor 
of ratings. But this was still very early days for innovative intersections 
between social media and television, and it was unclear how use of Twit-
ter might change over time, how the body of Twitter users might change to 
make it more or less representative of the viewing audience, and whether 
certain types of programming were more likely to be present in social 
media conversations.

As the post-network era adjusted the U.S. television industry, another 
revolution casually referred to as that of “big data” simultaneously swept 
through just about every facet of life, as once unimaginable tools for gather-
ing and making sense of data about Americans led industries to consider 
how they could use this information to improve their businesses. The tele-
vision and advertising industries were no different, but as of 2014, the data 
revolution remained mostly on the horizon. It was certainly clear that a tele-
vision rating was but one small point of information and that it was now pos-
sible to know much more. What remained most unclear, though, was how 
to value that information or what measurement currencies could be agreed 
upon as a basis for advertising transactions. 

Competitors

Due to its domination of U.S. ratings, Nielsen was a frequent whipping post 
for networks and advertisers whenever the economics of their businesses 
shifted in negative ways. Toward the end of the multi-channel transition, 
the further changes facing the industry and their consequences for media 
measurement services were difficult to anticipate, but it is likely that the 
monopolization of U.S. ratings by a single company contributed to its lack of 
preparedness at the dawn of a new age of television. The absence of competi-
tion within the field of audience measurement discouraged innovation until 
innovation became imperative, yet the clients who fund audience research 
did not want to face the additional costs of experimental new services; more-
over, the networks and channels did not want a new measurement system 
that suggested a decrease in the value of their content. 

The challenges in audience measurement faced by the television indus-
try during the shift to the post-network era are not so much the result of 
Nielsen’s decisions as they are a consequence of the industry’s historic will-
ingness to accept a ratings service monopoly. But Nielsen’s status is even 
more complicated. At times it has seemed to exist as a joint industry commit-
tee—a collaboratively developed body tasked with industry oversight—an 
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option preferred in European media markets and enabled by their different 
approach to antitrust and collusion laws.21 This awkward status of the com-
pany contributed to the politicization of the LPM controversy and to height-
ening agency and network frustration with not being able to keep up with 
changing audience uses of television that resulted from the new technologies 
and distribution possibilities by the mid-2000s.

As further breakdown of linear viewing norms threatened to fragment 
audiences temporally as well as among broad content options, measurement 
companies have been challenged by the fact that the user characteristics of 
each of the various delivery systems differ, as does the blend of advertiser 
and subscriber support. Such variation requires audience measurement 
mechanisms for each form of delivery, and each faces the lag between inven-
tion, adoption, and refinement of measurement methodology that the indus-
try experienced with the DVR. Though long-form commercially produced 
content is now widely available, viewers remained uncertain of where to find 
content and what value proposition they might receive from different ser-
vices, while advertisers and service providers remained locked in a frustrat-
ing battle over how to value and measure content across screens and adver-
tising experiences. It is little wonder that subscriber-based services such as 
HBO and Netflix have been able to innovate so extensively in recent years in 
comparison with the muddled advertiser-supported space. 

Even as new technologies create new challenges for audience measure-
ment and research, they also provide new tools. All of the technologies 
and devices that have been introduced in the digital era are significantly 
“smarter” than those they replaced. Digital set-top boxes, DVRs, and devices 
that deliver broadband services not only keep track of what viewers do but 
are—or can be—linked to communication systems through which activity 
is reported to central servers and mined in various ways. The possibility of 
replacing the sample-based data-gathering methods that have figured audi-
ence behavior since radio with actual data of real set use represents the most 
significant advance in audience measurement to result from the introduc-
tion of digital technologies. Though many refinements in data are now pos-
sible, the variety of stakeholders and range of proprietary technologies have 
slowed development of measurements that match the sophistication of con-
temporary technology.

One possibility for refined measurement of living room set viewing is 
data from set-top boxes, and the measurement and research company Ren-
trak began using these data to compete with Nielsen. By August 2013, 231 
local stations in 54 markets subscribed to Rentrak’s TV Essentials service, 
though a 2011 report noted that two-thirds of stations used it as a supplement 
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rather than a replacement.22 Many of the stations are in smaller markets 
that Nielsen measures only with viewer diaries. Rentrak’s ratings are based 
on set-top data from Dish Network, Charter cable, AT&T’s U-verse, and as 
of 2013, DirecTV services. It collects only passive data—meaning that it can 
report only what the set-top box does, so it cannot offer demographic infor-
mation about who is in the room, nor can it be certain that there is anyone 
watching and the set-top box has not just been left on. Where Nielsen creates 
a representative sample, Rentrak does not account for how those homes in its 
census vary from the population as a whole; for example, over-the-air view-
ers and viewers of all but the four providers listed above are not included in 
its measure at all.

As the Rentrak methodology somewhat illustrates, the panacea of set-top 
box data is confounded by the regionality of cable providers and the multi-
plicity of set-top box manufacturers. Even if all providers agreed to sell their 
data to a single service, managing all the different data formats would be 
unwieldy, the active component of who is in the audience is missing, and 
over-the-air viewers would be entirely disregarded. Some have suggested that 
the future of measurement will be in technologies embedded in devices—
televisions, phones, tablets, and computers—which would require coopera-
tion from consumer electronics manufacturers, but that too is still more idea 
than practice. Though digital technologies have provided tools to gather data 
about technologies that rectify limitations of existing measurement pro-
tocols, they do so while introducing yet other limitations. The shared and 
agreed-upon standard of the Nielsen rating has been crucial to a business as 
vast as national advertising. Though data collection technologies now reveal 
much more and varied information, these data are likely to remain supple-
mental until a new standard of sale is agreed upon. 

Despite considerable advances, the only certainty in audience measure-
ment at the beginning of the post-network era seems to be that the days of a 
single measurement service with a standard currency are over. Much of the 
need for a plurality of measurement protocols has resulted from the adoption 
of the plurality of advertising strategies, technologies, and means of distribu-
tion explored in preceding chapters. As in other sectors of the industry, the 
multi-channel transition led to a fracturing of a single dominant standard 
that had been characteristic of the network era and the creation of a more 
diverse and complicated industrial field. Developing measurement capabili-
ties for new technologies such as VOD has been crucial to attracting adver-
tiser support, yet measurement services for unproven technologies have 
been slow to develop, creating a classic catch-22 situation that has slowed 
innovation. Still, the ability to measure audiences and gauge the effectiveness 
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of new advertising strategies for television plays a critical role in determining 
the forms and content of television in the post-network era.

A fully developed post-network era will be in place once advertisers and 
networks agree upon ways to harness the exceptional data now available. In 
addition to changes within the traditional television industry, the continued 
growth of Internet advertising and the reconfiguring of advertising and mar-
keting by opportunities offered by social media have suggested that a broad-
scale change will disrupt these industries further. In 2006, Jon Mandel, then 
chairman of MediaCom US, claimed, “The research has finally gotten to the 
point where we can do deals that are based on the advertising actually work-
ing. The television industry has woken up to ‘the way to beat [new media] 
is you prove it works as well if not better than other media.’ We have finally 
been able to hit a new level of advertising measurement.”23 When I followed 
up with Mandel about these remarks in 2013, he laughed, and acknowledged 
the Sisyphean nature of this career. “I thought it was possible,” he explained as 
CEO of Precision Dynamics, a start-up trying to use science and big data to 
identify better ways to buy television advertising. Despite the new endeavor, 
Mandel was less sanguine about the future, acknowledging the inertia pre-
venting change and the extent of vested interests among agencies, networks/
channels, and measurement entities to keep the status quo in place.

Although changes in audience measurement have occurred throughout 
television history and the data supplied by measurement services have often 
been disputed, by the early 2000s, the scope of changes within the television 
industry and throughout the broader media environment earned audience 
measurement an even more central and contested status in the industry’s 
evolution. The technological and industrial shifts of the multi-channel tran-
sition led to substantial adjustments in both the type of audience research 
available and the role of such information in the economic transactions of 
the industry. Changes in the advertising business, including the conglom-
eration of its players, resulted in an increase of proprietary research and 
created greater economies of scale that enabled media research divisions to 
spread their costs across more clients, and thus fund increasingly detailed 
research in-house or through commission. Joe Uva, president of the media 
buying agency Omnicom, explains, “We’re developing more customized and 
proprietary measures on a client-by-client, case-by-case, and even medium-
by-medium basis. We’re less focused on comparing media choices than ever 
before and more interested in understanding what consumers are doing and 
how we can use proprietary insights to help drive our clients’ business.”24 
Reflecting on the changing environment in 2004, the former FCC commis-
sioner Dennis Patrick acknowledged that television programs might reach 
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fewer audience members, but that advertisers and marketers know more 
about those viewers than ever before, and that that knowledge increased the 
value of those audiences.25 Less optimistic about the expanding availability 
of research, the veteran market researcher Leo Bogart countered that “More 
research data and more complex ways of manipulating them on the com-
puter will make media buyers better informed but won’t necessarily make 
them more intelligent.”26 

Advertisers have spent billions of dollars each year despite the lack of 
definitive data to explain why and how advertising influences buying behav-
ior. The existing system of evaluating advertising based on the number of 
people watching the show in which it was embedded developed because of 
the technological possibilities and limitations of the network era. Since then, 
new technologies enabled more direct and precise measurements, such as 
that of audience size and composition during commercials, but advertisers 
have continued to seek measurements that directly link their dollars with 
the number of goods moved off the shelf or by expanded brand awareness. 
Experiments with “single-source measurement services” that—through a 
single provider—aggregate information such as consumer behavior that is 
gathered from credit card purchases or loyalty card swipes and known media 
consumption, such as set-top box data, were emerging and creating a much 
richer picture of advertising exposure and purchasing behavior for particular 
households over time. The desire for such detailed pictures of behavior and 
advertising effects was by no means new or particular to the arrival of a post-
network era, but changes throughout the television industry had begun to 
increase the likelihood of attaining its fulfillment. 

The Future of Audience Measurement

You can’t monetize what you can’t measure.
—Stacey Lynn Schulman, Television Bureau of Advertising, 2014

All of the anxiety and uncertainty about the future of the television industry 
created a degree of stasis in audience measurement in 2013, but it seemed 
likely the turmoil would quickly resume. The upfront buy of 2013 was nota-
ble for the restraint advertisers engaged, refusing the types of fee increases 
typical in a year that the economy seemed otherwise healthy. What would 
happen with actual payments for the 2013–2014 buys remained to be seen, 
as the upfronts are merely a suggestion of the market; yet it seemed the 
industry had reached some sort of turning point in acknowledging that lin-
ear broadcast viewing would not dominate forever. Many of the changes in 
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measurement practices chronicled here emerged out of a need to respond 
to the fracturing of the network-era television audience and the many addi-
tional sources of content that audiences might seek. But these changes largely 
presumed the perpetuation of linear television, and by 2013 it was clear that 
two just as sizable disruptions would also be a part of establishing post-net-
work conditions.

The first was adjusting to evidence of decreased linear viewing. The 
Nielsen zero-TV household adjustment was a preliminary acknowledgment 
that will better reveal the different ways and places audiences view that are 
no longer in synch with network and advertiser expectations. Advertisers 
must subsequently create ads and buy time in a manner consistent with the 
growing reality that at least some viewers are reorganizing their viewing. 
Advertising messages can still be valuable, advertisers just need to evolve 
from a paradigm that expects that message to be seen at a particular time. 
And again, if that timeliness is of high value, those advertising dollars need 
to compete for the limited spots available in live sports and contests most 
likely to be viewed at a predictable time.

The data on ratings using the revised definition of the television house-
hold were not yet available as I completed the manuscript, but it seemed 
impossible that the new data would be welcome. Nielsen’s revision—though 
likely an adjustment that would make its ratings more accurate—would 
expand the number of television households, and thus decrease many ratings 
in comparison with previous years. Just as in the case of the LPM, where new 
viewing of cable was uncovered, the counting of viewing in which audiences 
use broadband providers such as Netflix or Hulu to manage their viewing in 
lieu of a DVR will reveal previously unmeasured viewing. And again, this is 
most likely to diminish ratings of linear viewing and increase the ratings of 
shows watched by the most tech-savvy demographics.

The other adjustment—one likely to become more pronounced after the 
industry moves further to accept and encourage nonlinear viewing—is the 
adjustment to more expansive, and perhaps eventually dominant, use of 
dynamic ad insertion. The expanded choice and control characteristic of 
post-network television do not eliminate the utility of the thirty-second 
advertising model, and dynamic ad insertion was arguably a tool that could 
beneficially revolutionize television’s advertising practices. But the change 
it introduced was extraordinary enough to make it difficult to merely tran-
sition existing practices. The industry had been stymied for a decade try-
ing to move the arbitrary but existing valuations of gross ratings points 
from broadcast and cable advertising to the broadband world. Dynamic 
ad insertion would require entirely new evaluations, and in many ways 
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warrants an entirely new language, though one that might be used both 
in the context of living room VOD and content delivered to broadband-
connected screens.

Though audience measurement developed in the network era and multi-
channel transition as a service for monetizing audiences through advertis-
ing, the sophistication of post-network-era technologies also suggested new 
businesses for this industry. “Nobody knows” has long served as a maxim 
of creative industries that references the unpredictability of audience reac-
tion, and a key feature distinguishing creative industries from most others. 
Audience measurement of shows developed as a proxy for measuring the 
audience of commercials, but in an era of big data—where much more about 
viewers could be known—new applications of program-viewing data might 
have new value.

Netflix offered the first sense of this. Though Netflix was notoriously 
guarded about its data as of 2013, executives often implied they knew a great 
deal about the viewing behavior of their subscribers. Unlike other types of 
programming delivered through an array of distributors, broadband-deliv-
ered programmers—particularly those requiring subscriber authentica-
tion—knew what went where, to whom, and for how long. Netflix executives 
suggested that these data enabled them to better understand viewers’ prefer-
ences and to value content. For example, executives defended the high cost 
of House of Cards on the grounds that they that knew their subscribers par-
ticularly enjoyed complex, serialized drama. Given the limited availability 
of such content in the secondary market, they chose to produce an original 
show in this form. The wealth of Netflix data was similarly referenced in the 
decision to produce additional episodes of Arrested Development.

Such information isn’t limited to broadband providers. Cable distributors 
too could build algorithms and develop teams to understand viewer behav-
ior, but there just hasn’t been much incentive given the existing organiza-
tion of the industry, which has largely separated distribution from content 
creation. Nor have they shared this information with the middlemen such as 
networks and channels or the studios, which might use it to make the intel-
ligence-based development choices Netflix claims to use. Richer data about 
viewers may help studios better value content as they license it in secondary 
windows—or such data may help licensors make better purchases. 

Additionally, more sophisticated measures of the audience are emerging 
that will aid television advertisers in targeting their messages. Though basic 
demographic features such as age and gender have been used as the basis of 
audience profiles in the past, more detailed information may better predict 
success in particular cases and decrease some of the significant uncertainty 
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in these transactions. Many of these profiles remain proprietary and are used 
internally by content companies in an effort to understand the differences 
emerging in how viewers use television and different types of television. For 
example, in concert with the Cambridge Group, CBS’s research division, CBS 
Vision, began dividing the audience into more sophisticated categories to 
better capture the changing ways different audiences had begun to engage 
with television.27 With categories such as TV Moderators, TV Companions, 
Sports Enthusiasts, Program Passionates, Media Trendsetters, and Streamers, 
CBS is able to identify the variant behaviors of audiences relative to its pro-
gramming to help advertisers make more efficient buys. 

Conclusion

Audience measurement and research services expanded their techniques and 
technologies throughout the multi-channel transition because there was an 
economic imperative for them to do so. Advertisers would willingly under-
write endeavors to know more about the viewing and purchasing behavior 
of the audience members that they paid so dearly to reach. Yet these refine-
ments in audience research had broader consequences than the bottom line 
of advertising agencies and ad-supported networks. They also substantially 
affected the speed at which further changes in television could occur. Adver-
tisers’ interest in placement techniques, and their shifting of budget alloca-
tions from thirty-second spots to placement or branded entertainment, 
encouraged the development of new measurement protocols. Measurement 
techniques for other delivery systems developed more slowly because adver-
tisers invested less in these areas. Cable providers certainly desired a faster 
adoption of VOD use, but they could only make this form of distribution 
possible—they could not also finance all of the programming available on 
demand. Consequently, this use developed more slowly. 

One way to understand the role of research in industry innovation is to 
imagine where U.S. television might be had AGB not threatened Nielsen and 
led the corporation to substantially enhance its service with the People Meter. 
In the late 1980s, at the same time People Meters launched, cable approached 
the 50 percent penetration rate, and the average number of channels received 
in U.S. households had already risen to 18.8.28 Previous measurement tech-
niques undercounted cable viewing, which made it more difficult for these 
networks to secure the advertising support they needed to finance innova-
tive and distinctive programming. If Nielsen had not updated its methodol-
ogy in a manner more likely to accurately value cable viewing, the devel-
opment of cable might have been much slower. Likewise, fifteen years after 
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the introduction of People Meters, the introduction of the LPM provided 
a similarly instructive lesson. Here too, a reallocation of viewing occurred 
alongside a refinement in research technology. Again, it was the emergent 
segment of the industry (still cable) that the old method undercounted. The 
more precise data helped cable networks continue to argue their worth to 
advertisers, and consequently expand programming budgets and the range 
of new content included on their schedules. 

Nielsen’s independence and lack of corporate affiliation with any of the 
buyers or sellers of television programming have been key advantages for the 
company throughout television history. By contrast, research derived from 
digital set-top boxes, mobile phones, or Internet streaming data will prob-
ably be proprietary—and closely guarded, as in the case of Netflix—and lack 
external verification. Verizon may report that sixty thousand users watched 
a sponsored clip last month, but what guarantee do advertisers have that 
Verizon properly represents data available only to the corporation? The revo-
lution in technology has solved some of the problems inherent in existing 
research protocols, but it has also introduced new challenges and dilemmas. 

Hollywood’s creative voices and network executive suites have therefore 
regarded the potential of new research tools very differently. The network 
executives who receive training in business schools identified the ability to 
know how audiences behave minute-by-minute—if not second-by-second—
as a tremendous advantage. But telling a good story differs significantly from 
building a better widget, and the industry’s storytellers have argued that the 
contemporary surplus of data threatens to numb the creativity of those who 
already work within narrow parameters. Some of the television program-
ming most valued for its creativity has emerged from networks that either 
opted against extensive testing, such as HBO, or could not afford it, as has 
been the case for many basic cable networks. The technological possibility 
may exist to use refined viewer data for content creation, but executives will 
be wise to open this Pandora’s box carefully. 

Another aspect of the new measurement and research capabilities that 
has extensive implications is the increased surveillance of viewers inherent 
in research such as census data collection. Although news stories regarding 
the use of the data available to our many service providers appear on occa-
sion, viewers do not seem to be concerned about the amount of informa-
tion media services gather about their preferences and behaviors. Though 
bubbles of outrage develop from time to time—usually in relation to gov-
ernment surveillance—most willfully accept that giving over all manner of 
personal behavior data is a condition of living in contemporary society. The 
contemporary reaction to such developments has not been like that which 
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gave rise to Orwell’s 1984; rather, the forces of consumerism and experience 
of audience and market construction have led viewers to accept and even 
support surveillance. Joseph Turow identifies the acceptance of surveillance 
as an outcome of multiple shifts in U.S. consumer society and the develop-
ment of interactive and digital technologies such as those discussed here.29 
Turow explores how the growth of target marketing in the post–World War 
II era contributed to creating a contemporary society composed of individu-
als who understand their role and power as those of consumers more than as 
citizens. Turow even acknowledges the degree to which audience members 
support surveillance if it can aid them in receiving access to products with 
increased customization or allow them to use services at a decreased price. 
Services that use artificial intelligence applications to suggest programming 
based on what a viewer previously had selected illustrate this application and 
to some degree, its advantages: we are not so much in Bruce Springsteen’s 
world of “fifty-seven channels and nothin’ on” than we are in one of thou-
sands of shows and no hope of finding what we want to watch. Viewers can 
and do accept monitoring as the means to the end of the greater availability 
of desirable products. 

Despite such acceptance, the transformation of television from a window 
on the world to a two-way mirror deserves more interrogation and critique, 
especially insofar as television-related surveillance has not been a topic of 
much concern. Viewers may willingly allow aggregation and individuation 
of their data, but most are probably unaware of the type of information that 
is gathered or what is done with it: service-provider disclosures tend to be 
exceedingly long documents of fine print. Acceptance of surveillance is effec-
tively a condition of participation in digital societies. Concern or outrage is 
not likely to be marshaled until a situation widely acknowledged as an abuse 
of information gathering becomes well known—perhaps a newspaper report 
of a public official’s pay-per-view porn habits? For the time being, though, 
viewers appear unaware of disadvantages to sharing information, which 
makes their revolt unlikely. 

Although audience research has rarely been part of the discussion of the 
monumental revolution in television under way since the mid-2000s, the 
stealth status of this topic should not belie its importance. The outcome of 
endeavors to develop viable and accurate research will ultimately determine 
the winners and losers of coming struggles over technologies, distribution 
platforms, and programming. Media executives and the advertisers that 
support them have not forgotten the lessons of the dot-com boom in the 
1990s, when millions of dollars were lost as a result of money spent without 
understanding the fundamental attributes of a new technology. Now, with so 
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many more new media technologies, advertisers have become increasingly 
suspicious of the value of their existing ways of doing business and have 
demanded that networks prove the value of their audience delivery in thirty-
second commercials as well as in the new developing advertising strategies. 
All of the distribution applications and technologies that rely on advertiser 
support require tools for counting and valuing audience members. The net-
work-era norm of a singular ratings service and standard exchange of adver-
tising dollars for gross ratings points might remain part of the business, but 
many other advertising techniques and currencies will coexist as a result of 
the increasing ways to use and pay for television. 

As Gertner notes in the epigraph that begins this chapter, changing the 
way the industry measures audiences will change the business and the cul-
ture. However, changes in audience behavior will precede many of the other 
adjustments. Different segments of the television industry have invested bil-
lions of dollars hoping to identify the technology or use of television that will 
be central to the new era. Those at home, and those who have begun taking 
television on the go, will determine the winners and losers—that is, if the 
measurement services can find a way to count them. 
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7

Television Storytelling Possibilities at the 
Beginning of the Post-Network Era

Five Cases 

At the summer 2003 Television Critics Association tour, the CBS researcher 
David Poltrack presented data reporting the comparatively minuscule 
amount of attention paid to CBS series by the nation’s journalists relative to 
the network’s substantial audiences. The shows, including JAG, The Guard-
ian, and Judging Amy, were among the most watched each week, yet, Pol-
track complained, the critics insisted on devoting expansive column space to 
relatively obscure shows on the WB and HBO. Ten years later, the situation 
was largely the same. CBS shows such as NCIS and The Big Bang Theory con-
tinued to gather the largest regular audiences, but pop culture chatter about 
television focused on shows with a fifth or less of their audience, shows such 
as AMC’s Mad Men and NBC’s Community. 

What Poltrack’s research did not address, however, was the fact that there 
just wasn’t much to say about many of his network’s programs. CBS had suc-
cessfully decreased the median age of its audience and moved into first place 
for household viewing, but there was minimal innovation in much of its pro-
gramming—although exceptions such as Survivor and early seasons of CSI 
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could be found. CBS became the most-watched network by developing for-
mulaic crime and forensic dramas that were exceptional only in their focus 
on the most uncommon scenarios for death and mayhem. For critics, who 
watch much more television than the average viewer, many of these success-
ful shows were tried, trite, and predictable, notwithstanding their popularity. 

So then, perhaps much to the chagrin of broadcasters like Poltrack, I also 
do not focus on the biggest blockbuster hits in this chapter. My selection of 
case studies does not result from how many people watched these shows, but 
from the lessons these shows provide about the industry’s changes. Each of 
the five cases explored here—presented chronologically—tells a distinctive 
tale about production on the cusp of the post-network era. I include them 
here at the end of the book instead of locating one in each of the preceding 
chapters because of how they illustrate the interconnections among changes 
in multiple production components. The cases include various genres 
(comedy, drama, and unscripted) and address shows on major and minor 
broadcast networks and on basic and premium cable channels. Despite the 
variety of shows and their distinctive economic situations, some aspects of 
their development, production, and distribution stories repeat in important 
ways. None of these series could have existed on network-era television; each 
illustrates not only changes in the production process, but also how these 
changes have created opportunities for stories much different from those of 
the network era. 

Sex and the City 

HBO’s Sex and the City, which debuted in June 1998, was one of the ear-
liest series to feature a production process that substantially differed from 
network-era norms. The series is important to the questions examined 
here because of its status as an early original cable success that defied many 
expectations about the popularity and commercial viability of a show pro-
duced by a subscription cable network. Sex and the City debuted before The 
Sopranos and was the network’s first series to achieve considerable popular 
awareness. Sex and the City told a story unlikely to be found on broadcast 
networks, or at least unlikely to be told elsewhere in the manner that it was 
on HBO. Because of the distinctive economic and regulatory context of the 
channel, Sex and the City was able to push boundaries even further than its 
basic cable counterparts that had likewise begun to produce series differen-
tiated from broadcast by their niche address and unconventional themes; 
Lifetime’s Any Day Now serves as the clearest coterminous illustration. Much 
journalistic attention to the first few seasons of Sex and the City focused 
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on the explicit sexual content and frank conversations about sex among its 
four characters. Although such forthright depictions and expressions were 
unlikely to be found outside the premium cable television space, the series 
also derived significance from its uncommon focus on female friendships 
and its examination of the negotiations made by a group of women previ-
ously absent from television. 

Despite its unconventionality as a series produced for an original run on 
a subscription cable network, Sex and the City followed a fairly conventional 
development history. The series was adapted from a book written by Candace 
Bushnell and based on her New York Observer newspaper column. Bushnell 
was actually the “sexual anthropologist” who wrote stories about sex in New 
York City and served as the model for Carrie’s character; the series reduced 
the much larger collection of people inhabiting Bushnell’s book to Carrie’s 
three female friends. The executive producer, creator, and occasional series 
writer, Darren Star (Beverly Hills, 90210, Melrose Place), chose to produce the 
series for HBO despite an offer from ABC.1 The premium cable channel was 
necessary in Star’s mind in order to maintain elements of “eliteness” in writ-
ing and production, as well as a budget—initially $900,000 an episode—on 
which he could afford the caliber of directors and writers he desired. The 
series’ home on HBO also provided Star with considerable content freedom. 
This enabled the series to derive its humor from the sexual adventures of the 
four characters, rather than from the double entendres and hidden discus-
sion about sex typical of broadcast sitcoms at the time. 

Many focus on the freedom from advertiser influence when considering 
the distinction of subscription television networks, but the difference in these 
networks’ economic processes is more fundamental. Broadcast and basic 
cable networks are primarily concerned with how many people tune in to 
their programming. Since advertisers evaluate the networks they support in 
each hour of each day, networks must select programming likely to reach the 
broadest audience possible and allocate their programming budget accord-
ingly—for example, by creating or purchasing new programs for each hour 
of almost every day. In contrast, subscription cable services rely on viewers 
desiring to watch their programming so much that they are willing to pay for 
it. They do not worry about how advertisers evaluate programming—there 
are no advertisers. This difference in subscription networks’ financing model 
changes the conditions of production, but more significantly, provides these 
networks with a mandate for selecting programs that differs vastly from 
advertiser-supported networks. Subscription networks care much less about 
who watches and when; rather, they are chiefly concerned with providing 
subscribers with a service with enough value that they continue to subscribe. 
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Of course, willingness to subscribe is closely related to what the network 
programs, but this mandate leads the network to construct its schedule and 
select programming much differently than advertiser-supported networks. 

Subscription networks seek to provide as many viewers as possible with 
adequate reason to keep paying their monthly fees. HBO achieved consider-
able success by offering a wide range of programming that very specifically 
targeted the tastes of a broad array of audience members, but did not provide 
an exceptional amount of programming for any one group. It matters little 
to the network whether a viewer subscribes because of the networks’ films, 
sports, or original series. Rather, its economic model requires that viewers 
find some aspect of such value—ideally something unavailable on adver-
tiser-supported networks—that they maintain their subscription.2 A show 
such as Sex and the City, with its specific address to young, upscale, profes-
sional women, provided an ideal addition to the HBO schedule. No series on 
television so precisely addressed this group, and much of HBO’s other pro-
gramming, such as the original series Oz, boxing, and Inside the NFL, more 
emphatically sought to entertain male viewers. 

The first season of Sex and the City consisted of only twelve episodes, 
followed by eighteen in each of the subsequent five seasons. This shortened 
and flexible schedule became characteristic of premium cable originals, and 
then those of basic cable, and has significant artistic and economic conse-
quences.3 Artistically, the shortened season decreases the burden of origi-
nating so much new content each year, which is one of the key aspects of 
television production about which creative personnel often complain. In 
addition, HBO’s flexible and commercial-free schedule allowed creators to 
develop episodes at a length determined by the story rather than according 
to the strict twenty-two-minute format of broadcast comedies designed with 
narrative climaxes prescribed to occur at regular intervals to allow for com-
mercial breaks. 

The substantial syndication success enjoyed by Sex and the City could not 
have been predicted when it began production in 1998. Although the series 
produced substantial “buzz” within the culture, actual audience size for the 
original run on HBO was quite small by television standards. At the time 
the series aired, only about 30 percent of U.S. homes subscribed to HBO, 
and many of these homes did not view the series. HBO reported an aver-
age audience of 6.6 million homes in the series’ second season for the pre-
miere play of each episode.4 This limited audience size in the original run 
added to the series’ syndication value because there remained so many new 
potential audience members for the series. Those who did not subscribe to 
HBO first had an initial opportunity to view the show on DVD, which gave 
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viewers an uncut version of the series as it had appeared on HBO. In the first 
half of 2003, the series earned more than $65 million just from DVD sales.5 
The series also enjoyed immediate revenue from international syndication; it 
would eventually be syndicated in more than forty-eight countries. 

More significantly, the series was among the first original cable series, 
basic or premium, to earn revenue from other distribution windows.6 The 
series was sold for a first run to the cable channel Turner Broadcasting Sys-
tem (TBS) and Tribune-owned local stations in deals that involved a com-
bination of cash and advertising time. TBS paid $450,000 for each of the 
ninety-four episodes. The terms of the Tribune deal were not disclosed, but 
a month later HBO sold the series to the independent San Francisco station 
KRON for $10.4 million plus advertising time.7 Unlike most broadcast series 
that could be sold in the same form in which they aired on the network, 
Sex and the City episodes had to be reedited by distributors to cut them to a 
conventional length, allow for commercial insertion, and make them accept-
able for broadcast content standards. Although this reediting incurred costs, 
they were not as high as they might have been, since the producers had shot 
additional scenes during the original production to replace scenes that might 
be troublesome for international syndication or a non-premium domestic 
outlet. This lengthened original production minimally and proved invaluable 
once domestic buyers such as TBS and Tribune emerged. HBO also sold a 
second cable run of the series to Comcast for its E! and Style Network chan-
nels beginning in January 2011, and HBO continued to air the series long 
after it finished production and included it among its offerings on HBO GO. 
Interest in the series was also reanimated by two subsequent Sex and the City 
theatrical films.

It is nearly impossible to estimate the ultimate reach of this show, as I 
can’t imagine a methodology that could meaningfully aggregate all of the 
places it has aired and account for repeat viewing that likely occurred as 
well. Though it began as a niche, premium cable series, the audience avail-
able to this original licensor has been surpassed many, many times over, 
suggesting the challenge of trying to assess the cultural importance of pro-
gramming in the post-network era. Though television has always had a long 
revenue arc, we increasingly need to theorize the cultural relevance of pro-
gramming in a way that places less priority on performance at debut, espe-
cially if it premieres in a window not widely available, as was the case of Net-
flix’s House of Cards. Or, as VOD viewing allows viewers to discover shows 
seasons after their original airing and then view them systematically in the 
manner of prized content, the importance of a show might not be clear until 
well after its production has concluded, as could be argued of a show such as 
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The Wire. There is much to be learned about how and why different cultural 
properties build audience interest over time and as their availability expands 
across distribution platforms. 

This case also indicates the importance of the availability of a program-
mer such as HBO that operates with a distinctive and differentiated set of 
production norms. Sex and the City eventually defied many conventional 
norms of distribution and proved surprisingly valuable in many secondary 
markets, but it could never have been created outside a subscription net-
work. Certainly, the version of the show Star might have produced for ABC 
would not have had nearly the same tone or storytelling emphasis, as ABC 
executives would have insisted on making the content more accessible to a 
broader audience. The programming HBO began producing in the late 1990s 
was among the most widely hailed by critics and in award competitions, and 
it indicated previously unimagined possibilities for television as a creative 
medium. While HBO’s particular industrial situation enabled much of its 
programming, HBO’s efforts had effects across the television spectrum—and 
not just by increasing sexual and violent content. 

In another strategy particular to HBO, the channel reported that it 
accepted no paid product placement despite what many have noted to be 
an exceptional amount of clearly named commercial goods in shows such 
as Sex and the City and The Sopranos.8 Producers do accept products for use 
in shows, but HBO has repeatedly denied that any money changes hands for 
them, including the oft-noted use of Absolut vodka in an episode of Sex and 
the City that required the creation of a fake ad including one of the series’ 
actors as a model.9 Many in the marketing community are skeptical of HBO’s 
claims of refusing payment, especially considering one marketer’s 2002 esti-
mation that The Sopranos could have earned $6.8 million per episode if it 
accepted placement payments.10 Nonetheless, the channel emphasizes its 
particular industrial status as a subscription service. As the HBO spokesman 
Jeff Cusson explained, “We’re not a network that accepts advertising. And 
product placement is a form of advertising.”11 

The unusual economic mandate of subscription networks provided an 
incubator for creative television that expanded program content through 
their niche address and innovative production techniques. Contrary to 
its late-1990s slogan—“It’s Not TV, It’s HBO”—HBO programming was 
indeed television, and the network’s original series had significant implica-
tions for both subsequent shows on all television channels and on how oth-
ers approached, produced, and viewed television. Though HBO’s strategy 
and success inspired competitors that diminished HBO’s hold on critically 
hailed television, it largely maintained its strategy as the post-network era 
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developed further. The 2012 debut of Girls both harkened back to Sex and the 
City topically and revealed how much more narrow the niche segmentations 
of audiences had become. Where Sex and the City seemed narrowly targeted 
in the late 1990s with its emphasis on late-thirty- and forty-something single 
career women who might as well have been in their twenties and early thir-
ties, Girls presented an experience largely particular to single, urban, career 
women in their early twenties with particular educational and class privilege. 
Though both shows obviously drew audiences much broader than the demo-
graphics of their characters, the stories in Girls were far more specific than 
those told by Sex and the City.

Survivor 

One of the most profound adjustments in programming during the multi-
channel transition resulted from the unexpected success of unscripted, or 
“reality,” programming. Not only did these shows alter expectations about 
norms of program content, but they also introduced a vast variety of produc-
tion practices. Just as the original production of Sex and the City involved the 
unique economic arrangements of a subscription network, so, too, do most 
unscripted series use economic practices fundamentally unlike those com-
mon to most scripted television programming. The success of unscripted 
programming led producers to break from status-quo assumptions about 
how shows could be financed, and this in turn disrupted many residual net-
work-era norms of industrial practice and programming. 

Although unscripted television has often been haphazardly amalgamated 
into a single category of “reality” television, substantial differentiation in 
both program content and production norms had arisen by the mid-2000s. 
Indeed, production practices for unscripted series vary significantly—so 
much so as to support the contention that no single one serves as a norm. 
This variation makes it difficult to select a meaningful case that might loosely 
characterize this genre. CBS’s 2000 breakout hit, Survivor, provides an infor-
mative case, although its exceptional success made it unlike most other 
unscripted shows produced in this era. Nonetheless, Survivor illustrates how 
unconventional formats can revolutionize the business and programming of 
major broadcasters and yield broadcast success in an increasingly narrowcast 
competitive environment. 

Debuting in May 2000, Survivor was one of the earliest unscripted compe-
tition series to disrupt the balance broadcasters had established in the 1990s 
of schedules filled mostly with scripted programming and some cheaper 
newsmagazines to help compensate for rising scripted programming costs. 
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The newsmagazines and various early unscripted shows such as Unsolved 
Mysteries and Cops had low production costs that could be covered by license 
fees that were even lower than those for scripted programs.12 The frugal pro-
duction expenditures eliminated the need to syndicate this programming, 
although many shows, including Unsolved Mysteries, Cops, and America’s 
Funniest Home Videos still earned substantial profits in both international 
and domestic syndication. 

As shows such as Survivor entered homes in the early 2000s, many 
believed that “reality” programming represented something entirely new. 
These shows developed not so much out of innovation as out of necessity, as 
integrating low-cost shows simply became an essential part of networks’ pro-
gramming cost equation in the mid-1980s. The development of competitive 
reality shows such as Survivor, American Idol, and The Amazing Race made 
sense for networks that had saturated viewer interest in newsmagazines but 
needed to maintain some lower-cost shows. Despite the sense that reality 
television was taking over in the early 2000s, consistent reports indicated 
an increase in dramatic programming and only a slight decrease in comedy, 
which was mainly due to difficulties in developing successful comedies. The 
unscripted series primarily replaced newsmagazines and theatrical films, and 
drew larger or at least younger audiences than other lower-cost program-
ming forms. “Reality” never really threatened to take over network sched-
ules—viewers showed interest in the novelty of the programs, and younger 
audiences have watched in greater numbers than viewed newsmagazines, 
but scripted series remain central to network identities and overall strate-
gies. It is the case, however, that some sort of lower-cost programming is 
likely to play a role in network programming norms as long as a linear sys-
tem remains in place. 

Mark Burnett, a newcomer to television whose reputation was mostly 
based on the Eco-Challenge race he produced for various cable channels 
including MTV, ESPN, Discovery Channel, and USA, acquired rights to 
the concept that would become Survivor in the mid-1990s, when U.S. “real-
ity” television consisted of Cops and America’s Funniest Home Videos. As he 
pitched Survivor to various networks, he received rejection after rejection in 
a manner that retrospectively seems inconceivable (although significantly, 
American Idol received similar treatment at the time). Burnett spent years 
trying to sell a network on Survivor and succeeded only when a junior mem-
ber of the CBS programming department became an advocate for the show 
and persistently argued his case to upper-level executives.13 

Few suspected that unscripted programming would succeed, and cer-
tainly no one believed that these shows would attract blockbuster audiences 
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in the manner that came to be regularly achieved by Survivor and American 
Idol. Many did perceive, however, that the contest format of these series 
would prevent them from performing well as reruns or in syndication of 
any kind. Without the syndication revenues to support deficit financing, 
these prime-time “game” shows would have to find an alternative financing 
system that did not require distributing them through additional windows 
to recoup costs. Most unscripted series could be produced more cheaply 
than scripted series because they required no actors or writers who must 
be paid at guild rates—a considerable advantage at a time when actors’ fees 
were particularly blamed for the “skyrocketing” costs of scripted series and 
when networks were casting major stars to help distinguish their programs 
in the increasingly competitive environment.14 Yet some of these shows, 
such as those produced by Mark Burnett, were known for “putting money 
on the screen” rather than in the producer’s pocket, and had production 
costs similar to those of scripted series. Such shows faced the dilemma of 
lacking syndication value, which made deficit financing a poor option, yet 
were unable to finance production from license fees alone. Survivor was one 
of these series. 

Mark Burnett and the CBS executive Les Moonves tell somewhat different 
stories about the arrangement negotiated to get Survivor on the air. According 
to Burnett, the network was uncertain about the completely untested nature 
of the series and was wary of losing money. CBS consequently entrusted Bur-
nett with the responsibility of selling the advertising time in the series and 
agreed to split the profits 50–50 if the show actually succeeded.15 CBS, wary 
that any producer think it would agree to such a deal, has denied Burnett’s 
claim repeatedly and asserted that Burnett received only 50 percent of the 
advertising revenue earned from expanding the Survivor finale—which drew 
an unthinkable fifty-one million viewers—from one hour to two. Regardless 
of where the precise truth of this deal might be found, Burnett’s unconven-
tional approach to selling advertising time is not disputed. Rather than try-
ing to convince advertisers to simply buy thirty-second commercials, Bur-
nett sought for companies to buy in to the show through what he termed 
“associative marketing,” but has since come to be known as product place-
ment or integration. The fees paid by the eight sponsors Burnett attracted 
covered the show’s production costs, and many received both placement in 
the program and a package of thirty-second commercials. 

The reason the truth of the agreement between Burnett and CBS is so 
elusive is that the stakes are so high. The 50–50 split, or even sharing any 
revenue with a producer, would involve an unfathomable reallocation of eco-
nomic norms that could wreak havoc for the networks. If highly sought-after 
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producers thought they might negotiate for a share of the initial advertis-
ing revenue from programs, the networks would relinquish additional con-
trol and revenues in a way that would further require massive adjustments 
throughout all their financial arrangements. For his part, Burnett became an 
instant sensation, and networks quickly began bidding for him to develop 
subsequent projects. It served him well for the other networks to believe that 
CBS had been willing to offer such a grand deal. 

Regardless of what CBS paid, few could argue that they overcompen-
sated given the key role Survivor played in bringing more viewers to the 
network, decreasing the network’s average audience age, and wresting con-
trol of the lucrative Thursday night from NBC’s long-held dominance. As 
long as a linear model continues, Thursday-night advertising is in partic-
ular demand due to the night’s proximity to the weekend; this makes it 
especially key for advertising films opening on Friday and for weekend 
events and sales. Indeed, the viability of the show was not the only expecta-
tion that proved faulty. The exceptional popularity of Survivor helped fuel 
DVD sales of the series, and the popularity of other unscripted series led 
to the creation of windows for subsequent syndication. Some unscripted 
series were distributed on the short-lived FOX Reality Channel launched 
by News Corp in May 2005, which was primarily available to the eigh-
teen million households subscribing to then News Corp–owned DirecTV, 
though it ceased operations in early 2010. In the case of Survivor, Burnett 
and CBS sold the rights to air seasons 1 through 10 to the Outdoor Life 
Network (OLN; which changed its name to Versus in September 2006 and 
NBC Sports Network in January 2012), defying expectations that the show 
had no subsequent value. CBS also established unconventional distribu-
tion deals for new episodes of Survivor in various transactional payment 
markets. The network included Survivor in its limited initial on-demand 
offerings available for purchase in certain local markets with Comcast cable 
service and experimented as the distributor by making downloadable epi-
sodes available for purchase on the CBS website, in both cases for ninety-
nine cents each. Such sales further upset the notion that unscripted series 
have no value after their initial airing, particularly those shows with stories 
or contests confined to specific episodes, such as Fear Factor, which earned 
$250,000 per episode in its syndication sale to FX.16 Despite these expand-
ing opportunities to earn subsequent revenues, deals for new unscripted 
series rarely relied on deficit financing. Notably, all unscripted series are 
not the same. Some, such as American Idol, Dancing with the Stars, and 
arguably Survivor, create a viewing pleasure related to seeing what con-
testant is eliminated next, much like live sports. Others hew more closely 
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to the narrative pleasures of scripted series and likewise have diminished 
viewing urgency. 

Another key source of revenue for unscripted programming developed 
through international format sales. This means that templates of these rela-
tively cheap to produce contests are sold in markets around the world, rather 
than episodes of U.S. contestants competing; thus, each country can repro-
duce the show with local contestants and in response to cultural particulari-
ties. Such flexibility has proven to be especially advantageous. For example, 
Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? was produced in 130 different territories at 
one point. The Weakest Link sold similarly well, but the brash and rude per-
sona of the female questioner and her winking had to be adjusted—replaced 
with a male host or the winking eliminated—in some cultures that responded 
negatively to the initial importation of the style and gender performance of 
the original British host, Anne Robinson.17 

The sale of formats was a phenomenal business in the early 2000s and 
suggested very different global relations than the cultural imperialism the-
sis in which Western countries, and the United States in particular, were 
believed to impose their culture around the globe by dominating network-
era program exports.18 Indeed, many of the biggest successes were imported 
to the United States, and format trade was so vibrant as to lead to the sale 
of scripted formats, as in the BBC’s sale of The Office to NBC. Scripted for-
mats had been sold before and sometimes with considerable success—a case 
in point is Norman Lear’s All in the Family, which was based on the British 
series ’Till Death Us Do Part. But the format business and especially interna-
tional format sales of unscripted series helped enable culturally specific pro-
duction and decreased U.S. dominance in the international market.19 In fact, 
few of the unscripted series that succeeded in the United States originated as 
domestic productions, and the country purchased more formats than it sold. 
The case of Survivor discussed here is one instance: Burnett purchased the 
series format from creators in Sweden. 

Burnett’s Survivor continued to perform well into 2013, defying much 
conventional wisdom. The financing arrangements Burnett constructed after 
Survivor’s success indicated what he learned from his early endeavors and 
the changing nature of the business. Despite some stumbles with subsequent 
series such as The Contender and Rock Star, Burnett’s more recent produc-
tions such as The Voice, Shark Tank, and even the scripted cable miniseries 
The Bible have drawn large audiences. Burnett continued to require uncon-
ventional deals with networks and increasingly sought and achieved greater 
control of international distribution, sponsorship, and product integration.20 
From the beginning of Survivor, Burnett rightly insisted that the show’s 
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innovation was not in the programming form, but in the business model, 
and he is lauded in the industry for understanding that different shows 
require different financing arrangements.21 Shows such as Survivor changed 
broadcasters’ thinking about how shows could be financed and the audience 
sizes that lower-cost formats could attract. Out of sheer necessity, Survivor 
introduced a major shift in advertising norms with its sponsorship funding 
and skillful integration of products into the story. 

Significantly, though, even after thirteen years and nearly four hundred 
episodes, many executives would look at the chances of a concept like Sur-
vivor succeeding with great skepticism. The success of the show and its 
consequences for television’s production process illustrate the profound 
uncertainty that sometimes characterizes this industry as well as the highly 
haphazard process of change. Burnett’s persistence helped CBS assuage its 
fear of risk, and Survivor opened the industry’s eyes to the variety of pro-
gramming and industrial practices available through its success in capti-
vating audiences with its competitive narrative and by deviating from con-
ventional program economics. But for anyone looking at the series at its 
inception, these were hardly predictable or even imaginable outcomes.

Burnett’s willingness to take a risk on the show’s economic model is also 
an illustration of a strategy useful for broadband-delivered programming 
attempting to establish new distribution and economic models. Advertisers 
desire proven concepts, so the ability to self-fund or establish a track record 
on a minimal budget might pave the way for transitioning into a model in 
which studios and producers rather than networks secure advertiser fund-
ing. Notably, experiments in original series produced by broadband-deliv-
ered programmers such as Yahoo’s Burning Love and Hulu’s Battleground 
haven’t borne out the viewer interest Burnett captured—though in these 
cases, Yahoo and Hulu functioned very similarly to networks. But smaller-
scale examples of content with strong producer control and vision, such as 
Freddie Wong’s YouTube-originated Video Game High School, exemplify the 
strategy of content finding an audience and then advertisers coming to the 
content in order to reach that audience. 

The Shield 

The Shield debuted on the FX cable network in March 2002, where it aired for 
seven seasons. The series provided the network’s most high-profile attempt 
at original series production, and the network supported its premiere with 
an extensive promotional campaign. Textually, The Shield reinvigorated the 
police drama genre by centering its narrative on a rogue police detective 
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clearly playing outside the bounds of proper procedure. As is true of all of 
the shows discussed in this chapter, The Shield is unlike any show created or 
financed during the network era. 

The series achieved a variety of “firsts.” The Shield’s central protagonist, 
Vic Mackey, is neither hero nor antihero, and the series’ writers artfully com-
pel the audience to be alternately drawn in and repulsed by him. Although 
some successful original series had emerged on advertiser-supported cable 
networks by this point, the extensive promotional campaign FX used to 
announce the show, cultural debate and discussion about the series’ content, 
and early advertiser defections generated more expansive cultural awareness 
than other basic cable series had. The series won a Peabody Award in 2006 
and a Golden Globe Award for best drama in 2003, and the actor Michael 
Chiklis won both a Golden Globe and an Emmy for his portrayal of Vic 
Mackey following the show’s first season. Not only was Chiklis’s Emmy the 
first won by a basic cable program in a major series category, so too was the 
series’ Peabody the first earned by a basic cable live-action original series, 
and all these awards were significant to establishing the legitimacy of basic 
cable original series.22 

The story of how FX came to purchase The Shield is as unusual as the 
series’ content and is symptomatic of the uncertainty and unpredictability 
of production practices at the beginning of the post-network era. The show’s 
creator, Shawn Ryan, began his career as an intern on the comedy My Two 
Dads before suffering five years of unemployment and writing comedy spec 
scripts (scripts for shows already on the air, which writers use to find jobs). 
In 1997 he began writing for the CBS action/buddy show Nash Bridges and 
then moved to the more character-driven WB series Angel. Ryan also had 
been hired to write a sitcom script for Fox TV Studios, but the idea Ryan 
had at the time was for a dark police drama. The Fox TV executives liked the 
script, although it was clearly not the comedy they needed. A few months 
later Kevin Reilly, FX entertainment president, had an idea for a show, but 
needed a writer. The Fox TV executives sent Ryan’s script to Reilly as a sam-
ple of his work, and Reilly liked the script so much that he decided to pursue 
making The Shield rather than his original idea. 23

It is significant that Ryan had not bothered trying to sell the show, as it 
indicates how strong and pervasive ideas about what shows networks will 
and won’t make may be. The story also illustrates the chance that sometimes 
characterizes the operations of this industry. Ryan could have been pitch-
ing the series all over town and not have achieved a network deal, simply 
because he might not have thought to pitch to a small cable network that had 
not previously produced original drama—up until then, FX had originated 
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only the mildly successful Son of the Beach, sort of a parody of Baywatch cre-
ated by Howard Stern. If happenstance had a role in the development of the 
show, so too did conglomeration. The FX cable channel and Fox TV Studios 
are both owned by News Corp, and Reilly may never have received this par-
ticular script were it not for inter-conglomerate awareness that the network 
was seeking to produce an edgy drama. 

The particular circumstance of producing an original police drama for a 
basic cable network while maintaining “broadcast-quality” production val-
ues presented other challenges. The risk that production deficits could not 
be recouped made any single studio hesitant to produce the show, so Fox TV 
Studios and Sony Pictures Television (formerly Columbia TriStar) agreed to 
coproduce, thereby reducing risk. Such arrangements have become less com-
mon, and cable channels have also adopted the broadcast norm of producing 
original series through a conglomerate-owned studio. The studios produced 
the show for $1.3 million per episode—which compared with $1.8–2.2 mil-
lion for an average broadcast drama at the time—and divided the various 
syndication rights; Fox Home Video distributed the DVD, while Sony syndi-
cated the show to broadcast and cable networks.24 To save money, The Shield 
shot each episode in seven days instead of the more standard nine of broad-
cast series, and the producers were able to pay a lower union-scale rate in the 
early seasons because the series aired on a basic cable channel.25 The produc-
ers were able to find enough cost savings in these production adjustments to 
keep production in Los Angeles, unlike many other original cable shows that 
produced in Canada in order to avoid union costs, developed international 
coproduction deals to spread costs (such as SciFi’s Battlestar Galactica), or 
partnered with a foreign distributor to share costs (as was the case for USA’s 
The 4400). 

The limited budget of The Shield had consequences for how the show 
looked. The show utilized a lot of handheld camera shooting, which is more 
time-efficient and created a distinctive, frenetic visual style. Budget limita-
tions also probably played a role in the relative inexperience of the writ-
ing team Ryan assembled and the series’ use of primarily unknown actors. 
Although the inexperience of the writers could be regarded as a drawback, it 
also helped the series in its pursuit of originality. The writers were not bur-
dened with the acculturation of “how things are done” that prevents devia-
tion from established norms. The police drama has an elaborate history, and 
Ryan sought to tell different stories or at least tell them in a different way than 
those that had come before. The selection of Chiklis for the role of Mackey 
initially broke the series’ budget, but Chiklis’s audition persuaded the net-
work and studios that the actor was worth the cost.26 The budget flexibility 
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that allowed the hiring of Chiklis arguably paid great dividends as the atten-
tion to the series that resulted from his Emmy nomination and win provided 
invaluable promotion and legitimacy. 

One way The Shield tried to draw audiences to basic cable was by push-
ing the boundaries of established norms of acceptable use of violence and 
coarse language. Although basic cable networks were not prohibited from 
airing such content, no network had aired such graphic material in a series. 
This is not to suggest that The Shield pushed these boundaries gratuitously; 
the violence and language were narratively motivated, and its visual sophisti-
cation and high stylization that harkened back to the innovation of the 1980s 
police drama Hill Street Blues also helped establish it as a show that would 
defy expectations. Critics—who tended to pay little attention to basic cable 
originals at the time—appropriately hailed the series as the most HBO-influ-
enced show to air outside a subscription network. 

It was consequently unsurprising that The Shield immediately became a 
target of public advocacy groups concerned about violence and adult themes 
on television. Trade magazine articles recounted the increasing number of 
advertisers who withdrew from the series as early episodes of The Shield 
aired. To be sure, the series’ location on FX and its post–10:00 p.m. time slot 
reasonably freed it from fears that it would come under government regula-
tion, but advocacy groups such as the Parents Television Council pursued a 
successful strategy of exerting pressure on advertisers through threats of boy-
cotts and negative publicity in order to starve the series of the commercial 
support necessary for survival. Many advertisers did exit during early weeks 
of the series, but as FX continued to air new episodes and audience num-
bers not only remained steady but continued to grow, this trend reversed. FX 
Networks’ president of ad sales, Bruce Lefkowitz, explained that despite the 
polarizing tendency of shows like The Shield to alienate some audiences, they 
also delivered a “demographic that is often MIA. With The Shield, Nip/Tuck 
and Rescue Me, we can reach an underserved audience that isn’t generally 
catered to by the mass market. Advertisers see that FX has those early adopt-
ers, the trend-setters—people with spending power who tend to get drawn to 
our authentic, unique programming.”27 The series proved successful in draw-
ing otherwise difficult-to-reach upscale male audiences, and by the end of 
the first season new advertisers stepped in to replace those who had exited. 
The Shield and other FX shows did remain on many advertisers’ “do not buy” 
lists, but the network was able to fully sell its inventory despite the unabash-
edly mature content of its original series.28 The Shield was not the first or only 
series that violated norms of acceptable content, but it is meaningful in the 
degree to which it did so and survived—and even thrived. 
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The Shield thus indicated some advertisers’ desire to be associated with 
distinctive content, as well as their willingness to support programming 
that willfully offended some viewers. Like much of the programming pro-
duced in a niche-focused media environment, The Shield exhibited a sub-
stantial amount of “edge,” meaning that it clearly defined the boundaries of 
its intended audiences and deliberately excluded some tastes and sensibili-
ties.29 Such a strategy is clearly the opposite of programs that seek the broad-
est possible audience through the least objectionable programming, as was 
characteristic of the network era. The commercial viability of the newer 
strategy—in such an extreme case—is a significant indicator of the changing 
dynamics of advertising at the beginning of the post-network era. Whereas 
conventional wisdom suggested that the protest of advocacy groups would 
result not only in advertisers pulling support from the series but also the end 
of the show, as had been the case in the network era and would likely have 
been the case if the show aired on a broadcast network, the old rules have 
been rewritten. In the new environment, consisting of fragmented audiences 
and niche-programming strategies, edgy programming produced in clear 
affront to some viewers can do more than succeed, it can become particu-
larly attractive to certain advertisers and accrue value from distinguishing 
itself so clearly in the cluttered and intensely competitive programming field.

By the beginning of the second season, thirty-second advertisements 
in the show were selling for 30–50 percent more than the median price of 
$40,000 from season 1, which made them among the most expensive in 
cable.30 These rates hardly compared with those of broadcast networks, but 
were significant enough for the series to be an economic success for FX. The 
Shield’s audience was also much smaller than that of most broadcast shows: 
it averaged only 2.8 million viewers in its fifth season, but then 1.8 million of 
these were in the key eighteen- to forty-nine-year-old demographic.31 Impor-
tantly, the value of a series like The Shield extended well beyond the advertis-
ing rates the series earned. When The Shield launched, FX lacked a channel 
brand identity and was not well known. The publicity The Shield garnered 
in awards and critical praise raised the profile of the channel and probably 
contributed to adding viewers throughout the programming day. Of cable 
channels in prime time, FX was ranked twelfth among eighteen- to forty-
nine-year-olds in 2001; it jumped to fifth place in 2006, in large part due to 
its development of original series like The Shield, Nip/Tuck, and Rescue Me.32 

The particular industrial positioning of FX also contributed to the mak-
ing of The Shield. FX launched in June 1994, but had a fairly low subscriber 
base until the late 1990s. In 2003 an industry analyst noted that the chan-
nel had fairly low CPMs (cost-per-thousand advertising rates), but that it 
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benefited from high license fees because it operated as FOX’s “ransom chan-
nel.”33 Throughout the multi-channel transition, the broadcast networks and 
cable systems reached a relative détente over the issue of whether cable sys-
tems would compensate broadcasters for carrying their networks on cable 
systems. The broadcasters generally did not require payment from the cable 
systems—which they had a right to under the must-carry rules—but instead 
leveraged this nonpayment in order to gain better carriage or license fees for 
commonly owned cable channels. So, for example, instead of ABC negotiat-
ing a fee to carry the broadcast network, ABC convinced cable systems to 
launch ESPN2. Likewise, News Corp allowed systems to carry FOX for free, 
but negotiated a license fee for FX estimated to be around $.30 per subscriber 
in the early 2000s, which was three times greater that what its competitors 
earned.34 By 2011, however, FX seemed undervalued, earning $.48 per sub-
scriber in comparison with $1.18 for TNT or $.68 for USA.35 In 2013, a point 
by which broadcasters had changed strategies and were now demanding 
retransmission fees from cable operators, FX “split” into two channels, spin-
ning off its comedy series such as Archer, It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, 
and The League to FXX, a channel focused on targeting men through irrev-
erent comedy.36 The success of The Shield and subsequent FX programs that 
built on its efforts to expand the norms of television storytelling was impor-
tant for positioning FX as a must-have offering for MVPDs.

This particular situation of FX revealed the complexity of production pro-
cesses that we must consider when we assess the consequences of shifting 
industrial practices on the types of programming that are produced. The sur-
vival and success of The Shield as a boundary-defying program relied upon a 
shift in the tastes of advertisers: by 2002, there were some who were willing 
and eager to be associated with a show otherwise experiencing advertising 
boycott. The industrial position of FX as a “ransom channel” that earned sub-
stantial fees from cable system operators is likely to have played an important 
role in both financing the license fee for the series and allowing the network 
to be patient after the initial advertiser defections. These industrial practices 
also greatly contributed to enabling Ryan to produce a series of exceptional 
quality and unlike that found on broadcast and other advertiser-supported 
cable networks. A difference in any one of these industrial practices could 
have yielded a very different outcome for the series. 

The potential syndication life for The Shield was highly uncertain when 
the series began production. At that time, it would have been reasonable to 
assume that the international market would provide the only additional rev-
enue for the series. Many original cable series had successfully sold interna-
tional syndication rights, but not found buyers in the domestic market. By 
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the time the series finished its first season in the United States, it had already 
been sold in forty countries, which helped repay the production deficit.37 

But the international market proved to be just one source of potential rev-
enue. The Shield premiered just as DVD sales of television shows began to 
escalate. As was the case for Sex and the City, this distribution format was 
particularly valuable for The Shield, a show that aired on a more obscure 
cable network to a smaller audience. The first-season DVD sale enabled new 
viewers to join the audience before the second season, which was particu-
larly important because many may not have heard about the show until the 
press coverage related to its awards. Like many broadcast shows that have 
sold particularly well on DVD, The Shield featured a fairly serialized storyline 
that made DVD viewing especially attractive, and by 2006, the series had 
sold roughly 250,000 units of every season.38 The Shield became available for 
iTunes transactional purchase in 2012 and was licensed to the subscription 
libraries of Amazon’s Prime service, to Netflix, and to Sony’s ad-supported 
Crackle, all providing additional revenue for the series. 

In addition to the DVD distribution, a more surprising secondary rev-
enue window emerged when Sony was able to sell cable syndication rights 
to the U.S. cable channel Spike. No series produced for a basic cable net-
work had been purchased in syndication by another basic cable network, 
and the boundary-pushing content of The Shield also could have served as 
a deterrent to buyers because it would require many outlets to reedit it or 
only air the show at certain times of the day.39 The cable network Spike actu-
ally outbid FX in this first case of a signature series of a basic cable network 
being syndicated by a competing basic cable network, and Spike paid an 
estimated $300,000 to $350,000 per episode.40 Although somewhat odd in 
terms of cable competition, this purchase made great sense creatively. Spike 
had been explicitly promoting itself as a network for men since 2003, while 
FX more successfully established this brand through its original program-
ming. Sony also sold The Shield to Tribune and The WB 100+ station groups 
in an all-barter sale that made the series available on local broadcast sta-
tions across the country in a deal expected to earn at least $30 million.41 
(An all-barter sale means the stations pay no cash, but give the studios half 
of the advertising slots to sell to national advertisers.) Significantly, there 
is no hint of conglomerate self-interest in either deal, as Spike is part of 
the Viacom conglomerate and has no links to either News Corp or Sony. 
The serialized nature of The Shield’s story led Sony to encourage buyers to 
break from the conventional strategy of “stripping” the show, or running it 
Monday through Friday in the same time slot, and instead to “stack” it by 
choosing one night and airing three episodes consecutively. Though Spike 
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followed this strategy, it remains the case that serialized shows continue to 
struggle to find audiences when embedded in a linear schedule. As Netflix 
streaming and VOD access has suggested, viewers appreciate the ability to 
self-determine serial viewing, but the scheduling of such viewing needs to 
be determined by the viewer.

The economic success of The Shield beyond its original airing on FX pro-
vided an important lesson for the industry about the ability of original cable 
series to return profits. Although the earnings from The Shield may not come 
close to those of a broadcast success, it has been more profitable than most 
moderate broadcast hits. And this achievement has had additional conse-
quences. The FX entertainment president, Kevin Reilly, noted that writing 
submissions to FX increased tenfold in the fifteen months after The Shield’s 
premiere, indicating shifting perceptions about where to sell series, and the 
network followed The Shield with the similarly edgy, critically lauded dramas 
Nip/Tuck, Rescue Me, Over There, Thief, Damages, and Sons of Anarchy that 
made FX a leader in original cable series production.42 By 2014, many other 
case studies of original cable series could be written, though none that reveal 
new lessons. Shows such as Mad Men and Breaking Bad have built AMC’s 
reputation and enabled it to increase its license fee even though its shows are 
viewed by a narrow audience, even by cable standards. On the opposite end 
of the basic cable spectrum, channels such as USA and TNT have developed 
original series more similar to broadcast fare.

Just as the differentiated economics of HBO and Showtime allowed the 
production of unconventional television and radically adjusted notions of 
television’s storytelling capabilities, basic cable networks such as FX, AMC, 
and USA also contributed to expanding television storytelling in important 
ways. Before The Shield, both audiences and producers had good cause to be 
wary of original cable productions, but cases such as The Shield illustrated 
the different possibilities available to producers willing to forgo the conven-
tions of broadcast production. 

Arrested Development 

An Emmy would be nice, but I’d settle for an audience. 
—Mitch Hurwitz, creator and executive producer of  
Arrested Development, 200443 

When Arrested Development premiered in the fall of 2003, no one could 
have predicted its fate. On one hand, the series had been the subject of an 
intense bidding dispute between FOX and NBC that earned it the status of 
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a “put pilot” a year before it was to go on air—that is, it was effectively guar-
anteed to have a place on the programming schedule. There is often a sub-
stantial financial penalty that the network must pay if it chooses not to air 
put pilots—a high six-figure penalty in the case of Arrested Development.44 It 
was also being produced by an established studio, Imagine TV, the studio of 
Brian Grazer and Ron Howard that was aligned with 20th Century Fox TV 
Studios. Moreover, not only did the show have the support of the successful 
director and producer Ron Howard behind it, but he was actually involved in 
production, providing the series’ voice-over. 

On the other hand, there was no doubt that the series was unconven-
tional. Producers planned to develop an unusual film style, the show used 
a somewhat sprawling cast, and none of the characters was particularly 
likable. Yet the early 2000s were dark days for television comedy, with no 
breakout hits emerging after Everybody Loves Raymond’s debut in 1996 until 
Two and a Half Men in 2005. There were comedies that lasted many sea-
sons and were sold in syndication (King of Queens), but this was largely a 
function of the required programming economics of television, and none 
achieved the riches or cultural currency of Seinfeld, Friends, or their many 
predecessors; and though Two and a Half Men came to be the most popular 
comedy on television in the late 2000s, it still drew audiences with roughly 
five million fewer viewers than the top comedies of a decade earlier. Each 
year the number of comedies rating among the top ten and twenty programs 
dwindled. Even using a proven comedic formula no longer predicted hits, so 
networks increasingly considered that being unconventional might provide 
the key to success. 

The paradox of expectations bore out as a paradoxical reality for Arrested 
Development. The series was nominated for an unimaginable seven Emmys 
in its first season and won five, including best comedy, best writing, and best 
direction; it also won the Television Critics Award for best new show. But it 
limped through the first season in the ratings competition, finishing the year 
as the 120th most viewed show among households and 88th among eighteen- 
to forty-nine-year-olds.45 Set amongst the other case studies examined here, 
Arrested Development illustrates the situation of a comedy with too niche 
a tone to succeed on a Big Four network in the early 2000s. Although the 
innovation of Arrested Development’s tone and visual style would have been 
impossible a few years earlier, even consistent and uniform praise and a cult 
following could not keep the show on the air beyond three seasons. 

Arrested Development proved to be too narrow a hit for the original-run 
distribution possibilities of its time. Its edgy comedy earned it a devoted fan 
base, but not one large enough to support broadcast economics. Its audience 
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was more comparable to that of basic cable original series, but these channels 
also struggled with original comedy development and, as of 2006, had yet 
to produce a successful original narrative comedy series.46 The uncertainty 
of televising comedy at the beginning of the post-network era was apparent 
beyond the circumstances of this particular failing sitcom. Growing accul-
turation with narrowcast strategies and niche comedy yielded uncomfortable 
results when audiences with diverse comedic tastes reconvened for what had 
once been media events—such as the Academy Awards—as it seemed, by 
the mid-2000s, that no comedian could bridge the country’s varied comedic 
tastes. This was a complicated environment in which to produce any comedy 
series, especially one needing to attract broadcast-sized audiences. 

Arrested Development first marked its difference from other contempo-
rary comedies through its visual style. It did not use the multiple-camera, 
fixed-set, studio-audience, laugh-track style long dominant in comedy pro-
duction, but it also deviated from the emerging single-camera style used 
in shows such as Sex and the City and Scrubs. Instead, it blended the two, 
shooting on location and on film, but with multiple cameras—in a man-
ner similar to some unscripted series.47 The use of natural light and hand-
held cameras further contributed to its documentary-like visual effect and 
helped facilitate the show’s rapid pace, which was not primarily the result 
of economic considerations, as was the case for The Shield. On the contrary, 
the distinct stylistic attributes of Arrested Development complemented the 
particular tone and depiction of family life the comedy sought to offer. In 
addition to these visual innovations, the use of voice-over also contributed 
to the series’ singular style. 

Most basically, the series told the story of a wealthy disconnected family 
that must unite when its patriarch goes to jail. The show presented family 
as neither an idyllic space nor a dystopia, as many previous sitcoms had 
offered. Rather, much of the comedy developed from the distinct charac-
ters and their absurd reactions to absurd situations. Fast-paced, the show 
also offered jokes that were neither obvious nor particularly complicated 
(a character named Bob Loblaw, which is pronounced blah, blah, blah) but 
that rewarded regular viewers, whose familiarity with the characters and 
their backstories added a layer of meaning from which much of the com-
edy evolved. This self-referentiality and use of in-jokes evolved over multiple 
episodes; old jokes returned unexpectedly and passed by quickly in a man-
ner that added to the pleasure of longtime viewers but made it difficult to 
begin watching the series after its first season. The show demanded close 
attention from viewers, but also compensated them—perhaps making its 
cult fandom the least surprising aspect of its story. 



254  <<  television Storytelling Possibilities

Another somewhat astonishing component of Arrested Development’s his-
tory is the consistent support FOX gave the series despite its poor ratings per-
formance. The series received a full-season order for season 2 despite lack-
luster ratings. The decision to schedule the series for a third season seemed 
more labored, as the crew did not learn that the show would return until 
thirty-six hours before it was announced at the network’s May upfront pre-
sentation. But as ratings continued to falter in the third season—especially 
after it failed to gain after being scheduled in a prime post-Simpsons time slot 
during the second season—it seemed FOX had done all it could to support 
the series. News of cancellation never came, despite repeated cutbacks in the 
original order of twenty-two episodes and the network’s intermittent airing 
of remaining episodes in poor positions in the schedule. Unwavering fans 
held out hope that rumors of another network buying the series would mate-
rialize, and in early 2006 the subscription cable network Showtime report-
edly offered a deal for twenty-six episodes over two seasons, so long as the 
creator and executive producer, Mitch Hurwitz, remained at the helm. Fans’ 
dreams were dashed when Hurwitz declined the offer, with many speculat-
ing that he found the compensation package unacceptable.48 In any event, he 
and the writers had clearly anticipated the end on FOX and had produced 
final episodes that adequately closed the story, allowing the series a creative 
completion many do not receive. 

The series produced only fifty-three episodes, which in the network era 
would have made opportunities for subsequent distribution most unlikely; 
in that era, the key syndication markets were local stations and international 
channels, both of which required many more episodes in order to construct 
weeklong strips of episodes. But post-network distribution created other 
means for subsequent revenue; as has become increasingly standard, the 
series was released on DVD and sold internationally. In addition, the negli-
gible HDNet cable network (renamed AXS in July 2012)—a high-definition 
network then available in only three million homes—purchased a syndica-
tion run for undisclosed terms; MSN bought exclusive portal rights to syn-
dicate the show online for three years; and the cable network G4 also pur-
chased the basic cable rights for a three-year run.49 This deal marked the first 
time a show was simultaneously syndicated on three platforms, but because 
of its unprecedented nature and the small audiences of each venue, the deal 
gave little indication of whether it might be successful for any of the dis-
tributors or the studio, or what it might mean for subsequent programs with 
strong fan interest, but small overall audiences.

Rumors of an Arrested Development movie persisted for years after the 
series’ end, and in late 2011 Netflix announced that the cast and creative team 
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would reunite for what became fifteen episodes released to Netflix subscrib-
ers on May 26, 2013. These episodes weren’t precisely a continuation of the 
series (a result of the inability to resume full production with the entire cast at 
the same time), but they did make full use of the viewing control a nonlinear 
distributor allowed. Though creating new episodes of a show that garnered 
only four or five million viewers in its original airing may seem ill-consid-
ered, Netflix knew how many of its subscribers had watched the older seasons 
in its library as well as how frequently they viewed and reviewed and their 
pace of viewing, which minimized the risk of producing the new episodes. 

The story of Arrested Development leaves as many questions as answers. 
Although it is unlikely that viewers would have been able to enjoy this series 
in a previous era, the competitive environment of the late multi-channel 
transition was ultimately unavailing as well. The coda of the Netflix revival 
is more interesting than truly innovative. In the end, the Netflix deal only 
yielded an additional season of episodes, which were certainly appreciated 
by audiences, but not significantly disruptive to industrial practices. In the 
first edition of this book, written well before Netflix streamed (let alone cre-
ated) television, I worked out a thought experiment regarding how Arrested 
Development might be indicative of a new economic model for television. 
Though I didn’t name it then, Arrested Development was an early example of 
what I categorize here as prized content. As prized content with high value to 
a passionate—even if small—fan base, Arrested Development illustrates how 
the ability to distribute and receive payment from niche audiences might 
enable alternative economic models for the industry. 

A key part of the niche-hit equation is not only the smaller audience, but 
also the intensity of feeling for a show, which in turn makes viewers more 
willing to pay directly for content. Niche hits have an advantage over general 
interest successes—for example, linear television—that draws audiences who 
are seated in front of the television at the right time, but take little notice of 
missing an episode. Arrested Development faced cancellation by FOX once its 
audience diminished to an estimated 4.3 million each week. Assuming stan-
dard mid-2000s production costs of $1.8 million per episode, an audience of 
just 1.25 million paying $2 per episode could finance production costs, even 
after an approximately 20 percent payment to the distribution service, which 
was Apple’s estimated cut of the early iTunes deals (though now distributors 
take more). By creating the new episodes, Netflix avoided external distribu-
tion costs, though its subscription economic model also prevented it from 
earning revenue specifically for the show. 

In a truly post-network era of all nonlinear content in which viewers delib-
erately select programs and the intensity of feeling for a show characteristic 
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of cult hits creates greater economic value, a series like Arrested Development 
would be more likely to succeed than a long-lived yet low-interest comedy. 
Yet Arrested Development cultivated its loyal fans through “free” viewing on 
FOX, and how to create initial support for new series remains an uncertain 
component of such a nonlinear and transactional economic system. Will 
people be willing to pay to sample content? What economic model might 
introduce new programming? Some forecast a scenario in which broadcast 
network airtime could serve as a promotional vehicle—FOX might air the 
first season of a show, but continued production would depend on its gath-
ering enough viewers to support subsequent seasons through some combi-
nation of advertising and subscription. Such a transaction model might not 
produce the billions of dollars in profits some producers have enjoyed over 
the years, but it could provide a real opportunity for those who seek to use 
the medium to tell a story regardless of whether it might bring exceptional 
fame and fortune. With economic models continuing to develop, it may be 
possible to find ways to support niche hits other than through direct trans-
action. After all, advertisers very much want to remain part of viewers’ tele-
vision experience—they’re just wary of supporting unproven methods of 
reaching audiences. 

Off to War 

Of the five cases under consideration here, Off to War arguably deviates most 
significantly from any norm of network-era commercial television. In a stun-
ning piece of documentary, the filmmakers Craig Renaud and Brent Renaud 
embedded themselves with the men and families of the 239th National Guard 
Infantry during the eighteen months of their deployment to Iraq in 2004 and 
2005 in order to tell a rich and detailed story about the war and its effects 
upon the part-time soldiers. One of the filmmakers followed the Guard 
unit to Iraq, while the other stayed behind in the small town of Clarksville, 
Arkansas, to record the experiences of their families, thereby allowing view-
ers to see how war affects both those who go and those who remain at home. 

The limited-run series, which aired on the Discovery Times channel in 
2004 and 2005, began as a documentary with funding from the Japanese 
broadcaster NHK. As the Renauds prepared to join the unit, the Pentagon 
mandated that they find a U.S. network or channel to support their project as 
a condition of being embedded. The filmmakers subsequently reached a deal 
with the digital cable channel Discovery Times for three one-hour specials 
that went inside the world of the unit preparing for deployment and then 
going to Iraq. The response to the specials, aired in the fall of 2004, led the 
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network to commission another seven hours, which aired in the fall of 2005. 
Significantly, the unit was called up and began training before the insurgency 
changed the nature of the war into a more fraught and extended military 
occupation. The additional episodes consequently allowed the filmmakers 
to explore the situation of part-time soldiers with limited preparation and 
equipment for the task they ultimately faced. 

Off to War first aired just before the 2004 U.S. presidential election, 
although most episodes aired during the period in which support for the 
president and the war eroded under the mounting evidence of falsehoods 
circulated by the administration in the run-up to the war. Under the cir-
cumstances, the series’ honest look at how the war affected the soldiers and 
their families in profound, unfair, and largely unconsidered ways made it an 
important contribution to the culture’s (re)assessment of the war. The series 
also featured working-class, rural, southern Americans—that is, individuals 
who were most unlikely to appear on television screens, despite the way the 
2004 campaign often invoked this population as the heart of the nation. 

For all of its cultural centrality, however, Off to War existed in compara-
tive obscurity on what might be described as an ultra-niche cable network. 
Discovery Times launched in March 2003 and reached only 37.3 million 
homes by November 2005. At the time, Discovery Communications and 
the New York Times Company jointly owned the network, which serves 
as a prime example of the additional providers made possible by the effi-
ciency of digital cable transmission. Many of the networks launched after 
2000 received carriage only on digital cable systems, as by that point, space 
in analog transmissions systems had become too crowded for new entrants, 
especially those without some sort of leverage—the “ransom” channel phe-
nomenon discussed in relation to FX. The Discovery Times channel would 
thus never have existed without digital cable, and its part ownership by an 
established cable entity also greatly contributed to creating an opportunity 
for such a niche venture. 

New and niche channels such as Discovery Times struggle financially, as 
their limited distribution makes it difficult to draw advertisers, yet without 
substantial advertiser support their budgets remain inadequate for develop-
ing programming that might grow viewership. Rather than purchasing off-
network series such as the various iterations of Law & Order and CSI, as has 
been the strategy of many cable channels that attempt to use known con-
tent to draw viewers to an unknown channel, Discovery Times attempted to 
develop limited original content that it promoted as extensively as it could 
afford outside the network in hopes of finding viewers. Off to War provided 
a timely project for the channel, and Discovery Times’s relative newness 
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enabled it to schedule the series as soon as it was complete—as opposed to 
an established network like HBO, which often had its documentary schedule 
set at least a year in advance.50 Although the commission Discovery Times 
could afford was not as substantial as some other networks might have paid, 
the production costs of the series were limited enough to enable the film-
makers to cover them. (Because the Renauds were embedded, their hous-
ing, food, and flights to Iraq were paid by the military.) They also retained 
the rights for international and DVD distribution in order to profit from 
the series. Just as a marquee program can be invaluable for establishing the 
identity of a cable channel, so too can an opportunity that might be small by 
broadcast network standards be extremely valuable for independent film-
makers. Off to War earned the Renauds a nomination for outstanding direc-
torial achievement in documentary from the Directors Guild of America, an 
Overseas Press Club award, and significant exposure at a number of interna-
tional film festivals that likewise provided more value than just the tangible 
revenue from the series. 

Discovery Times economized the purchase of the series by replaying it 
many, many times. A review of the channel in June 2005 found that it pro-
duced approximately thirty hours of new programming each month, filling 
much of the rest of its schedule with programming from other channels in 
the Discovery family.51 The same article asserted that about 75 percent of Dis-
covery Times’s content was unique to the channel, which suggests how many 
times original content such as Off to War might be replayed. Due to its small 
audience size, the network sold its advertising time as a companion to cable 
news channels, which have a similar demographic composition. At the time 
Off to War aired, the channel targeted men and adults aged twenty-five to 
fifty-four; its viewers had a median age of forty-seven, compared with fifty-
seven for the cable news channels.52 

From the channel’s perspective, Off to War was a big success and cata-
pulted it to where its staffers hoped it would be in five or six years in just a 
matter of one or two.53 In one weekend that aired an Off to War marathon, 
the network ranked among the top ten of cable channels, which is signifi-
cant relative to the competition, but still negligible compared with broadcast 
audiences.54 Despite this success, the New York Times Company announced 
plans to sell its stake in the channel in April 2006, and in 2008 Discovery 
rebranded the channel as Investigation Discovery, which came to focus on 
real and fictionalized stories of murder. The rationale is perhaps indicative 
of the arriving post-network era: the New York Times Company report-
edly decided to shift the budget allocated to the channel to developing 
online video content for the paper’s website. In many ways, the Discovery 



television Storytelling Possibilities  >>  259

Times channel itself was a prime candidate for such nonlinear distribution. 
Although the new content the Times endeavor developed was much shorter 
than the documentaries aired by Discovery Times, the decision underscores 
a perception of the need for content to be available on demand. An on-
demand Discovery Times would allow viewers to more easily access its lim-
ited new programming, but before dynamic ad insertion, monetizing VOD 
wasn’t possible. 

Since the series reached only thirty-seven million homes and was buried 
deep in the expanse of rarely viewed cable channels—channel number 111 in 
my home—few viewers were likely to just happen upon Off to War. Discov-
ery Times promoted the show heavily, but the nature of the channel forced it 
to focus its effort and money outside the channel—spending nearly as much 
on promotion as production in order to draw viewers to the series. Promo-
tion was one of the key assets of the channel’s part ownership by the New 
York Times Company, with full-page color advertisements often appearing 
in the Times in advance of each episode. The filmmakers also appeared on 
CNN, FOX News, and radio shows such as This American Life and Weekend 
Edition. In terms of more conventional television promotion, the channel 
also benefited from its co-ownership by Discovery, as it could air promotions 
on the other four Discovery channels available in most digital cable pack-
ages. Still, the series garnered little promotion compared with a “broadcast” 
show and would probably have escaped even my attention were it not for my 
regular reading of many of the nation’s television critics, particularly those 
who offer less mainstream recommendations. 

The story of Off to War may well beg an answer to the question, “If an 
unconventional show airs in obscurity on an ultra-niche cable network, 
what contribution can it make to the culture?” Here, there is room for much 
speculation, but there are other issues to which the series speaks directly. Off 
to War illustrates that commercial television at the beginning of the post-
network era could encompass a once inconceivable range. For those who saw 
the series, this capability mattered a great deal. Indeed, while the other shows 
considered here derive much of their significance from their unconventional 
economic and distribution practices, the significance of Off to War is in its 
very existence. Off to War also reminds critics that the medium encompasses 
more than the base motives of commercialism. Alongside those willing to 
tell whatever story will earn the highest profits are those who have a mean-
ingful story to share and a passion for telling it, undeterred by limited eco-
nomic reward. The production conditions of the multi-channel transition 
and post-network era create far greater opportunities for such stories than 
existed in the network era.
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And in many ways, this is where the significance of the emergence of 
broadband distribution, and particularly a platform for amateur content 
such as YouTube, becomes clear. During the network era in the United States, 
there was no means to distribute video content perceived by gatekeepers as 
noncommercial. Indeed, entities such as premium and basic cable channels 
were able to expand the array of content that could be commercialized dur-
ing the multi-channel transition, but these entities too are foremost driven 
by programming decisions aimed at maximizing profits. The ability to dis-
tribute video content online enabled the sharing of noncommercial video 
and created a space to test assumptions about what audiences will watch and 
pay for. Though the rhetoric in 2005 proposed that broadband video distrib-
utors such as YouTube might overthrow the established television industry, it 
is now clear this is not the case. What the “democratic” distribution of gate-
keeper-free entities such as YouTube have offered is a new way for the estab-
lished, commercial industries to identify talent and audience interest. Sev-
eral of those who have emerged as YouTube stars—Lucas Cruikshank, Issa 
Rae, Freddie Wong—have or are moving from the ranks of YouTube stardom 
into the established entertainment machinery, and this alone is a significant 
development. Though many hoped to overthrow the commercial hegemony, 
the ability for those with both passion and talent to rise to the attention of 
those in Hollywood and New York is important for expanding the array of 
voices, content, and ideas communicated by television. 

Conclusion 

In an era of a couple of hundred channels, I obviously could have selected 
a group of cases to tell just about any story about the television industry. I 
could have looked at a stalwart like Law & Order, which was one of the most 
profitable shows in television history regardless of its adherence to conven-
tional production practices. Or I could have considered one of the many pro-
grams that survived the grueling gauntlet of development and pilot selection, 
only to disappear into network oblivion after a handful of episodes. Another 
story, admittedly a bit harder to tell, is of the shows that still do not achieve 
distribution on U.S. television. Many of these are no more unconventional 
than those I consider; they just lacked the right mix of happenstance and 
opportunity that intervened in these cases. 

Each of the cases I did select tells a different story that brings to life the 
detailed production practices chronicled in the other chapters. I offer them 
in hopes that the concrete circumstances of specific shows might help illumi-
nate the behind-the-scenes practices that influence the business of television 
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in crucial ways. Program success and failure may be difficult to anticipate, 
but a confluence of industrial factors contributes significantly to explaining 
why audiences now choose among a broader array of televised storytelling 
than at any previous moment in the medium’s history. Likewise, understand-
ing the yet-to-be-established practices hinted at in previous chapters pre-
pares us to assess how television is likely to continue to change in the coming 
months and years. 

Of the cases that I present here, it is Off to War that gives me the most 
hope for what the post-network era might mean for television as a cultural 
institution, but it is also the case that makes me most skeptical of the conse-
quences of what is to come. I could replace Off to War with many different 
series: PBS’s American Family (2002–2004), Lifetime’s Any Day Now (1998–
2002), even Comedy Central’s The Daily Show with Jon Stewart (1998–), 
though this last example became far more mainstream by the late 2000s. All 
offer stories about people or perspectives not usually found on U.S. television 
and address important social issues. But these shows typically reached a few 
hundred thousand people on a medium well known for its ability to gather 
tens of millions. 

The variation in the audiences reached by different programs at the begin-
ning of the post-network era suggests the need for multiple ways of think-
ing about television as a cultural institution. Those shows that are watched 
by audiences numbering in the multimillions continue to allow television to 
operate as an electronic public sphere, as it did in the network era. By and 
large, these will continue to be shows designed for outlets that require mass 
audiences, such as the broadcast networks, and will have certain attributes 
that will aid their broad address. As is the case now, in seeking inclusive-
ness, they will often “plane” the contentious edges from their programs. With 
more neutral and mainstream ideas, these shows for mass audiences will do 
significant work in reaffirming certain ideas and norms within the culture. 

By the late multi-channel transition, other categories of programming 
supported television’s more emergent cultural functions, the significance of 
which we have yet to fully understand. This programming exists on a contin-
uum. At the extreme are programs that address narrow audiences, whether 
they be Bill O’Reilly’s angry conservatives or Bill Maher’s liberal hipsters. 
Somewhere in between are more niche-specific shows and channels for dis-
tinctive audiences—MTV’s adolescents, Univision’s Spanish speakers, Life-
time’s traditional women. These are not nearly as exclusive as programming 
at the extremes, but they also raise the question of how to understand the 
contribution of exceptional niche shows relative to the mass hits that remain. 
Interestingly, some of the top YouTube channels feature content related to 
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video gaming, though efforts to put this content on “television,” such as the 
programming on G4, weren’t adequately successful and were rebranded. 
Also, some of the most successful YouTube ventures feature voices and per-
spectives still largely absent from mainstream media. Issa Rae’s “Awkward 
Black Girl” videos on YouTube expressed a racial and gender experience 
rarely present on television. Likewise, Asian and Asian American producers 
and actors remain missing from conventional television, but dominate sev-
eral of the most-viewed YouTube channels. 

Changes in production practices enabled new stories to be told on tele-
vision, but these industrial processes could not overcome the behavior of 
viewers who follow niche tastes into demographic and psychographic silos. 
The new capabilities of the medium to offer diversified stories and perspec-
tives became moot against viewers’ inability to find these stories or the dis-
interest of many in stories not directed to their particularities. Television 
offers its viewers access to profound and meaningful narratives—admittedly 
interspersed among ample uninspired and mind-numbing drivel—but few 
members of the audience venture outside their like-reflecting environs of 
self-interest. But there is still much more out there, and it is brought to us by 
television. 
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Conclusion 

Still Watching Television 

So this is how we end up alone together. We share a coffee shop, 
but we are all on wireless laptops. The subway is a symphony of 
earplugged silence while the family trip has become a time when 
the kids watch DVDs in the back of the minivan. The water cooler, 
that nexus of chatter about the show last night, might go silent as 
we create disparate, customized media environments. 
—David Carr, New York Times, 20051 

Despite the wide-ranging changes in the norms and experience of this 
technology we have called television, I feel safe in asserting that the verb 
“watch”—or maybe “view”—will remain the primary word most of us will 
continue to use to describe our experience. Regardless of the screen size or 
our location, television fundamentally remains a cultural experience valued 
for the simultaneous visual and aural glimpses it provides of everything from 
fictional worlds to breaking news. But otherwise, any further commonality 
in the experience or the use of television is likely to continue to erode. 

We may keep watching television, but the new technologies involve new 
rituals of use. Few have considered their conventional behavior with regard 
to network-era television in terms of ritual, probably because there was noth-
ing with which to compare it. Television use typically involved walking into a 
room, turning on the set, and either turning to specific content or commenc-
ing the process of channel surfing; notably, true channel surfing is a behav-
ior that developed early in the multi-channel transition. But integration of 
post-network technologies into regular television viewing has inaugurated 
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entirely new television-related behaviors and created the possibility of a 
nonlinear future. In just a few years, early adopters have transitioned from 
linear viewing to using a DVR to record specific shows weekly or daily and 
to developing viewing plans based on on-demand availability. Using a DVR 
or VOD requires a very different and far more deliberate process of content 
selection than was possible when network programmers made many of these 
decisions for us. Where the practice of not viewing at appointed times had 
just begun to trickle beyond the leading edge of adopters as the first edi-
tion went to press in 2007, broader asynchronous viewing is emerging now, 
much as a function of delayed windows that attempt to maintain exclusivity. 
Netflix viewers may binge on House of Cards, but far more may view it once 
available on DVD and for transactional streaming. HBO subscribers may 
excitedly view the weekly installments of Game of Thrones, while an equally 
engaged fan base awaits its release beyond the HBO confines or once it can 
be viewed at a viewer-determined pace. Nonlinear options are increasingly 
not only a matter of rescheduling viewing to match one’s schedule, but reor-
ganizing viewing to accommodate personal priorities related to the desire 
(or not) to experience culture synchronously, to create greater story continu-
ity, and to complement a viewer’s mood.

Although my particular nonlinear viewing behavior is probably not 
widely representative, it nevertheless illustrates the process of adapting to 
new modes of decision making regarding television. When I first considered 
my emerging television ritual in 2006, my DVR was set to automatically 
record The Daily Show Monday through Thursday and keep two episodes. 
Typically I automatically recorded cable series only because I often forgot 
when they were on; and I usually took advantage of the late-night replay 
of episodes so that I could record something on a broadcast network dur-
ing the prime-time airing because my DVR had only one tuner. I set the 
broadcast recordings nightly, usually before preparing dinner. I had a better 
sense of what broadcast shows were on which nights then than I do now, but 
would scroll through the interactive programming guide making selections 
based on what shows might be repeats or new episodes and to keep abreast 
of network scheduling changes. Then I set the VCR on the other television 
in cases where two shows aired simultaneously. On rare occasions, I set 
something to record far in advance—typically a show on a rarely viewed 
cable channel—because of reading a provoking review or due to buzz within 
the culture or among my students. My DVR held only thirty hours of pro-
gramming on extended record level, and I recorded almost all shows on the 
“extended” (poorest) quality level because my hard drive was often nearly 
full, and this mode allowed me to fit the most shows on the recorder; I also 
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only had a standard-definition television, so the image quality wasn’t detri-
mental. Some exceptional shows—those for which viewing was an event in 
my household—were recorded in high quality, so long as there was space. 
Neither then nor now do I watch or record much programming outside 
prime time, with the exception of limited sports coverage, which is always 
viewed live. Even though online news availability was pretty nascent in 
2006, I was more likely to go online for breaking news coverage than bother 
with television, but in some cases I might have turned on the television for 
live updates of a developing story. 

By 2014, my practices were much different, both for personal reasons and 
because of the intervening adjustments in television distribution and control 
technologies. I purchased my first HD television in the spring of 2007 and 
had my first child that summer; both have extensively changed the way I use 
television. I view less television; my prime time is now limited to after kids 
are in bed and before my own fairly early bedtime. I watch only on the main 
HD set, though we also have a second, smaller one for the kids, in earshot 
of my perpetual mom-mode location in the kitchen. The standard-definition 
set in my bedroom (an old analog set lacking even an IPG) is only used 
occasionally by the kids in the morning. Though I used to retire to watch 
TV in bed, the substandard quality of the image and the fact that it is con-
nected to no control device make it pretty unusable; once it breaks I doubt 
I’ll replace it. On rare instances, I’ll watch something streamed over wifi on 
a laptop in bed. 

The HD television necessitated an HD DVR, and we added the “whole 
home” option when Comcast made it available a few years later. Our main 
set has an HD DVR that records content that can be viewed on either my 
set or the kids’ set. I maintain a couple of episodes of the handful of shows 
they are most interested in. I view little on broadcast anymore, so my nightly 
DVR setting ritual has ceased. Almost everything I watch is set for automatic 
recording. I’ll often go through the schedule manually at the beginning of the 
week to set one-off recordings of new shows or specials. We delayed Netflix 
subscription until recently because there is always a sizeable queue on the 
DVR and I don’t have time to view more content. I’m an ideal candidate for 
cord cutting as someone who watches a narrow and particular selection of 
shows, but it could never work for the rest of my household. The main thing 
my husband deliberately views is live sports, and my kids’ viewing changes 
often enough that a package of channels and the on-demand service con-
siderably help me manage their viewing. And the truth is, as I’ve pushed my 
regular behavior in researching this book, I’ve been consistently impressed 
with what my Comcast subscription now offers. Because I mainly view on 



266  <<  Conclusion 

the television that has an awful VOD interface, I hadn’t realized the more 
expansive content available to me from Comcast online, or the superiority of 
the online interface. Mind you, I saw Comcast’s next-generation interface at 
a trade show over two years ago. The knowledge that something far superior 
is coming hasn’t made me any more patient and it still hasn’t rolled out in 
my market, probably because there is no telco here competing. Though the 
trade press reports steady hikes in cable subscription fees, I have to acknowl-
edge that the VOD offerings provide me with a lot more value, and I’d much 
rather have on-demand options than additional linear channels.

My viewing behavior has changed in the last year as Comcast has 
expanded its VOD library and original license holders have allowed recent 
episodes to remain available for a few weeks after airing. I’ve transitioned to 
VOD instead of DVR viewing in cases in which content seems reliably avail-
able on VOD and if the VOD has a minimal advertising load or allows fast-
forwarding. I’m more likely to try something new and watch the first episode 
because I can find it on VOD than I am to record the most current episode 
from the linear stream. But I find it unbearable when programs include the 
full commercial load and fast-forwarding is disabled—that sends me right 
back to the DVR. I don’t watch much online. For me, television viewing hap-
pens when all the demands of the day are complete and it is a time to get lost 
in a story. I sit back and enjoy the visual wonder of my ridiculously large and 
beautiful screen. 

This particular set of practices may be unique to me, but it illustrates the 
deliberate nature of my viewing and its evolution in response to new technol-
ogies, distribution practices, and economic models even over a brief period. 
I am one of the people who can honestly say that I have not channel surfed 
since my DVR arrived in my home, and my replaying behavior is equally 
purposeful. I never watch anything live—except sometimes an HBO show, 
although I usually watch these on demand—largely because my viewing is 
pretty much contained to prime time. I can’t stand to watch live commercial 
programming: I’ve become very impatient with the commercial breaks and 
often occupy myself with something else—typically a tablet screen—until the 
show returns, and then am often distracted by whatever I found to entertain 
me during the break. Sometimes I’ll start watching something in progress 
and time it so that I catch up with the live airing by the end. Yes, I skip nearly 
all commercials, but I will go back and watch some if they catch my eye dur-
ing my thirty-second jumps.2 

I know my use differs considerably from that of others, particularly those 
who walk into their house or a room and turn the television on regardless 
of what is on or whether they intend to sit and watch it. Sometimes I feel 
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sandwiched between adopters of more radical “cord-cutting” behavior and 
the great majority that continue to engage most viewing linearly. In think-
ing of these things in 2006, I presumed that those long accustomed to lin-
ear viewing would never change their behavior, but since the first edition, 
my parents have acquired a DVR and have come to use it for quite a bit of 
their viewing, which I wouldn’t have predicted. The demise of linear viewing 
unquestionably has begun; the questions keeping industry executives up at 
night are how quickly more viewers will join my ranks and just how much 
linear viewing will remain.

This is all a very long way of illustrating the complicated, deliberate, and 
individualized nature of television use for those adopting new technologies 
and shifting into the post-network era. The technologies have been available 
for some time, but required studios and networks to release content—or for 
pirates to beat them to it—in order for us to fully experience their capabili-
ties. As I examine my own behavior, it becomes clear to me how complicated 
negotiating new uses might be for industry decision makers. The industry 
seeks comprehensive new practices and financial models, while each viewer 
probably values each piece of content, as well as the opportunity to access it, 
differently. In 2006 it seemed as though a new story emerged weekly report-
ing that x percent of viewers prefer free content over paying for it, or y per-
cent watch the commercials in DVR-recorded content—with the values of x 
and y varying considerably depending on the study. These days such stories 
tout the fact that x percent of viewers watch y amount online, on a mobile 
phone, or of late, buzz about “second screens.” The problem with such stud-
ies that seek aggregate answers is that they reveal little about the intrica-
cies of individual uses and values, and it is only at the individual level that 
the viewer finds any of these new capabilities meaningful. For example, if I 
missed an episode of prized content, I’d think nothing of paying five, maybe 
even ten dollars to download the missed episode—with or without commer-
cials—though this is a problem I rarely encounter now, as almost all shows 
are available for some slightly extended window. My willingness to pay 
decreases from there. I might pay a few dollars for some other shows, and 
I’d make the effort to download or stream a few other shows if there was no 
cost involved, but I would probably just skip most others and wait until the 
next episode. Every viewer allocates value differently based on taste, ability 
to pay, and the technology at hand, all of which makes establishing standard 
industry pricing very difficult. 

This suggests how the experience of television in a post-network era frag-
ments beyond the narrowcasting of the multi-channel transition to person-
casting in terms of what is viewed, when, and how, and even in how viewers 
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pay for it. Although such variation in what we watch might not entirely dis-
rupt our network-era understandings of television and culture, the disparity 
in when we watch programs will make asynchronousness a defining feature 
of the post-network era. When the industry journalist Diane Mermigas que-
ried in 2006, “Isn’t ‘primetime’ a misnomer in this new ‘anytime’ era?,” the 
question itself suggested one of many coming adjustments in the very way 
we talk about television.3 

Imagining Viewing in the Post-Network Era: Television circa 2020?

Though a range of industrial developments—particularly in technologies 
used for viewing and in the distribution of television—necessitated a second 
edition of this book, I maintain that we have not yet achieved a post-network 
era. More of its features are apparent now, but much more profound change 
will yet transpire. In my mind, the full arrival of the post-network era will 
feature the common use of expanded tools that enable easy accessing and 
ordering of content, the breakdown of bundles—certainly the cable pack-
age bundle and maybe even the bundle of programming we call networks or 
channels—and adjusted economic models that account for these new distri-
bution opportunities and the emergence of advertising mechanisms superior 
to those of linear television. 

First, a key to the future use of television is the development of a non-
proprietary tool for searching, organizing, and recommending content. By 
nonproprietary, I mean a mechanism that searches broadly (not contained 
to a particular provider such as CBS, Hulu, or Warner Bros. Studio), but also 
personalized enough to know what a particular user has ready access to; the 
website locatetv.com provides a most preliminary example of this. I imagine 
that if my students are buzzing about a new show, let’s call it The Scoop, I’ll be 
able to quickly enter the title in a smartphone app (or whatever the equiva-
lent of the pocket computer is at that point) that will find the show—in this 
case, a low-budget feminist talk show posted to YouTube, and a click will 
add it to my queue. Or if I’m making dinner and I hear an NPR feature on 
a new documentary about Generation X, I’ll quickly enter it as well. Since 
it is a film, maybe it is being released in theaters in major cities—even here 
in Ann Arbor—but it doesn’t meet my justification of media worth hiring 
a babysitter. I’ll see it when it reaches a more accessible window, but I can 
enter it in my queue now and it will be delivered to me when its first run is 
complete (this is a dystopian world where windowing hasn’t been fully eradi-
cated). What is important to me is that I don’t have to re-remember my inter-
est when the later window begins or search it out a second time, though of 
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course, I may have lost interest by the time it does appear, and can simply 
delete it from my queue. 

Such a tool advances the convenience of accessing desired content for 
viewers, and from an industry perspective, also could help in reducing mar-
keting costs. When spare time permits, I can peruse my queue and adjust the 
position of these new entries. When I sit down to view content—whether 
on a pocket device or on my large living room screen—the content arrives 
seamlessly and consistently no matter where it originates. By 2014, some 
of the smarter MVPD interfaces featured some of this functionality. I can 
access and search my Xfinity offerings from almost anywhere, but I haven’t 
figured out how to help it distinguish between the users in my house, and 
it isn’t helpful for finding content that exists outside the realm of offerings 
Comcast has negotiated to provide, which means I often search Xfinity, then 
Netflix, then Amazon Prime, and so on, when looking for a particular title.

In terms of the breakdown of the bundle, if we look at the consequence 
of digitization on every industry affected so far—newspapers, magazines, 
music—the consequence of digital distribution has been disaggregation: I 
don’t want the whole New York Times, I want articles about television; I don’t 
want the album, I want the songs I like. Bundling was a way to add value in 
the era of analog technological affordances when the cost of physical cre-
ation and distribution needed to be built into pricing, but it is a less valuable 
strategy in an era in which each audience member desires specific content 
rather than arbitrary expansion of media goods—I want to watch what I 
want, when I want, not another “channel.” The U.S. television industry must 
identify an economic model that matches the post-network technological 
and distribution possibilities that have already emerged. The extraordinary 
profitability of network-era television has allowed the industry to expand 
its program offerings to a once unimaginable degree, while pushing the cost 
for a lot of content that it isn’t clear anyone really wants onto all audiences 
through subscriber fees and advertisers who pay more and more for less. In 
the process, an illogical system full of inefficiency has become the norm. The 
future of television is not the persistence of this model, but the establishment 
of one that matches conditions of the present and future.

It was not coincidental that the over-the-top crisis emerged at the same 
time retransmission disputes became more frequent and contentious: there 
might be better content than ever before, but viewers were reaching the point 
where the incremental cost increases could no longer be borne, and though 
not a perfect replacement, the Internet provided much to see and do. In the 
network era, networks were needed to organize and “curate” content; today, 
many viewers desire to do these tasks themselves. We still need the people 
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who make the content (studios) and someone to deliver it to our houses 
and mobile technologies (MVPDs; with better compression, maybe cellular 
providers), but in an economic squeeze, it is unclear whether networks and 
channels add adequate value to maintain the costs they add. To be clear, I’m 
not suggesting that all the functions of a channel are redundant, just spec-
ulating that many of the costs added by these organizing entities that also 
need to turn a profit could be eliminated or reallocated if some of the activi-
ties currently shouldered by studios and MVPDs were expanded.

The on-demand offerings some MVPDs have built offer a good illustra-
tion of this. In large part, my Xfinity on-demand offerings replicate the syn-
dicated linear offerings of the 300-some channels I can choose among, except 
it often lets me select an episode from the entire library of the series. Build-
ing these libraries has required extensive dealings between the MVPDs and 
the studios; might the MVPDs license new content directly as well? Instead 
of the current system, where a network is the gatekeeper, selecting among 
series based on fit with brand, schedule availability, and budget, what if stu-
dios just made the shows they believed would attract an audience? Maybe 
they make the first set of episodes at a deficit and give them to MVPDs for 
free, and then if people like them, the audience pays a transaction fee for 
more. Certainly these transaction payments couldn’t be added to the already 
extensive fees viewers pay to MVPDs, but if you take away the cost of the 
bundles, these fees may not be onerous and may eliminate the broadband-
only temptation for light viewers. Or what if the MVPDs, who have the capa-
bility to more specifically target advertising, became the sellers of advertising 
that would subsidize viewers’ costs?

In an era of nonlinear television, there are no schedules that need to be 
filled each and every hour of the day. There may well be a retraction in the 
amount of programming available, but the programming threatened is that 
which does not rise to the standard of audience desire—not just a matter 
of audience size, but audience passion and willingness to pay for it. Such a 
system instead encourages the production of content that different audi-
ences really do want. There are certainly many dilemmas—mostly related to 
finding economic models that bridge those who want to pay for the content 
consumed and those who retain linear viewing—but willfully refusing to 
consider a radically unbundled future is delusional given the experience of 
other media to date. The print and music industries have been disrupted, if 
not decimated, by digitization because they failed to find an economic model 
that matched the new distribution opportunities. Only time will tell whether 
the television industry provides a mutually acceptable economic model or 
faces the crises experienced by these other industries.
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As Nicholas Negroponte wrote in his 1995 best seller Being Digital, “The 
future of television is to stop thinking of television as television.”4 My tele-
vision use now—and that I imagine in the future—takes on more charac-
teristics of the ways I’ve previously used other media delivery systems. In 
many ways, I find the novel the best analogy. I’ve come to view episodes of 
fictional series in consecutive installments whenever possible, like chapters 
in a book. Sometimes I’ll interrupt the stream if I’m just in a mood for 
something else, as I would choose to read a magazine instead of continu-
ing with a book from time to time. The greater portability that allows me 
to start a show on my living room set, then watch an episode on my com-
mute the next morning or in a waiting room also reminds me of how I 
consume novels.

At the same time, the television industry isn’t the only media industry 
with a role in the television future. I’ve noted with some curiosity how other 
media have moved into providing or competing with “television” with little 
notice. For example, some newspapers, most notably the New York Times’s 
TimesCast, began producing videos featuring reporters talking about what 
the paper is selecting as the news of the day. Sometimes this content is visu-
ally dull, but informative in a way most news produced for U.S. television 
isn’t. In an era in which sophisticated video news continues to be absent 
from U.S. screens, this seems a viable alternative for viewers who are more 
concerned with news of substance than style. Other segments include video 
that is rich and expands the visual experience that can be offered in online 
stills. The emergence of the video commentator—both those independent 
and those connected to an established media entity—is a phenomenon to 
watch in coming years. The analog here is the print industry and the emer-
gence of bloggers. Speaking of which, what industry should we consider vid-
eos on Huffington Post to be a part of? 

The Future of Prized Content, Live Sports, and Linear Television

Community lost can be community gained, and as mass culture 
weakens, it creates openings for the cohorts that can otherwise get 
crowded out. When you meet someone with the same particular 
passions and sensibility, the sense of connection can be profound. 
Smaller communities of fans, forged from shared perspectives, 
offer a more genuine sense of belonging than a national identity 
born of geographical happenstance.
—Tim Wu, New Republic, 20135
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The book to this point should make clear why a uniform future for television 
cannot be predicted. The future for prized content and live sports appears 
rich, while linear viewing has begun a downward spiral that may require 
decades to complete, but seems unlikely to return as a norm of experience. 

Just as U.S. television’s industrial practices continue to evolve, so too 
does its role in the culture. Speculating on the precise nature of its future 
seems even more impossible than forecasting economic models. Communi-
ties of viewers sharing interests, favorites, and self-produced content have 
emerged to organize nascent post-network viewing in the manner previ-
ously provided by the networks. As a result, the industry has struggled to 
restructure its profit and production systems in accord with these new con-
ditions. Here, communities may be more mediated, but thinking that medi-
ated communities are less meaningful than unmediated ones indicates our 
bias toward previous norms. As Chris Anderson explains, the fact that you 
and I may have both watched CSI last night might start a conversation, 
but this might indicate only slightly more intimacy than talking about the 
weather. The investment in stories and ideas that lead to the connections 
people make online and through social media provides the tools for the 
beginning of relationships—what he has identified as the creation of “tribes 
of affinity.”6 What remains difficult to know at this point is the consequence 
of such tribes if they do emerge. Equally compelling armchair speculation 
may suppose that this loosens cultural ties or that it creates stronger ties 
than existed previously. Adjustments on the scale of the post-network era 
do not introduce change in just one area, but a whole series of unantici-
pated counter-adjustments that makes this early stage in transition far too 
preliminary for hand wringing. Indeed, the network-era mass audience has 
fragmented, but we also now have new tools and technologies with which to 
connect and engage.

One lesson already apparent from emerging research on new commu-
nication technologies is that it is foolhardy to theorize the consequences of 
technologies based only on how their technological affordances differ from 
previous technologies. Though many posited that new phone technologies 
decreased face-to-face communication, research on how these technologies 
are used finds they help us create stronger ties to our personal communities.7 
Likewise, fragmentation in television viewing audiences across a greater 
variety of content that is viewed with greater asynchronousness may suggest 
reduced cultural affect, but we cannot know that is the case until we study 
use behaviors and consequences. There may be unexpected consequences of 
the content produced through niche economics—for example, the creation 
of programs that more regularly move, affect, and provoke us than was the 
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case in the era of programming that tried not to make anyone turn away. 
In just the past few years, many have explored how social media have been 
commandeered for the discussion of television. Indeed, Twitter is not the 
same as the apocryphal watercooler, but the discussion and engagement with 
television it encourages should not be presumed inferior. New and unantici-
pated cultural consequences of television may develop in the post-network 
era; we might not notice them if we are too focused on identifying how they 
are not precisely like those that came before. 

As I completed work on the first edition of this book in early 2007 and 
still now in early 2014, many uncertainties about the future of television 
remained, but some new practices and norms had solidified enough to allow 
us to contemplate the dominant features of the emerging post-network era. 
The changes in the industrial norms and conditions of production chronicled 
here yield substantial implications for the creative possibilities of cultural 
industries. As a result, much of the “conventional wisdom” of industry work-
ers, concerning the type of programs that can be profitably produced and of 
scholars and analysts regarding how the industry operates, requires recon-
sideration. The previous pages illustrate many instances in which monolithic 
network-era norms have been replaced with a variety of practices that are in 
turn likely to support a further diversification in the content produced by the 
industry and available to viewers. 

As the new competitive environment began to take shape, many industry 
assessments compared the situation of the television networks with a per-
haps apocryphal story of the railroad industry’s response to the advent of 
passenger air travel.8 The story goes that the downfall of the passenger train 
service resulted from the industry’s inability to recognize air travel as a com-
petitor—that it narrowly viewed itself as engaged in the railroad business 
rather than the broader transportation business. The oft-made comparison 
in the rise of the post-network era of television contemplates whether the 
television networks and channels will choose to narrowly conceive of them-
selves as networks in the network-era sense—as entities bound to previous 
norms of program acquisition, distribution, and scheduling—or whether 
they will recognize that they are in the content aggregation and distribution 
business and adjust their competitive practices and business models accord-
ingly. Delivery platforms such as HBO GO suggest that HBO understands 
that it is not in the network-era television business, and MVPDs who’ve 
developed rich TV Everywhere offerings also provide evidence of a radically 
revised future. Entities likewise must consider whether network-era strate-
gies such as bundling and exclusivity make sense in a post-network era, and 
the role of the aggregator is also due for reconsideration.
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I don’t mean to downplay the difficulty of this transition; redeveloping 
industrial practices requires coherent action among studios, channels, net-
works, MVPDs, and advertisers, and the future status of these entities is not 
equally rosy. How many executives of channels will eagerly endeavor upon 
the future imagined here? A forward-thinking one might start developing 
a relationship with an MVPD or a studio, recognizing that they aren’t in 
the channel business, but the video delivery business. The question now is 
whether these businesses can adapt their financial models quickly enough to 
be able to evolve through a more apocalyptic scenario: what happens when 
mechanisms that can capture intent—other than search—become more 
mainstream and present a more valuable proposition to advertisers? What 
happens when such alternative advertising tools unite the presence-at-pur-
chase feature of the pocket computer and the tribes of affinity cultivated by 
social media that are also accessed on that pocket computer? There’s little 
that I’m certain of, but I’m confident that people won’t be standing in the 
aisle of Target or Kroger watching video ads on those devices.

The changes of the multi-channel transition and post-network era obvi-
ously have manifold consequences for the study of media and its role in 
society, some of which I have raised here and about which I have offered 
some preliminary ways of thinking. Few observers have offered detailed 
considerations of the significance and repercussions of the erosion of mass 
media, or how audiences exercising choice and control require us to revise 
fundamental ideas about media and culture.9 Questions such as how cul-
tures and subcultures come to know themselves and each other without 
widely shared programming and how this affects perceptions of difference 
in society require new thinking. I’m not proposing that academic research-
ers can forecast these developments, but we need to be ready to rethink 
much of what we’ve known about television that was established during its 
network era. Many assumptions about the “mass” nature of media undergird 
theories postulating the emancipatory potential of media. Even as the new 
norm of niche audiences eliminates some of these imagined possibilities, it 
may create others. 

A Closing Salvo 

The post-network era is introducing immense changes to the medium and 
its role in society, yet television remains every bit as relevant and vital a site 
for exploring intersections of media and culture as it has ever been. Some 
prefer identifying this era as one of “convergence” and specifically object 
to the way “post-network” might suggest the irrelevance of the entities that 
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have long defined the medium. Others are concerned that the “post-network 
era” might indicate a newer, more improved version of television that dis-
regards its rich past. There is a certain irony that a post-network era comes 
to characterize television at the same time as theorists of new technology 
posit the establishment of a network society—a concept that draws on the 
networked communication systems characteristic of this era.10 In this case 
different notions of networks operate on parallel but distinctive trajectories, 
so that the shifts in industrial practice that inaugurate the post-network era 
of television are complementary to developments in the network society. 

Let me be clear that in using the term “post-network” I do not mean to 
suggest the death or complete irrelevance of what we have known as tele-
vision networks or channels. Rather, the term acknowledges the degree to 
which the centrality they achieved as controllers of distribution and sched-
ulers of programs has diminished. The post-network era will still include 
some semblance of “networks” and “channels”; however, their fundamental 
activities and responsibilities will be greatly adjusted. There still will be a 
need for program aggregation and organization, though I’m less bullish on 
an entity such as a network serving this function. The same studios, con-
glomerates, and distributors that dominated the network era and multi-
channel transition remain important at the dawn of the post-network era, 
but their relationships and control of cultural production require significant 
renegotiation. Ultimately, the relevance of these entities will depend upon 
how they adapt to viewers’ changing desires and expectations. If established 
interests try too hard to maintain norms, subsequent editions of this book 
will have to note yet new players, just as this edition has required discussion 
of Netflix, YouTube, and Hulu. AT&T, Aereo, Roku, and Google (beyond 
its ownership of YouTube) are mostly absent from the discussion here, but 
have projects that might radically disrupt the status quo that existing entities 
continue to try to maintain.

By noting the increasing control that viewers achieve in determining 
when, where, and how they watch and even participating in it increasingly 
as creators, I do not mean to indicate that power shifts to the viewers. View-
ers have come to enjoy a meaningful increase in and expanded diversity of 
programming as a result of the industrial changes of the multi-channel tran-
sition and emerging post-network era, and the experience of watching televi-
sion is extraordinarily different from network-era viewing. But commercial 
interests still control professional video production—that is, the produc-
tion of video content as a means of economic support. Broadband-delivered 
programmers such as YouTube provide a venue for distributing and find-
ing an audience for content that is ignored by this commercial system, but 
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YouTube’s move into developing channels suggests that the future for the dis-
tribution of such content is uncertain. It even now seems unlikely that You-
Tube or similar amateur aggregators will become a viable economic alter-
ative for those with narrow audiences, but is more likely to persist as a space 
for hobbyists to “broadcast” themselves and a means for a very select few to 
achieve entry into the industry. 

The new possibilities in programming that have been achieved are sig-
nificant, but by no means do they indicate that viewers now control the pro-
cess or that a democratization of the medium has occurred or will occur. The 
conditions of the post-network era decrease networks’ power as gatekeepers 
by enabling greater choice—though certainly not unbridled choice. And, as 
the industry journalist Todd Spangler notes, it remains the case that “nine 
companies—Disney, Fox, Time Warner, Comcast/NBCUniversal, CBS, Via-
com, Discovery, Scripps, and AMC—control about 90 percent of the pro-
fessionally produced TV content in the U.S.”11 New means of distribution 
haven’t curtailed their dominance—these too are the entities most present 
on Netflix and Hulu. Finding audiences becomes far more complicated in 
the contemporary cluttered content space, and those who can marshal vast 
promotional budgets maintain the status of gatekeepers. 

The ways that new television technologies, uses, and programming both 
separate us and bring us together provide rich new topics for study and inter-
rogation. Acknowledging the fluidity of the medium’s use is crucial. We may 
switch at any time from watching television “alone together” (the increas-
ingly default mode described by David Carr in this chapter’s epigraph) to 
turning our collective eyes to the same content. Although we have little 
data or experience to explain how modern societies respond to the loss of 
common culture, Joseph Turow is probably right in noting that our move 
into individual silos of entertainment and information is significant. Turow, 
however, does not allow for viewer-driven efforts to reestablish community 
through the media now used, and this is also an important consideration for 
understanding these media and new norms of use. If the lack of interactiv-
ity inherent in the one-way transmission of television made it difficult for 
viewers to re-create viewing communities during much of the multi-chan-
nel transition, social media and the Internet have since created locations for 
the development of rich fan cultures and communities. As the “viewsing” of 
television and the Internet continue to converge, audience members will be 
better able to participate in communities of fanship, view together virtually, 
and share their viewing tastes and pleasures with friends, family, and oth-
ers. Many aspects of the industry are very interested in developing empiri-
cally based understandings of how viewers use television differently in the 
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post-network era, and this information is important for reassessments of its 
cultural role as well. We know a lot about how viewers used to watch televi-
sion, but those old understandings provide little information about current 
and coming experiences. 

Just as the conditions of the post-network era require consideration of 
content distinctly—as in the characteristics that differentiate prized content 
and live sports and contests—the nature of the television audience needs 
more distinct consideration. Network-era norms allowed very little differ-
entiation in viewer behavior, but constraints of time and money break down 
what were once standard viewing behaviors. My own use story is one of a 
viewer with very little time and considerable discretionary income. It makes 
commercial pods intolerable and weekly intervals between episodes archaic. 
In contrast to my time shortage, the financial analyst Craig Moffett began 
calling the industry’s attention to what he terms the “poverty problem” in 
2011, making the case that the reality of income distribution in the United 
States makes it unlikely that the network era’s mass audience can possibly 
afford the array of services and devices MVPDs seek to make standard. Mof-
fett opines, “No one would argue that the entertainment choices offered 
by Netflix are better than what’s available on cable, and neither [are] those 
offered by Hulu, or YouTube. But when faced with a choice of pay TV or 
a third meal, will some customers choose to make do with a back catalog 
or off-the-run TV shows and movies? Of course they will.”12 Part of what 
earned television its network-era status as cultural storyteller was the ubiq-
uity at least partially enabled by its free over-the-air delivery. Though cable 
subscriptions remain a high value entertainment opportunity relative to 
much other media, that does not diminish the reality that Moffett’s economic 
analysis finds 40 percent of American households “essentially bereft of dis-
cretionary spending power.”13

And just as the characteristics of programming and audiences must be 
discerned with greater specificity in the post-network era, so too must televi-
sion’s programming day—at least as long as linear norms persist. This book 
focuses nearly exclusively on prime-time programming, but other program 
areas require similar reconsideration. Some of the arguments made here 
apply to considerations of post-network television news, post-network 
sports programming, or post-network daytime programming, but each of 
these areas also has aspects that distinguish it from prime-time shows—and 
few have the economic mandate of earning revenue in syndication. These 
other types of programming further indicate the inadequacy of assum-
ing that “television” exists as a coherent entity. I am uncertain whether we 
should ever have spoken of “television” in a manner suggesting uniformity 
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and cohesiveness, but we most definitely cannot continue to think of it in 
this way. 

In his 1974 book TV: The Most Popular Art, Horace Newcomb closed his 
pioneering critical look at the nation’s most derided and engaged media form 
by proposing characteristics of television aesthetics.14 Basing his views upon 
the network-era content and available uses of television in the 1970s, New-
comb argued that intimacy, continuity, and history were the elements that 
distinguished television and earned its status as popular art. These character-
istics particularly differentiated television storytelling from that of cinema, 
and while he noted that the “smallness of the television screen has always 
been its most noticeable feature,” Newcomb could not have anticipated 
the roughly two-and-a-half by four-and-a-half-inch display on ubiquitous 
smartphones some thirty years later. The established norms of visual story-
telling common to cinema framed the media context through which we ini-
tially began to understand television, but television now has its own visual 
storytelling history to write. 

We no longer need a separate medium to frame our understanding of 
television, because its own historical features and distinctions now serve that 
function. I have provided scant consideration of television programming 
or television as an artistic form beyond my attention to the consequences 
of production on the stories it tells, and I won’t start now. But it is worth 
noting, despite my attention to the changes, adjustments, and disruptions of 
network-era television, that the same aesthetic elements Newcomb outlines 
continue to characterize television storytelling—and in some cases are even 
more pronounced now. 

In many ways the longevity of the multi-channel transition resulted from 
the slow realization that the future of television, to paraphrase Negroponte, 
was to stop thinking of television as it existed, as the box introduced half a 
century earlier. Negroponte’s words were prescient in 1995 and continue to be 
relevant nearly two decades later. Television remains very much alive and an 
important part of culture. Understanding the variety of industrial practices 
and multiple functions of the medium provides a first step toward explaining 
how television has been and will be revolutionized. 
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