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Preface

The business of television production is all about creative management and the
management of creativity. At its heart lie the conventional canons of good man-
agement – financial control, people management, inputs, legal oversight and so
on – but overlying this is a need for considerable flexibility. No matter how much
market research is done, no-one has any real idea whether a television program
will work or not. And production costs are equally unreliable, subject to weather
disruption, sulking actors and members of the public who have lost interest in
being on camera. It is possibly the only manufacturing industry that convention-
ally puts a contingency into its production budget.

On the other side of the television coin is the management of the creative
process. Sometimes the people are brilliantly and erratically creative, sometimes
they are the only people in the world with any regard for their ability. They can
be dishonest, backstabbing egomaniacs. Or they can be cool, calm and collected
professionals who know exactly how to carry out their craft in a way that adds
immeasurably to the quality of the program. They can be the source of lifelong
friendships.

The television industry is an industry of paradoxes. Television programs are
made, for the most part, for networks that are extraordinarily risk averse, when
their own interest is best served by taking risk, and whose commissioning exec-
utives often seem to make decisions based on anything but the quality of the
program proposal.

So why do people expose themselves to this degree of uncertainty and ran-
domness? Why have I done so for over thirty-five years? Because it is perversely
rewarding and because the challenge of steering a production through all the pit-
falls that lie in waiting calls on all your accumulated wisdom and experience. You
learn how to anticipate many of the traps and to negotiate your way around them.
You take a pride in your professionalism.

This book is designed to give the reader an insight into the process of converting
a curious idea into an immensely satisfying and, hopefully, successful television
program. It is written from the point of view of the producer, the poor fool charged
with steering the ship of production through to its destination, and it is an insider’s
view. The story of the business of television production is the story of the producer.
It’s as simple as that.

xii



Preface xiii

Most tertiary courses in media, communications, film and television – call them
what you will – focus on teaching the creative crafts of production: camerawork,
editing and, everyone’s aim in the business it seems, directing. I’m not convinced
that these areas can be taught to any great extent beyond basic operational skills,
and these are often glossed over in favour of more time spent on aesthetics and
analysis. With increasing demand for these courses to have greater connection to
industry, there is a growing interest in the business side of television production.
At the least, this side lends itself to the processes of teaching, although even then
it has its limits. There are basic operations and basic knowledge to learn, but
ultimately even the business side of television is about judgement and instinct.
That cannot be taught. It is partly already there (or not, as the case may be)
and partly accumulated through experience. This book is, first and foremost, a
textbook at the tertiary education level, but I hope it would serve a useful purpose
as well as a primer for those already in the industry who want to upgrade their
skills to try their hand at producing.

There are three main aspects to the book, covering the three sets of skills
required in the business of production. First, it is about people management
and, through the leadership of the production team, maintaining an editorial
and creative focus in all the contributing craft skills that are woven into a finished
television program. These skills are common to any television production any-
where in the world, the universal qualities required of a television producer. The
second aspect is how to determine and obtain the necessary resources to ensure
the best possible program will be made for the funds available to it. The most
crucial resource is, of course, money. This knowledge is specific to the country in
which the program is being made. An Australian production needs to know what
resources are available and how they are used in Australia, how the conventions
of production work in Australia, and what the industry structure and culture is
that prevails in Australia. The third aspect is knowing the steps along the produc-
tion path from concept to delivery, what the role of each step is, and how it might
be modified for the specific needs of each production. A triumvirate of people,
resources and process.

This book is not a checklist of the things to do to take a production down some
standard pathway. That would be a misrepresentation of the way the profession
of production operates. There is no prescription for making a television program.
Every program is different. Every production within a particular genre is differ-
ent from the other productions in that genre, but not as different as from the
productions in other genres. There are conventions that are generally useful to
follow or adapt as long as they serve the particular needs of the program. Where
they don’t, the production process should be amended so it does suit those needs.
Each production pathway is planned with a mix of experience and judgement.
The guiding principle is: know what is generally done, then do what will work
best for the program.

If there’s no one way to make a television program, it’s important that a book
such as this doesn’t reflect the experience of just one producer. This is not about
my approach to television production, although elements of that are inevitably
part of it. I have endeavoured to bring together a consensus of experiences of
various participants in the industry with a wide range of approaches. I have tried
to weave this aggregated experience through the common narrative of production.
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Part A

Opiate of the people:
the television industry





Chapter 1

Origins and growth of a global medium

At 3 pm on 2 November 1936, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) com-
menced the world’s first public ‘high-definition’ television service with a speech
by Britain’s Postmaster-General. The program included a five-minute newsreel
from British Movietone, Adele Dixon’s performance of a song written espe-
cially for the occasion, some Chinese jugglers, and Buck and Bubbles, a pair
of African American comedy dancers. An hour later the program was broadcast
again on a different system. The BBC had installed two incompatible systems,
which were to transmit alternately. Within a few months, it would scrap one of
them.

Waiting in a BBC corridor was John Logie Baird, a dishevelled Scotsman
expecting to be honoured in the opening ceremony, but instead being snubbed
by the grandees who participated. Baird, after whom Australia’s annual television
awards – the Logies – are named, is now regarded widely as the inventor of tele-
vision or at least the father of television. In fact, he was neither. Evangelical and
obstinate, he pursued a dead end in the development of a technology that now
owes nothing to the systems he designed.

From this inauspicious beginning developed the most powerful medium of the
second half of the twentieth century. Now, in a new millennium, it’s not yet clear
whether television is going through a period of adjustment or showing the first
signs of slow decline. Either way, it draws from and sustains the popular ethos on
a mass scale that no other cultural industry has yet been able to approach.

Television is the product of a haphazard series of developments that culminated
in that bizarre double act of 1936 and then got shelved while its players were
engulfed in war. When it re-emerged after the war, it was in a world so changed
that all bets were off. The race would start again.

3
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6 Part A Opiate of the people: The television industry

1.1 John Logie Baird and the race to broadcast

Mechanical and electronic scanning

Television wasn’t invented. It developed as a succession of technical advances
through two different approaches to the problem of scanning subject matter –
one mechanical, the other electronic. In the analogue television system, the cam-
era scans light reflected from the subject and converts it to electrical impulses
of varying strengths for transmission to a receiver. The scanning approach that
ultimately prevailed was electronic, but unfortunately for John Logie Baird he
backed the wrong horse.

The first scanning devices

There was an expectation that image transmission would be possible – George
du Maurier’s 1878 Punch cartoon of a ‘telephonoscope’, a two-way visual system
with parents in London speaking to their daughter in Ceylon, anticipated that –
but no-one was sure then how the technology would achieve it. Soon after, two
German inventions provided a basis for both mechanical and electronic scanning.
In 1884, Paul Nipkow devised a spirally perforated disc with twenty-four small
holes through which a strong light was reflected onto a photosensitive selenium
cell. Rotation of the Nipkow disc scanned the subject and broke the image into
small pieces. The stage was set for competing approaches to television when,
thirteen years later, the cathode ray tube was invented by Karl Braun.

The first electronic TV systems

In 1907, Boris Rosing applied for a Russian patent for a television system using
a cathode ray tube as receiver. Unaware of the Russian patent, A. A. Campbell-
Swinton described his proposed television in Nature (1908). Campbell-Swinton
replaced the scanning disc with an electronic Braun tube. The image on a pho-
tosensitive plate would be bombarded with sweeping electrons and transmitted
as electrical impulses. At the receiver, these impulses were to be converted back
to a picture on a fluorescent screen. The Scotsman, Campbell-Swinton, never put
his system into practice, but the Russian demonstrated his in 1911, producing a
distinct image of luminous bands.

Baird’s early designs

John Logie Baird was regarded as an ‘oddball’. He already had several dubious
enterprises under his belt – ‘undersocks’ that warmed in winter and cooled in
summer, chutney and jams from Trinidad, a glass razor, and resin soap – when he
began experimenting with the Nipkow disc, even though it had been overtaken
by then by the work of Rosing and Campbell-Swinton. Baird was a shy man,
with a sense of showmanship, a competitive streak and a passionate belief in the
practicality of television. He was not satisfied with just designing a system, he
strived for a working model, but reputedly not good with his hands he had to hire
people to build his sets for him. After some rudimentary models, Baird moved to
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London. Constantly short of money, he seldom ate and never bought new clothes.
He was paid, however, for a public demonstration at Selfridge’s Department Store,
where his images were described as ‘faint and often blurred’. Baird’s early efforts,
then producing only about thirty lines of definition, were elsewhere described as
‘a device which only sends shadows’ and ‘a mere smudge’. His demonstrations
promoted an initial public interest in television, but while his mechanical system
was struggling, across the Atlantic significant progress was being made with both
mechanical and electronic scanners.

Zworykin’s all-electric system

A former pupil of Rosing, Vladimir Zworykin had migrated to America in 1919
and four years later filed a US patent for an all-electric television system con-
sisting of a camera tube with photoelectric plate and cathode ray tube receiver.
Zworykin built a working system for his employers at Westinghouse Electric, but
they were unimpressed and assigned him to other work. Soon after, in Russia in
1926, another former pupil of Rosing, Boris Grabovsky, claimed the first electronic
broadcast in Tashkent using Rosing tubes.

Early US mechanical scanning systems

These activities were either unknown to Baird or ignored by him, but he was aware
of developments in the United States with mechanical scanners. The American
Telephone and Telegraph Co. (AT&T) gave a public demonstration in 1927 of its
Bell Laboratories’ apparatus using a Nipkow disc. Two broadcasts were received
in New York City and watched by an invited audience of business executives,
bankers and newspaper editors. One, by wire from Washington DC, included a
speech by then Secretary of Commerce, Herbert Hoover, the world’s first televised
politician. The other was by radio from Whippany in New Jersey and featured
comedian A. Dolan. By the next year, eighteen experimental television stations
had been licensed in the United States, all using mechanical scanners. A race had
started with Britain to be the first country to set up a continuing television service.

Philo T. Farnsworth

What Baird would not have known was that the Radio Corporation of America
(RCA) was then secretly testing Zworykin’s ‘iconoscope’, a Braun tube camera that
stored the image before scanning, thus requiring much less light on the subject.
What also probably escaped Baird’s attention at the time was the application
in San Francisco by Philo T. Farnsworth for a patent for a camera tube with
a photoelectric plate. Farnsworth was twenty-one years old from a poor Idaho
farming family, and an avid reader of popular science. By 1929, he and Harry
Lubcke had built a television system with all-electric scanning and a synchronising
pulse generator. There were no mechanical parts.
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Baird takes on the BBC

By then, Baird was absorbed in his competition with Americans who were in
his sights. He transmitted pictures of himself, first from London to Glasgow and
then from London to New York. Baird’s business partner, Captain Oliver Hutchin-
son, often wrote letters to public officials making demands based on development
progress that hadn’t happened. They made announcements to the press that were
untrue, but drove up share prices in Baird Television Ltd, and they kept can-
celling promised demonstrations to Post Office engineers for fourteen months. A
great self-publicist, Baird staged many public demonstrations of his system, but
night-time test broadcasts from a BBC aerial were stopped by the network’s exec-
utives. Behind this act was hostility by BBC engineers, who could see limits to the
mechanical system. On the other hand, Britain’s Post Office engineers were more
supportive and pressured the BBC to allow Baird to continue to experiment from
the station. With Baird orchestrating outrage in the British popular press and
the Postmaster-General (PMG) threatening to issue him with a broadcast licence
(Britain had no other radio licensee at that time), the BBC relented and allowed
test broadcasts to resume in 1929 during the hours radio was not on air.

Limitations of mechanical scanning

The first live transmission of the Epsom Derby, in 1931, was made with a sin-
gle camera on the winning post. However, a Baird engineer at the time said, ‘You
wouldn’t be able to tell one horse from another or one jockey from another, but you
could at least tell they were horses’. As with mechanical scanning generally, the
Baird system was plagued with limitations. In addition to camera immobility, stu-
dio recording required on-camera performers to work in a very small, extremely
overlit space and there was a distracting flicker in the broadcast picture.

Baird’s ill-fated trip to the United States

The space and lighting problems made televised dance programs a fiasco, but
Zworykin’s iconoscope fixed that and RCA’s interlaced scanning solved flicker
by dividing the frame into two intermeshed fields. Meanwhile, Baird had been
invited to America by radio station owner Donald Flamm. He was to promote
and set up a television service, but the federal regulators rejected Flamm’s licence
application following an RCA objection to a foreign company entering the US
television market. In retaliation, Baird wrote to the Prince of Wales complaining
that the BBC was giving ‘secret encouragement to alien interests’. The English
company Electrical and Musical Industries (EMI), 27% owned by RCA, had per-
fected the RCA/Zworykin system and was applying for a UK patent. Worse, the
BBC engineers were showing considerable interest in the EMI system.

EMI system gains support

Experts who saw the EMI system in operation agreed it was far superior to Baird’s.
Word of this must have got through to Baird as he started looking at alternative
scanners. He developed a film scanner that worked on wet film as it emerged
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from the developing tank, resulting in a delay of about a minute between camera
recording and transmission. He was now aware of Farnsworth’s work, which had
been demonstrated at the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia. Baird experimented
with one of these ‘image dissector’ electronic cameras, now lagging technically
behind the RCA ‘charge storage’ camera.

The Selsdon Committee

With the rivalry continuing between Baird TV and EMI–Marconi, the BBC and
PMG set up a committee under Lord Selsdon to resolve the impasse. In 1935, the
Selsdon Committee recommended regular BBC broadcasts as soon as possible,
using a minimum 240 line scan and the Baird and EMI systems to broadcast on
alternate weeks. The scan line requirement wasn’t a problem for EMI–Marconi,
whose system was already scanning 405 lines, but Baird’s three systems were
hard-pressed to scan through 240 lines.

BBC’s new TV centre

The BBC converted Alexandra Palace in North London to a television centre with
considerable duplication to accommodate the two different systems. A test run
at the Radiolympia exhibition in August 1936 had mixed results. Baird’s system,
operating on the first day with its fixed camera and three types of scanner – Nipkow
disc, wet film scanner and Farnsworth tube – suffered breakdowns. EMI’s more
mobile camera provided trouble-free broadcast the next day. Nonetheless, the
service opened three months later with the alternating systems, trumpeted as the
world’s first ‘high-definition’ television service. A 405-line system was determined
to be ‘high definition’ so that the German Reichs-Rundfunk-Gesellschaft (RRG)
service that was broadcast in 1935 with 180 lines could not steal Britain’s thunder.
However Britain might define its triumph, the contrast between the EMI–Marconi
and Baird systems was obvious from the start. By the end of the month, the Baird
workshops burnt down and the following February the BBC dropped the Baird
system. John Logie Baird’s passion and obsession for fifteen years had come to
nothing. He later worked on colour television using cathode ray technology and
by 1940 had produced a 600-line colour telecast, but in the war years this went
unnoticed. He died in 1946.

The lesson of John Logie Baird

There’s a message in the story of John Logie Baird for anyone in the business of
television production. Television is a flurry of technological change, fashion and
whims of the viewing public. It doesn’t stand still for very long. To stay on the front
of the wave of change, the television professional must monitor developments as
they appear; not necessarily responding to every one – it’s an industry full of
false dawns and soothsayers – but certainly assessing them and being prepared to
pick up on any change that is gaining momentum. Baird, with his single-minded
focus on mechanical scanning and its American practitioners, was unable to spot
a parallel development that was eventually to prevail and so left himself in a
sideshow that television passed by.
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First American telecasts

As a footnote, NBC–RCA began making regular test broadcasts from the Empire
State Building in 1937, America having lost the race for the first television service.
The US service was inaugurated in 1939 at the New York World’s Fair, opened by
President Roosevelt. The next year, the federal regulator, the Federal Communi-
cations Commission (FCC), set up the National Television Systems Committee
(NTSC) to determine standards for the service. They decided on a 525 scanning
line standard for no reason other than it sat midway between the rival compa-
nies, RCA (441 line) and Philco (605 line). In 1941, the Columbia Broadcasting
System (CBS) entered the television market and the National Broadcasting Com-
pany (NBC) commenced a full commercial service. The commercial approach
was to prove critical in the later development of the television industry, but any
momentum was lost with the bombing of Pearl Harbor.

1.2 America sets the agenda

TV during World War II

Britain’s initial dominance of television would last a mere three years. The BBC
closed its television service as soon as war was announced in 1939, cutting off
in the middle of a Mickey Mouse cartoon and resuming from the same point in
the film when peace was declared in 1945. Domestic sales of television sets were
just starting to pick up in the United Kingdom when war broke out. In America,
television was wound back after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Only Germany
continued transmission, providing communal television in public rooms. RRG
had begun three-day-a-week broadcasts in Berlin in 1935. Because the price of
home sets was so high, the German Post Office set up eleven viewing rooms in
the capital, which it increased to twenty-eight during the Berlin Olympics. The
rooms continued to operate during the war until the Allies bombed the Berlin
transmitter in 1943.

Early US regulation

Television in the United States developed along laissez-faire lines as radio had
before it. Built and operated by the private sector and supported by advertising,
it was regulated to protect the public interest. However, early regulation served
mostly to prevent any later shift to higher technical standards. As a result, inferior
image resolution and colour quality has characterised American television; but
this wouldn’t become apparent until much later. RCA engineers had improved
Zworykin’s tube during the war, developing it for guided missiles and reconnais-
sance. This image orthicon camera could be used in normal room light and RCA
reigned supreme in post-war television.

Origin of US networks

CBS wanted to delay the US frequency-band decision – should it be very high
frequency (VHF) or ultra-high frequency (UHF)? – so it could establish a colour
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television service to offset its entry into the television market after rival network
NBC. CBS’s pursuit of a UHF decision slowed set sales so much that the FCC
became concerned about a stalled industry and ratified the television service on
VHF in 1947. However, VHF could only support twelve channels nationally and
three or fewer stations in most cities. Licences were intended to be local, but the
system soon centred on the networks, with NBC and CBS dominant. The Amer-
ican Broadcasting Company (ABC) and DuMont were smaller participants. The
DuMont stations were reorganised in 1955 as Metromedia, a large independent
station group that was eventually purchased in 1985 by Rupert Murdoch as the
fourth network, Fox. In the intervening thirty years, the three remaining networks
consolidated their grip on the television industry to the exclusion of all others.

Early doubts and rapid growth

There was an early belief that commercial television was not viable. Its use would
be limited to one or two hours a day since it demanded the viewer’s attention,
unlike radio which could play in the background. Television’s production costs
were thought to be prohibitive and would lead to a loss of sponsors. Concern
was expressed about the disruption of family life and eyestrain from prolonged
viewing. By September 1947, there were 3000 sets in New York bars, where the
viewers preferred sports and news, and 44 000 sets in the homes of the city’s high-
income families, who preferred drama, although the total audience was about the
same in each group. By 1950, an explosion of set sales to middle- and low-income
families, 60% of them bought on credit, had changed all that.

Colour starts and stops

The early days of television broadcast were a time of settling in the new technology.
The FCC put a freeze on new television channel allocations in 1948 until station-
to-station interference could be resolved. No new channels were allocated for four
years. Although Vladimir Zworykin had taken out a patent for colour television in
1925, NBC and CBS weren’t able to demonstrate rival colour systems until 1946.
In 1951, colour transmission began in the United States, but the several million
existing black-and-white receivers could not pick up the colour programs, even
in black-and-white, and colour sets went blank during black-and-white trans-
mission. Colour transmission was stopped the year it started and didn’t begin
again until 1953. In 1956 France developed its own SECAM (Sequential Couleur
à Memoire, or Sequential Colour with Memory) colour system.

Network power grows

After the war, network public relations campaigns headed off antitrust and regu-
latory reform and attempted to persuade all and sundry of their sense of public
responsibility. Advertisers and networks had a common goal to reach as many
people as possible, they argued. That had to be in the public interest.

With rising prosperity, ideological conservatism and the scarcity of VHF
licences, the 1950s shaped a business model for network television in America
that remained unchallenged until recently. Advertisers, who had been paying for
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complete programs, now moved to joint sponsorship. Programs were licensed
now by the networks, with advertisers still retaining informal censorship con-
trol. Because the market for independent program producers was so small, net-
works were able to demand a share of ownership and syndication rights. A
network licence fee would be less than the program’s full production cost and
the production company would have to recoup its deficit in domestic and foreign
syndication, but that was generally achievable.

Early days of TV drama

Network television had to meet an early economic challenge from Hollywood as
well as philosophical doubters and public policy threats. Post-war suburbanisa-
tion and the baby boom in America promoted a rise in variety and situation com-
edy (sitcom). Drama anthology series in the early 1950s had started the careers of
many writers, directors and actors – Paddy Chayevsky, Gore Vidal, Sidney Lumet,
Arthur Penn and John Frankenheimer, to name just a few of the first two groups –
but dramas gave way to quiz shows and episode series (mostly Westerns), and
these talented people moved on to movies and the stage. Low-brow programming
was a concern with its potential for poor taste, sacrilege and immorality; but the
networks headed this off in 1951 with a Television Code.

Networks keep threats at bay

With the success of shows such as I Love Lucy and Dragnet, filmed programs were
preferred to live drama because of the syndication revenue they generated from re-
runs at home and abroad. The major Hollywood studios began telefilm production
while trying to buy into television station ownership. Doubts about the ability of
advertising to support network television had underpinned a proposal for pay
television, its viability supported by market surveys and test runs. The networks
campaigned vigorously against it, arguing at cross-purposes that the public was
not interested in pay television and that it would destroy network broadcasting
and the US economy. Frank Stanton of CBS railed against attempts to ‘hijack
the American public into paying for the privilege of looking at its own television
sets’. In the end, Hollywood’s moves at television ownership were thwarted by
the FCC, with the US Department of Justice already targeting their attempts to
control movie distribution and cinema ownership. A change of tack in the late
1950s saw multimillion dollar deals make Hollywood backlog movies available to
the networks, thus removing the most attractive aspect of pay television. If the
networks showed movies, who needed pay television? It wasn’t considered again
until the late 1970s.

The start of a world market

The US networks were never slow to cloak themselves in patriotism to advance
their interests. They advocated the export of the American broadcasting system to
counter the threat of the Soviet Union. Britain, France and the USSR were the only
other nations with a regular television service by 1950. America began exporting
to Brazil, Mexico and Cuba, even though there were few sets in these countries.
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As services commenced around the world in the late 1950s, the US networks
moved into international program distribution. They were in a powerful position
from their ability to extract lucrative syndication rights over programs licensed
from independent producers. CBS ceased telefilm production in favour of licens-
ing and syndication, its 1961 annual report referring to ‘eliminating the need
for highly speculative investment in television pilot films and series’. Let some-
one else take that risk! By 1960, television was poised to grow dramatically and
the US networks were set to flood the market with program content. As Busi-
ness Week commented, ‘the bigger TV gets, the more it resembles the American
product’.

The beginnings of public TV in America

Public interest concerns were being expressed about unbridled advertising and
educators were worried that the educational potential of the medium was being
ignored. Instead, content was limited to advertiser information and entertain-
ment. Ford Foundation-funded lobbying led to the establishment of educational
channels on the UHF band; but they lacked facilities and funds, being dependent
on donations, and suffered poor management with little vision. Few domestic
sets had a UHF tuner anyway. The result was a public television system with low
funding and political interference in its content.

Political advertising

The first political advertisements in the United States appeared in 1952 when the
Democrats bought a half-hour slot for Adlai Stevenson, only to be bombarded
with hate mail for interfering with the broadcast of I Love Lucy. Eisenhower and
his team settled for twenty-second commercial spots and won the election. But
the mood was changing in both the nation and network television.

Current affairs TV

The Nixon–Kennedy ‘Great Debates’ in the 1960 presidential campaign were per-
ceived to have helped Kennedy win, establishing national politics on the television
agenda. News images of southern action against civil rights’ demonstrators shifted
public opinion on that issue and programs featuring African Americans began to
appear. By 1977, Roots would draw the largest audience ever for an entertainment
program. Television portrayal of the Vietnam War helped end the US involve-
ment there, not from any editorial position it took, but from daily news showing
the inescapable reality of the war. Protesters against the war adopted the slogan
‘The whole world is watching’, fully aware of a new power in the living rooms of
the nation and the world. Nixon became paranoid about the networks and in 1973
blocked funding to the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS), which had been oper-
ating as a network for only three years. A hotbed of liberalism, it was changed to
a central distribution body.
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Network power shifts

The 1960s ratings race had been dominated by CBS, which specialised in sitcoms
and had more star names than NBC, whose focus was on action and adventure.
The ABC was perennially third, without notable stars, but with more daring pro-
gramming (The Untouchables, Bus Stop and Peyton Place) and a following among
the young (Leave it to Beaver and The Flintstones). The networks had been using
their market strength to pressure stations, independent producers and program
distributors into deals more favourable to the networks: increased air time, equity
in shows and network-favouring re-run schedules.

ABC as the new leader

In 1970, new FCC regulations curbed network power and restructured the tele-
vision market, thus restricting prime time access, ownership of cable systems or
programs, and domestic syndication for the networks. The ABC was the main
beneficiary of these changes and by 1976 was the frontrunning network, with
an advertising mania for young demographics and the star system having lost
its power. This might have seemed at the time as a mere leadership change in
the network oligopoly and it was; but by the next decade, as the television market
became a global phenomenon, the once-mighty American networks began to look
increasingly parochial.

1.3 The ideal of public television

Public TV

Public television is not necessarily state television (although it can be), but its
existence is certainly guaranteed only by the state. It is broadcasting built on
principles of universal service, diversity of programming, and providing for the
needs of minority audiences and the cultural and educational enrichment of an
informed electorate. It is a lofty ideal, but one that has been difficult to live
up to.

The BBC

The paramount public service broadcaster is the BBC, the cornerstone of British
television. Widely admired, it has continued since the start of broadcasting,
emphasising serious and worthy programming that would elevate the intellec-
tual and aesthetic tastes of its audience. Established in 1927 by a Royal Charter,
it was given a wide range of powers and autonomy, although the government
reserved to itself seldom-used powers to prohibit material. The broadcaster was
to be funded by licence fees on homes with television and radio sets. Its founding
director-general, John (later Lord) Reith, proclaimed the purpose of the BBC was
the education and moral improvement of the public.
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Arrival of ITV

After the triumph of 1936 and the interruption of the war, television was developed
unenthusiastically by the BBC until the arrival of Britain’s first commercial chan-
nel in 1955. Independent Television (ITV) was a group of commercial companies
franchised by the Independent Television Authority, a public body much like the
BBC’s Board of Governors. The new channel exposed BBC Television’s high-brow
dullness and, as ITV’s network expanded, the BBC lost viewers at an alarming
rate. Its audience share had fallen to 28% by 1957. But the liveliness of commer-
cial programs provoked a transformation of the BBC into an organisation more
reflective of living British culture. The arrival of That Was the Week That Was in
1962 shook the British establishment, breaking television and social taboos. Both
public and commercial networks did well in the prosperous 1960s, but by the
1970s inflation was working against the BBC, by then with two channels and the
cost burden of the introduction of colour and a new transmission system. BBC2
was launched in 1964 on UHF using the 625-line Phase Alternating Line (PAL)
system that had been developed in Germany. The two systems – the original 405-
line EMI–Marconi standard and the new PAL 625-line – coexisted on BBC1 until
the old standard was finally closed in 1985.

Export of the British model

The British public television model spread across Europe and the British Empire
in a range of variations, all committed to broadcasting for the public good
and funded by licence fees, taxes or some other non-commercial source. Some
departed dramatically from this ideal and became the mouthpieces of state power,
sometimes being used to support totalitarian political systems. The United States
didn’t follow the British example, however, and instead set up a public broad-
casting service as an alternative to the commercially financed and market-driven
system that prevailed there.

Educational TV in America

In 1951, Iowa State College launched WOI, the first television station owned by
an educational institution, although it operated commercially. Two years later, the
FCC reserved 242 UHF channels for non-commercial educational television after
the freeze on new channel allocation. Frieda Hennock, a criminal lawyer from
Brooklyn, had become the first woman appointed to the FCC and had championed
the educational channel set-aside during the FCC freeze. She found an ally in
Walter William Kemmerer, president of the University of Houston. Kemmerer
thought tele-courses might solve the problem of the flood of soldiers entering
colleges after the war. In 1953, the university signed on the first non-commercial,
educational television station, KUHT (now Houston PBS). Others followed in
rapid succession, but there was no federal cash support until the mid 1960s and
even then it was patchy. Many of the stations struggled. The second station, KTHE
in Los Angeles, closed after nine months when its benefactor withdrew support
after an argument with the licensee, the University of Southern California.
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Public broadcasting in the United States

The Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 set up funding through the Corporation for
Public Broadcasting (CPB), for public service rather than educational program-
ming, and set up PBS to operate as a network. Tensions between the affiliated
stations, between PBS and the CPB, and between PBS and the White House left
public television in the United States starved of funds. In 1972, a frustrated Presi-
dent Nixon vetoed a law authorising two-year CPB funding. The business culture
of the undernourished PBS changed as a result and funds were increasingly raised
through public appeals.

Achievements of US public TV

Despite the continuing difficulties, American public television has produced some
effective television, particularly for minority audiences, in the children’s (Sesame
Street) and news (MacNeil-Lehrer Report) genres, and with its purchase of quality
British programs. Co-productions between US public stations and European pro-
ducers became a unifier of American and European television cultures, something
unimaginable with commercial television.

Threat of the market forces model

By the 1980s, the underlying principles of public television were being called into
question in many countries. Public service television was accused by conserva-
tive critics of being closed, elitist and inbred. With movement towards a global
economy, it was argued that the free market was making educational and cul-
tural programs viable as commercial commodities. Their protection within public
broadcasting was no longer deemed necessary. Deregulation as a prerequisite to
dissolving international trade barriers was being applied to the communications
industry as well as to many others. The shifting climate increasingly favoured an
American market forces model over the longstanding public trustee model that
had been the backbone of public broadcasting. In any case, the cost of production
and distribution of programs was increasing at a time of reduced public spending.

Loss of direction

With a more market-driven perception of audience, European public broadcast-
ers found themselves unable to offer an alternative to profit-driven programming.
In 1983 in an article in Screen, Nicholas Garnham referred to ‘a crisis in imagi-
nation – an inability to conceive of an alternative to broadcasting controlled by
profit-seeking private capital other than as centralised, bureaucratic, inefficient,
arrogantly insensitive to the people’s needs, politically subservient to the holders
of state power’.

Fresh force of Channel 4

In Britain, Channel 4 was set up in 1982 as a commercial company owned by the
regulatory authority, the Independent Broadcasting Authority (IBA), and financed
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by advertising revenue and a levy on the commercial companies of ITV. In the
wake of a collapse of British cinema, Channel 4 commissioned a new generation
of television producers and filmmakers in a curious mix of post-counterculture
liberalism and Thatcher-era entrepreneurialism. For the BBC, the Thatcher gov-
ernment considered privatisation and the introduction of advertising, but settled
for pressuring it to challenge union power and making demands to bring in new
efficiencies.

BBC and the UK government

In the last few decades, the BBC has gone through a succession of political rows
with governments of either persuasion. Back in 1985, the Home Secretary, Leon
Brittan, had asked the BBC governors to stop the broadcast of an edition of the
current affairs program, Real Lives, about extremists in Northern Ireland. The
Board viewed the program before it went to air and demanded changes. Then in
2003, a report on Today suggested the Blair government had ‘sexed up’ evidence
of weapons of mass destruction to justify the war in Iraq. This time the Board
rejected the Prime Minister’s demands for a retraction, but following the suicide
of the source of the BBC’s report, the Hutton Inquiry exonerated the govern-
ment and was critical of the BBC, triggering the resignations of its chairman and
director-general.

BBC under attack

By the 1990s, political and public carping about the privileged position of public
broadcasters was endemic. Reports exposed bureaucratic bungling, cost over-
runs and the misuse of funds. Amid demands for improved accountability and
the partial dismantling or reorganisation of public broadcasters, and with the
pressure of multi-channel competition, the BBC began reducing its staff and
outsourcing many of its activities. The Broadcasting Act 1990 mandated that
no less than 25% of BBC programs had to be commissioned from independent
producers.

New alliances for public TV

Even though an intellectual counterattack was mounted, pointing to the loss
of minority voices and the illusion of unlimited choice in 500-channel cable
systems – content analysis revealed program duplication rather than diversity –
the tide continued to run against public television. Public broadcasters built
new alliances with book publishers, computer software firms and commercial
production houses. Surreptitious commercial money was used to underwrite
program production and the question was moved from whether public broad-
casting would survive to how much it differed from commercial broadcasting
anyway.



18 Part A Opiate of the people: The television industry

1.4 The coming of cable and satellite

Origins of cable TV

Cable television began in the United States as a means of transmitting network
programs to areas of poor reception. Cable operators proceeded to offer more
channels to subscribers, but FCC regulation limited their operation in the big
city markets. What money they made was from broadcasting to outlying suburbs.
Offsetting that was cable television’s growing reputation for high prices and poor
quality. The much-touted capacity for interactivity on the channels was constantly
deferred.

Cable builds

In 1972, the FCC allowed cable television to enter the top broadcast markets in
the cities and pay television began in earnest after Hollywood’s failed attempt
in the 1950s. Within ten years, homes subscribing to cable television had grown
from 6.5 million to twenty-seven million and by 1992 had increased further to
fifty-eight million. With the loosening of FCC’s restrictions on cable television,
Home Box Office (HBO) was launched by Time Inc., and was initially unprof-
itable. After the success of the satellite transmission of the Ali–Frazier heavyweight
titles fight from Manila, HBO started distributing its programs by satellite instead
of microwave, and built a market as the price of satellite-receiving dishes fell.
Ted Turner obtained a transmission licence in 1976 for the Turner Broadcasting
Service (TBS) station, distributed through the same satellite as HBO, and in 1980
launched the twenty-four hour news channel, Cable News Network (CNN).

US pay channels

Thematic subscriber channels have proliferated in pay television, many drawing
initially from existing archives, but as they diversified they commissioned pro-
grams to fit into the channel brand. Some of the more notable pay channels are
listed below.
� Discovery, a documentary channel founded in 1988 and drawing mainly on the

BBC archive, is now the world’s leading commissioner of documentaries. Its
spin-off channels include The Learning Channel and a 1998 joint venture with
BBC (Animal Planet, People & Arts, BBC America).

� Arts & Entertainment (A&E), part-owned by NBC, first used existing archives,
but now commissions programs as well. It has spun off The History Channel
and The Biography Channel.

� BBC has a joint venture with Flextech PLC for factual channels under the UKTV
brand.

� Canal+, a French channel, has invested in a group of documentary channels
called Multithematiques, along with TCI, Havas and others.

� CNN has added a range of sub-niche versions to its original all-news network.
� Cartoon Network, created by Ted Turner and now owned by Time Warner, ini-

tially depended on the MGM library, but now commissions its own animation,
especially from the European studios.
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Building a business structure

The struggle to get a business footing for pay television generated a range of
financing and merchandising structures. No longer did movies simply go to tele-
vision three years after cinema release. Now they went through a succession of
releases – airline, video/DVD rental and sell-through, pay-per-view (PPV) and sub-
scription television – to maximise their return before reaching the networks at the
end of the line. Licensing and merchandising products associated with television
programs were often so profitable that a program might be marketed under value
because television exposure would bring a higher return from ancillary rights.
Sport became the main driver of subscription television, with a bidding competi-
tion that has created the high price now asked for live sports events.

The European experience

European broadcasters tried cable with Sky Channel first in 1982 and The Enter-
tainment Network (TEN) two years later. TEN became Mirrorvision, then Pre-
miere and closed in 1989. Sky and SuperChannel struggled. Sky launched as a
satellite television channel later in 1982, but by 1988 had lost £39 million. All
found young viewers, although not enough to satisfy advertisers. However, a cor-
ner was turned in 1988 when a Luxembourg consortium launched the Astra 1A
satellite with a mix of English and German programs delivered to roof-top dishes.
The next year, Rupert Murdoch’s News International launched four Sky channels
and, a year later, British Satellite Broadcasting (BSB) began after technical delays
and high spending. In the battle for UK viewers, Sky lost £95 million in its first
year alongside its £121 million start-up cost. BSB’s losses were even higher and
at the end of 1990 the two competitors merged as BSkyB. The new broadcasting
entity didn’t look back.

The threat to free-to-air networks

As the number of US cable channels grew (by 1999 there were more than 200 niche
channels in America) they ate into the audiences of the three major networks. UK
cable penetration was much lower, but BSkyB’s satellite service had forty channels
and European free-to-air (FTA) networks were losing audience as multichannel
television built its audience. European subscribers grew in the 1990s so that by
1997 cable and satellite television accounted for 12% of all viewing in the United
Kingdom and subscriber television accounted for 60% of German viewing.

1.5 Decline of the US networks

Management woes of CBS and NBC

The 1970s had been a decade of management problems for the two former dom-
inant American networks. CBS had a succession of bad chief executive officers
with no television experience and NBC wooed Fred Silverman from the ABC with
disastrous results. Silverman had been instrumental in the ABC’s climb to the top,
but was unable to repeat that success. Japanese imports were already killing off
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television set sales of NBC’s subsidiary, RCA. Grant Tinker was appointed chief
executive officer of NBC in 1981 and in five years it was back on top through a
judicious choice of executives and programs.

Network ownership changes

Cable television produced the first real challenge to the networks with HBO, fol-
lowed by Rupert Murdoch in 1985 with Fox. CNN became the fourth news force,
especially after its coverage of the 1991 Gulf War. While Murdoch was launch-
ing Fox, all the original networks were undergoing takeovers: ABC (including its
cable networks ESPN, A&E and Lifeline) by Capital Cities for half its valued price;
NBC by General Electric, which then shut down RCA and NBC Radio; and strug-
gling CBS by corporate raider, Laurence Tisch. All cut payrolls and reduced perks,
but to no avail in the face of competition from cable and Fox, video rentals and
emerging satellite services to homes.

Cable erodes network audience share

In 1993, the FCC allowed the networks to produce and own programs again.
Two years later, CBS was sold to Westinghouse. Another year on, Disney bought
the ABC. Warner Brothers and Paramount bought stations to create small net-
works for digital television, but with a fragmenting market and the convergence
of television and computers, the days of the all-powerful American networks had
passed. The three major networks, which held 93% of the prime time audience in
1977, found their share reduced to 49% by 1996, eroded by the increasing num-
ber of cable channels and by new non-cable channels, such as those with Fox,
United Paramount or Warner Brothers, and the Spanish-language broadcasters,
Telemundo and Univision.

World dominance of US television

The world television audience had grown from eighty million in 1970 to 500
million in 1988, by which time the United States was spending one-third of the
world’s total program expenditure with less than 5% of the global audience. The
extended period of profitable stability for networks from the 1950s to the 1990s
was the result of the marginalisation of public television, an absence of foreign
programming in the United States and the high proportion of the American gross
national product spent on advertising. In 1983, the United States imported only
2% of its programs and this one-way trade provided a conspicuous international
profile for American television. Although the US dominance of world export mar-
kets was faltering by the early 1990s, media exports were still high and helping
drive demand for mass consumer goods, such as Ninja Turtles, Coke and Big
Macs.

The US industry globalised

The political and economic crisis of the 1990s resulted in a reconfiguration of
institutions and audience in the three-network oligopoly in America and public
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television in Europe. Television became more global with delivery by cable
and satellite, consolidation of the telecommunications and computer indus-
tries, a trend towards deregulation and the appearance of new transnational
entrepreneurs. Foreign-based multinationals, especially Japanese companies,
were making significant purchases of US media producers. By the early 1990s,
four of the eight major movie studios and four of the five major record labels were
in foreign hands.

The new global market

The US domestic box office was giving way to the international market. Typically,
a Hollywood film had earned 80% of its revenue at the US box office, but by 1990
it had fallen to only 30%. Studio management had to focus on home video and for-
eign box office demands for their three essentials of star, action and special effects.
Fortune magazine referred to a ‘one-world, pop-tech civilization’ and Bill Roedy,
chief executive officer of MTV Europe, observed: ‘An 18-year-old in Denmark has
more in common with an 18-year-old in France than either has with elders in
their own country’. With the new fickle multichannel viewer, long-held constructs
of audience by both commercial and public television in the United States and
elsewhere were now undermined. Even America was complaining that the cost of
the demands of the new global market was a diminishing of the American televi-
sion culture. In fact, it was out with the old technology and in with the new. The
digital revolution had started and it was revolutionary, not necessarily bringing
in a new era but it did bring a new uncertainty.
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