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From the VCR to Internet TV

Written by Andrea Mydlarz Zeller 12/12/05

On Oct 31st 2005, NBC announced that they are streaming NBC Nightly News on the Internet.
 This is an example of the digital convergence of TV with the Internet; cable and network television broadcasters are using the Internet as another platform to broadcast television. Internet TV is the next logical step in the evolution of time shifting technologies. In my first paper, I showed that VCR technology was widely adopted but failed to fulfill an early promise: the ability to easily record programs for later viewing. In my second paper, I demonstrated that viewers can effectively program their own TV station with easy-to-use DVR technology. In this paper, I will discuss Internet TV, what it will offer audiences and the impact it will have on the business model of television. 

Internet TV is defined as any content produced by broadcast TV stations and streamed or available for download over the Internet. Internet TV has been made possible by a few different factors coming together. According to Wikipedia, “Because of the increase in Internet connection speeds and the total number of people online, and the decrease in connection costs; it is increasingly common to find traditional television content, accessible freely and legally over the Internet. This comes in four basic forms: TV channels which exist only on the Internet. Traditional stations that simulcast live on the Net. Traditional stations making select content available on demand at their website (this is especially popular with news channels). Traditional TV stations create extra content exclusively for their website.
  Based on this definition of Internet TV, it is important to look into the evolution of Internet TV, and how it arrived to the stage that it is in today. 

Part of the reason that technology is available for Internet TV today is due to technology developed for Internet video. According to Winston’s theory of suppression of radical potential
, one of the early ‘brakes’ of Internet video was slow bandwidth. According to an article in Information Week, “Victoria's Secret tried the online fashion show as far back as 1999, though it was clobbered by overwhelming demand and slow dial-up connections”
. Consumers wanted to view Internet video, but the technology was not functional in 1999. Internet video became more prominent as the availability of larger, personal broadband connections and video compression software became more accessible and practical. 

If not having broadband access available was the suppression of Internet video then the genesis that drove the technology of Internet video to a functional state was pornography.  “Widespread broadband access? Secure online shopping? Monthly online subscriptions? Downloading and video streaming and Webcam technology? Thank the porn biz for driving the innovation and evolution of it all, baby”
.  Pornography was not only the supervening social necessity
- what Winston refers to as the social need for technology to be adopted- of Internet video but it was also the accelerator of the technology development. It is impossible to look at the evolution of Internet video and not realize the impact pornography has had on the development of video technology for the Internet, not merely the adoption of it by consumers. The supervening social necessity of the VCR is the same for Internet video; however, unlike the VCR, where pornography accelerated the diffusion of a new technology without shaping it, the development of pornographic products has shaped computer technology.
 


Pornography has helped shape the technology by virtue of the fact of that lucrative means permeate the very nature of the business; however, this development is not a congruent factor of this paper. What will be a focus within this paper: pornography as a form of entertainment that most viewers would like to engage in privately. This privacy lending itself well to the personal computer, because like the VCR, the personal computer offers some amount of privacy for the user to engage in the viewing of this still rather taboo form of entertainment in their own home. However unlike the VCR, the computer offers a certain level of interaction.  “The Internet offers nearly free access to pornography uninhibited by previous barriers of time and space.” 

Even though the initial mainstay for Internet video was pornography, the medium later lent itself to short films and movie trailers. In the late 1990s to early 2000s websites such as Atomfilms.com
 and iFilm.com
 have used Internet video to bring short films and animations to a niche audience. “Both iFilm and AtomFilms post a steady flow of films ranging from low-quality home video to highly produced short films and animated features…After weathering the internet crash in 2001, both iFilm and AtomFilms have become hot properties, currently drawing between 6 million and 8 million unique visitors per month.
” Today, the film industry has made studio produced film trailers available online. In addition, short product videos became the standard on most online retailers websites. 

There are several necessary conditions that need to be in place prior to the diffusion stage of Internet TV. According to a July 2004 article in Business Week, digital convergence has come into fruition “thanks to faster chips, broader bandwidth, and a common Internet standard, technologies are quickly merging.”
  However, what significance does the digital convergence have for the future of Internet television? The technology is in place; NBC is broadcasting its Nightly News online
, and MTV Networks announced broadband channels for MTV “Overdrive, Vh1 and Comedy Central
, however, who is the audience for Internet TV?  
According to Roger’s Theory of Diffusion, Internet TV is still at the innovation stage.
  There are a few factors for this, viewers not having broadband access and the usage of the computer. In order for viewers to watch Internet TV, it is necessary to have a computer that is capable to do so. In addition, how consumers use their PCs needs to be examined. The placement of the computer in the home reveals how the computer is most commonly used; placement in an office or study would reveal that the main use of the PC is to do activities such as balancing the books instead of being an entertainment center. According to a recent study by Forrester, 45 percent of the households surveyed have their computers in an office or study, while 70 percent of those households have their TV in their living room
. Therein lies the message: TV usage is meant for family/communal viewing whereas the usage of the computer is meant primarily for office work. According to James Stewart, “There is major uncertainty over the relevance of Web-style interactivity to the use of television. Most simply it is the following: the television is a collectively consumed medium, viewed ‘passively’ and from a distance, sitting in a comfortable chair. In contrast, the Web and computer-based interactive products demand a high level of engagement and interaction with the content, and are used by individuals sitting close to a computer screen”
 Internet TV will not be adopted until there is a bridge in the gap between TV as a communal, family room technology and the PC as an individual device to be put in the office of the home.

The culture of TV viewing as passive, and the PC as interactive needs to be changed in order for the diffusion of Internet TV to take place. In addition to the shift in culture, there needs to be a gratification to the use of the PC for entertainment purposes. The uses and gratification of Internet TV are described in a recent study, “that entertainment and escape are the factors that can predict the use of digital TV”
 Since entertainment and escape have been attained through watching traditional TV, it is not surprising that the Microsoft release of Windows XP Media Center has been unsuccessful; “All of those computer companies are hoping to beat out traditional electronics makers for control of the television, generally the heart of any home-entertainment system.
 Changing the way people feel toward their television is not as simple as replacing the TV with a PC and putting a fancy name on it, it’s about changing the way media is offered.  


The DVR has introduced the idea of personalized media to the viewer to decide what they want to watch and when. The uses and gratification of the DVR are that users have the simple ability to control what they watch and when. The only way that Internet TV will succeed is by mirroring this. Similar to the function of the DVR’s ability to search through the TV schedule with keywords, and deliver recorded television programs based on those keyword preferences; the major search engines are incorporating the use of Internet video into their formulas, hoping to lead the way of Internet TV diffusion. “Internet companies like Google and Yahoo are developing video search engines, which might one day allow you to find your favorite TV shows on the Web as easily as you search for a customized cat collar”
. This in turn would deliver the gratification of being able to watch what you want, when you want. 

Whereas Google and Yahoo are search engines that will enable the users to “search” the Internet TV content with Google, RSS will provide the ability to use RSS feeds to create personalized sites of TV show downloads for consumers. According to Wikipedia, RSS is an abbreviation of Real Simple Syndication, RSS is a family of XML file formats for Web syndication,
 that currently “find” news or websites that the user is interested in. In the future consumers will each have their own individualized Internet TV websites. The RSS feed exist now, but they have not been used for Internet TV, yet. Chris Pirrilo comments on the potential for RSS feeds and Internet TV, “Certain BitTorrent clients support the Aggregation of RSS feeds. Combine that with trackers which output feeds for your favorite TV shows, and you've got a TiVo model sitting there like a duck on a pond”
.  Pirillo could not have been more on the point with his comments on aggregators. In correlation with Pirillo’s comments, recent results of a study done by Forrester on the gratification of personalized media stated that, “Consumers will be drawn to the largest, cheapest content aggregator, but only if they can easily find what they want. The content provider that delivers a mass-customized offering that's easy for consumers to manage will create loyalty and collect incremental fees.

Aggregators will be the business model of Internet TV. The opportunity for advertisers based on this “personalized TV” model, will be based on your preferences in programming. Similar to the way Amazon makes suggestions to the user when they sign in, advertisers will be able to target potential customers by their preferences in programming. Pirillo agrees “We're just waiting for a broadcast network to do it on their own, and we'll flock to it in a flash. I don't think we'd mind the injection of commercials in some way (before, during, or after the program) - we just want the content on our schedule, not theirs.”
 

Internet TV will provide a chance for marketers to advertise directly to their target audiences. This is an enormous shift from the way the TV business model has been for the past 50 years; television has survived based on the fact that advertising was sold.
  Advertising was sold because marketers believed that the demographic that they wanted to reach were watching that specific show that they were buying broadcast time for.  In turn, the advertiser creates one single commercial and hopes to reach as many people in its demographic as possible.
  Internet TV has the potential to change this, and provide advertisers with the ultimate marketing tools. Advertisers will get highly personal with their audiences, by knowing whom they are speaking to and giving those people what they want to hear. Target marketing.
  Simon Bondl comments,  “Specific customer data gives advertisers the opportunity to create different versions of commercials that will appeal to a range of individuals”. With Internet TV, the technology is there to deliver different messages to your audience, based on their individual interests, relatively simple.

With the individualized model of advertising, the viewer is interested in the commercials that are being offered, in addition to not being able to skip ahead the commercials, presents an ideal situation for both viewer and advertiser. The ability to not skip over commercials is already being used with Internet Video commercials. We can see this now on sites such as iFilm
, every time the user watches a two minute clip, there is an ad that plays, ranging from 15 seconds to 30 seconds that the user does not have the option to fast forward. Advertisers will be able to get targeted audiences, and not give them the option to fast forward. Which marketer would not pay for that ability?

With Internet TV, as we have examined earlier, the business model is now weighted on target advertising. Along with target advertising there is target programming, which is the uses and gratification of Internet TV for the user, as I have discussed earlier in this paper. Apple is prepping the TV industry to have a usable model for Internet TV to work. “TV's economic model is changing, thanks to on-demand programming, IPTV and, now, top-shelf content available anytime, anywhere.”
  Users are enjoying the focused ability to watch what they want, when they want.  Apple has started to create a model of providing TV shows on demand for users. Apple’s new model of media distribution which is an ‘a la carte’ way of downloading TV shows through iTunes, similar to their music download services; For one low price of $1.99, members can download an hour episode of popular shows a day after they air on TV.
 This service is recreating the way economics of the way TV shows are distributed, “Apple is ‘creating a complete consumer digital ecosystem' and is ‘re-writing the rules of media distribution'. 
  The business model of Internet TV in the future will be based on the a la carte pricing that Apple has created, but be more of a Video On Demand model, perhaps pricing a monthly subscription fee to download specific shows. If people are willing to pay a monthly subscription for digital cable plus the monthly fee of TiVo, then they will be willing to pay an all inclusive fee for Internet TV.


By offering this new way of distribution, Apple is the pioneer in giving their users the choice and control that Kerschbaumer refers to in  “Me TV”. But audiences want the choice, control, and convenience
 out of personalized media. The choice and control exists, what has not been establishes yet is the convenience of taking media across different platforms seamlessly. Crossing platform with media will allow for the convenience of ‘space shifting’. “While time-shifting changes the when of television, "space-shifting" tinkers with the where. Now that you've stored your show on a TiVo, it's only logical to take it with you on your laptop, hand-held viewer or PSP game player.”
 A gratification of the use of accessing media is being able to take it anywhere you want, and the technology is not at a single unified format yet. Pirillo comments, “I want to pay to access my content everywhere I can get it - and today, that's just not a possibility. I can't watch my Comcast DVR recordings on my Media Center, nor can always I watch my iPod videos on my PSP (Play Station Portable).”


The fact that there are many formats for each different platform is one the major ‘brakes’ to the ability to have TV when you want and how you want it. In order for Internet TV to reach the critical mass in the future, there needs to be that cross platform, cross format compatibility. Whereas you can download a TV show from iTunes, the file is formatted to fit a 2.5” screen, you cannot watch that show on your TV, or even on your computer screen, or on another portable device; but you can take it with you. This idea of space shifting for television use will open doors for uses and instant gratifications, mainly by relinquishing the TV as the ball and chain of the living room. 

         In conclusion, there are many issues when looking at Internet TV as the future platform for TV. With Internet TV, control is equity: Internet TV can offer the viewer a highly personalized and individualized way of viewing television. Internet TV can offer the television marketers a highly controlled and individualized way of advertising to their audience. 

However, despite the fact that Internet TV exists today, there is a long haul ahead for the technology, business models and media culture to merge, way beyond the simple digital convergence of the Internet with TV.  The actual digital convergence of technology is relatively simple, it is the struggle to build an adequate economic model that will show a profit as well as give consumers the choice, control and convenience at a fair price that is the challenge.
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