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Abstract

This thesis explores the recent shift to digital television in order to gauge the
full importance of the development. It will examine the range of central issues
associated with the technology and explain its significance on a number of levels. The
project begins by outlining why television has become a core social and civic resource
before reviewing the angles from which it has been studied. The second chapter
details the methods that have defined the project and the steps involved within the
research process. The history of the medium is then detailed to show the actors and
organisations responsible for its development and the ideological values they have
drawn upon. Digitalisation is then outlined so that the technological differences with
analogue are made clear. A chapter on theory follows which attempts to place these
insights into a framework so that the shift and its overall importance can be
understood. Government policy is next considered as the thesis highlights the political
plans that have been devised for digital television and the objectives set out for it. A
content study then attempts to compare the programming patterns of the current
television system with those of the pre-multichannel era. This chapter aims to point
out any significant differences within the content profiles of the two systems. The
thesis concludes by drawing all of this together to show the consequences of a shift to

digital broadcasting and the ideas that have directed this change.
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Chapter 1: Introduction — A Means of Communication

Television is not merely a means of broadcasting; nor is it merely a means of
presenting entertainment. It is the newest means of communication invented
by man (Memorandum by the British Film and Cinema Industries, 1952,
quoted in Briggs, 1979:13).

As an industry, social instrument, cultural resource and political tool television
has made immense contributions to various strands of life. These have been achieved
through its technological form, domestic centrality and popularity as a household
good. As a means of communication it has connected people with each other and to
the events of the world by delivering programming straight into people’s homes.
Comer and Harvey (1996:IX) claim that it has become a landmark because it has
become so deeply embedded within daily life in a short period of time. Over the last
eighty years it has quickly grown from obscure and uncertain beginnings into an
international phenomenon with implications in a number of spheres so that social,
political, economic and cultural issues have not only been affected by the medium,

but have at times been defined by it.

Yet television has acquired an ‘ordinariness’ from which it has come to be an
accepted part of life such is its absorption into daily habits. This is illustrated by the
fact that in the late 1990’s an estimated 99.4% of the UK population has regular
access to its programming (Wedell and Luckham, 2001:4). Moreover, the average
time spent watching it in the UK is three hours per day (McQueen, 1998:3). For these
reasons, Newby (1997:1) feels we cannot escape television because its power creates
events which affect us all. The sheer ubiquity of the medium has meant that
fundamental questions over its potency have inevitably arisen along with anxieties
and hopes over what it achieves. Brunsdon (1997:96) points out that it has historically

attracted distrust, fear and contempt. At the same time though there has been



optimism that it can be used for positive ends. Newcomb (2000:7) asserts that these
questions remain in a constant state of reconsideration and are woven in with new
issues and problems. Together, these matters form a constant backdrop against which

television has been judged.

The current period is an extremely unsettling moment for television as it
undergoes change on a number of levels. Wedell and Luckham (2001:8) argue
television is currently at the crossroads with several changes simultaneously occurring
that are in the process of transforming the medium. They go on to state that the
explosion in the number of channels, the expansion of broadcasting beyond national
frontiers as well as the arrival of digital transmission have moved the goalposts upon
which broadcasting was based (ibid.). Identifying the forces that have driven this and
the consequences of such a shift forms the purpose of this project to understand the

exact nature of change.

Digital television was launched in Britain in the autumn of 1998 amidst a
flurry of governmental and industrial discourses that it represents the future of the
medium. Dahlgren (2000a:4) concurs, asserting that the future of television is digital
as this has been set in scope by those who mould the shape of the medium. How this
has happened, the factors which have influenced the decisions and the consequences
of these measures needs to be fully probed. Steemers (1998a:1) points out that digital
technology brings a new complexity to broadcasting. It is already clear that a new
broadcasting system is emerging within which the industry is rapidly shifting to give
rise to more players who are offering distinct television and information services.
Existing broadcasters are also re-evaluating their approach in order to gain a foothold
in the digital future, and Government policy is being adjusted to facilitate the

conditions of a new broadcasting environment centred around digital technology.

It has to be stressed that television has changed before and this innovation
needs to be seen in that light. Indeed, Allen (1998:61) observes that a linear analysis
suggests digital is merely another development in the history of the medium.
However, the current shifts are happening at the same time as a number of other
changes within the communications sector generally, as several commentators believe

society is on the cusp of a major shift where it heads into the ‘information age’. In this



case, the proliferation in information is thought to bring about new types of services
and methods of connection to people that together have implications in a wide number
of areas. The spheres of work and home are thought to be transformed because of
digital technology so that the ways individuals conduct their lives is increasingly

defined by communications technologies.

Holland (2000:4) points out that while television is changing on a number of
levels, a series of questions concerning the future development of the medium are
bound to be raised. This is the rationale and intention of the project: to identify the
key issues associated with the technological change of digitalisation and to clarify
what this engenders for television. Dahlgren (2000a:3) insists it is vitally important to
uncover the factors which shape the television services we receive. Thus, the project
proceeds by exploring the direction in which television is heading by capturing the
extent of change before attempting to make sense of it, and using empirical tools to
quantify the content patterns that have emerged in the new circumstances. This work
is confined to the British context although the difficulty in retaining an entirely

national focus should become clear through the course of the study.

The main question to answer, therefore, is what is the future of television in
the information age? Holland (2000:233) states that digital technology brings
revolutionary changes that affect all aspects of the medium. My aim is to locate these
and explain their full significance in terms of media theory. Some commentators have
already offered some ideas on what the future of the medium might be. Allen
(1998:63) feels that digital television should be viewed primarily as an extension of
its analogue counterpart in that it builds upon the basic services to offer a little more.
Negroponte (1995:48), on the other hand, sees it as a completely distinct model in
which many of the old certainties are being swept away to usher in a totally unique
communications device that will perform new duties because of the functions added
to it. Uncovering which of these ideas is correct should be clear by the conclusion
because it will show what digitalisation entails. However, this is not a technical study
given that the technology is only one aspect of change and its significance goes
beyond the functions it adds. A full understanding requires attention be paid to the
policy measures responsible for its development so that a framework is in place with

which to detail the shifts and their institutional character. From here it should be



possible to explain why these changes are going on and their likely impact by asking

important questions that are governing the future direction of the medium.

Corner (1999:121) asserts that there is a difficulty in studying television
because of the shifting nature of the medium. It is precisely the shifting character that
this project targets by exposing the dynamics behind the technological change. The
aim is to follow up Changing Channels: The Prospects for Television in A Digital
World, edited by Jeanette Steemers. This book raises a number of central issues by
exploring the potential impact of technological and structural change upon the field of
broadcasting. It highlights what is happening in television by initiating investigation
and debate on the future of the medium and its position within a broader
communications context (Steemers, 1998a:3). The task of this project is to follow that
logic in outlining a framework from which to judge the developments and identify

signposts that can guide further research.

The remainder of this chapter investigates what television is by surveying
research material on the topic that examines its importance to social life. Much of this
work pays attention to the unique technological method through which it has acquired
its cultural position, explaining how the form of broadcasting and its organisational
set-up have enabled it to inform. The chapter considers a number of approaches
within which the study of television has taken place and the points of focus each have.
These angles illustrate how television has been investigated and the questions that
have been asked of it, revealing a range of concerns about the medium along with
hopes of what it can achieve. By discussing these, the perspective which is most
useful for investigating digitalisation will be made apparent. It concludes by mapping
out exactly how the thesis will proceed by detailing the areas of inquiry that constitute
this project, how they will be addressed and the approach which makes possible their

full examination.



Defining Television

In order to comprehend the significance of current innovations, it is important
to have some idea of what television is so as to work out how the medium may
change. Burton (2000:X) points out that there have been redefinitions of what
television entails because of technological and other changes whereby its meaning has
profoundly altered over time. This is compounded by the realisation that the word
“television’ stands for so many things in so many contexts for so many different
people (Miller, 2003:2). However, much of the work written about television does not
define it, instead assuming its ubiquity renders such definitions as unnecessary. I feel
that it is critical to establish what the medium is before proceeding, as this too may

need reworking in time.

A related problem is trying to capture the full essence of the medium. As
Hartley (1999:204) points out “television is like breathing, it’s easy to do, but like
breathing the mechanics of what is actually going on are not necessarily made visible
via the usual resources of ordinary language”. Many projects stress how the medium
is a series of technical operations from which the transmission of programming, and
thus the conveyance of information, takes place. Van Dijk and de Vos (2001:445)
explain how these accounts focus on the technical aspects of the medium and offer
scientific outlines of how the medium operates. However, I am seeking a fuller
definition from where it should be possible to theorise the full extent of these
developments and such an angle lies largely outside the scientific domain, despite the

need to examine the technological features in some sense.

Newcomb (2000:8) advances that it is the unique elements of television that
demand critical attention. These are what distinguish it from other media and have
aroused immense concern over its role as a means of communication. It is also
through these reference points that changes to the medium can be subsequently

gauged. For van Dijk and de Vos (2001:445-446), television is:

1. A public medium.
2. Viewing programmes at a distance.
3. Producing audio-visual programmes and services.



4. For a relatively large audience.

This highlights how firstly, access to the medium is not restricted in that
following the initial cost of the hardware, all audience members are able to view the
programming, stressing the mass nature of television. Koboldt et al (1999:55) clarify
how broadcasting is what economists call a ‘public good’ as it can be consumed by
more than one person at a time, without reducing the amount available to anyone else.
This enables it to be consumed on a mass scale. Its status as a public medium also
reveals something about its purpose, an idea taken up by Scannell. He outlines how a
“whole clutch of political and social issues came onto the agenda through the medium
of television [and thus] became part of the public domain, matters of common
knowledge and concern” (1990:25). So, it performs a public function by bringing out
social issues into the open. On these grounds, Comer and Harvey (1996:X) feel

television is an effective system for communicating with millions of people.

The second area of van Dijk and de Vos’s (2001:445) definition emphasises
the manner in which television output transcends space. It also highlights how
programming is transmitted from sender to receiver, typified by a one way flow of
information whereby there are limited opportunities for viewers to respond or shape
the programming they receive. The third point stresses the type of output television
relays and the fact that these are the result of professional routines. Newby (1997:7)
takes this up when emphasising how certain rules governing programming in terms of
length, genre, timing and so on have evolved over time and it is these which mark out

television as we know it.

Lastly, television programming is meant for more than just a single individual
because its form is one of the delivery of a message from a single point to many
receivers. Indeed, the very origins of the word ‘broadcasting’ are located in
agriculture as the term for the scattering of seeds over as wide an area as possible
(MacCabe, 1986:107). This feature also highlights how the practise of television has a
concern for large audiences that is rooted in the technological form within which it
has been structured. Overall, van Dijk and de Vos (2001:446) feel that this definition
distinguishes television from other media because it stresses the salient features of the

medium along with the unique functions these enable.



Corner (1999:4) asserts there are three aspects of television which continually
figure in debates and cement its public nature. These are its electronic, visual and
mass/domestic qualities, which combine to differentiate it from other media. The
electronic nature of television gives it an apparent ‘liveness’ and immediacy that other
media lack (Corner, 1995:12). Furthermore, its ability to provide visual information
provides viewers with an expanded sensory and informational field (ibid.13). Finally,
the small number of outlets distributing material to a large number of individuals,
combined with the typical reception in the privacy of the home, are unique as

compared to other media (ibid.15).

Collectively, these factors give “the communicative profile of television a
reach, potential instantaneity, scopic range and penetration of everyday living which
transcend other media...and lie at the heart of so many arguments about television’s
power” (Corner, 1999:4). Barwise and Ehrenberg (1988:8) take a broadly similar
view as they find three special features to television. They feel that the distinctiveness
of the medium lies in the way in which the set is situated in the home, how nearly
everyone watches it and that its moving pictures can be so vivid. They also add that
television is passive in that it requires lower levels of involvement than other media
given that watching it demands little physical, emotional, intellectual or financial
effort'. Finally, it is an activity that is done we have nothing better or more important

to do (ibid. 124).

Together these working definitions combine as a useful starting point because
they focus our understanding of the medium on to the discrete areas which create a
specific means of communication and reveal the features it does not share with other
media. They stress the technology but also highlight how this adds to its social status
by explaining the functions it provides. This is achieved by breaking up the medium
into separate elements that comprise its process of message form and transmission
right through to reception. In doing so, these points provide a focus for the study of

television and a yardstick against which subsequent changes to the medium can be

' This point is not without contention as several Cultural Studies theorists continually stress the ‘active
audience’ and process of meaning making while viewing.



gauged by making it possible to see what happens when a factor impacts upon these

core elements.

An important issue to consider is the extent to which these characteristics are
challenged by digital technology, whereby the whole essence of the medium is
overhauled and these features no longer describe what we understand to be television.
Holland (2000:225) argues that new technologies are changing the basic ideas of what
television is and the functions it offers because the borders of the medium are being
redefined. As well as documenting this process of redefinition, one further task for
this project is to investigate whether in fact there is a robust definition of television
possible given the nature of the technological changes going on®. That is, the shifts
may be so deep and fundamental that they challenge the very notion of television as is
currently understood, and consequently signal an entirely new beginning for the
communications device that it becomes. For instance, the technology has the potential
to steer television into different directions so that it will no longer be a public or even

a mass medium given that content could be provided on an individual basis.

The Importance of Television

The defining features of television have given it a social centrality, and in turn,
a number of purposes that have been assigned to it to further objectives that are
thought to be within its ability. Television has thus become important for the manner
in which it supplies information to mass audiences and the possibilities this function
generates. Gripsrud (2002:260-262) outlines a number of reasons for television’s
status as the most important communications tool in today’s society. He explains how
it has an enormous reach and is also the medium people spend the most time with. As
a result, it is centrally located within society in that it has assumed a national
importance from which it is closely linked to other centres of power. Television also
dominates the agenda of social discussion in that it is the main arena in which the
affairs of society are conducted. Lastly, television is an important vehicle for culture
as the diverse nature of its output proves and this determines the universally shared

menu of national life (ibid.).

% I am indebted to Professor Ian Hargreaves for this idea.



Moreover, Kellner (1990:2) points out that people rely on television for
information more than any other media because it has earned itself an unrivalled level
of trust. For these reasons, its reach to virtually all sections of society, along with the
delivery straight into people’s homes, the range of genres and the realism of the visual
imagery it relays has encouraged the belief amongst Government, academic and
industrial commentators that it can serve civic needs. These duties are tempered
however by a series of concerns which focus on the number of social problems the
medium is thought to induce and/or exacerbate. Corner and Harvey (1996:X]) ask a
number of questions which illuminate the series of issues that have continually
figured in discussions: is television a servant of public interest or corporate profit? Is
it an agent of enlightenment or trivialising distraction? Is it a creature of the powerful

or an enabler of democracy?

While democracy has been thought to be something television can further,
there has also been a sense of danger that it might provoke behaviour antithetical to
such objectives. The biggest anxiety has been that of effect with the medium accused
of variously causing violent, immoral or anti-social behaviour because of its assumed
power (Barwise and Ehrenberg, 1988:138). Another strand of criticism is equally
accusatory towards the low cultural norms and process of ‘dumbing down’ it ascribes
to television, along with the detrimental effect the medium is thought to have on
literacy and learning (Briggs and Burke, 2002:253). These fears have featured
prominently in terms of public debate and governmental inquiry with the underlying
feeling that its output requires strict regulation because of the negative influence the
medium is thought to pose. Burton (2000:220) explains how there is no doubt we
believe effects and influence exist, the problem is in proving it. Nevertheless, this is a
persistent theme in attitudes towards the medium and retains a high placement on the
public agenda. Thus, it is possible to detect a division within the literature between
what commentators think television can do and how they feel it actually does perform

in relation to these ideas.

It is perhaps much easier to clarify the positive contributions television can
make and several theorists address this by observing how it has changed the flow of

information in society. Corner (1999:118) advances that television has rapidly altered



the scale, speed of circulation and nature of knowledge in society. This has occurred
because it conveys a wide variety of programme types on a daily basis, and it is this
which increases the array of cultural experiences available to viewers. One by-product

of this is described by Sacks:

At the heart of any culture is the process by which we induct successive
generations into a narrative, the story of which we are a part...storytelling is
the locus of identity, the vehicle of continuity...Today, that it is what
television does for us and our children. We no longer gather round the fire;
instead we cluster around the screen...It has become the single most powerful
arena of narrative, our repertoire of textuality (Sacks, 2001:143).

Television has become the arena through which culture is filtered as its output
provides the information people rely upon. Entertainment has formed the majority of
the medium’s content and Corner (1999:93) claims the giving of pleasure is a primary
function of most television production. This does not detract from its importance as
the fact that television can please viewers within their own homes reveals its
achievements and power. Hargreaves (2001:27) argues broadcasting tells stories that
bind, creating communities that cut across restrictive local confines. This story telling
supplies what Graham (1999:35) calls ‘common knowledge’ and helps foster a sense
of community. Graham’s point is that television allows co-ordination between
members of a society because it generates a shared stock of information everyone can
draw from to see themselves in relation to the community of which they are a part. In
doing so, television shapes the way millions of people interact with the rest of society

(Puttnam, 2001:109).

It is these new forms of interaction and the provision of shared reference
points that display the medium’s special qualities. That is, it has enabled people to
engage with each other and events across time and distance. The social consequences

of this have been profound:

By placing political, religious, civic, cultural events and entertainments in a
common domain, public life was equalised in a way that had never before
been possible. Moreover, whereas previously while such events had been quite
discrete and separate, they took on new meanings as they came into contact
with each other (Scannell, 1992:322).

10



The public nature of television is clearly demonstrated here because it reveals the
relationship the technology has had with society. One strand of research considers the
mode of reception by outlining the manner in which it has been absorbed into
domestic routines and the conditions of use. This angle of inquiry describes the extent
to which television has reordered the space of the home (Corner, 1999:88). Another
area that has been studied concerns social impact, where the focus is on how
individuals are connected to the world via television. By concentrating on the second

area the importance of television becomes clear.

Despite its private mode of reception, television is very much a public medium
because it has advanced civic impulses by giving access to information and pleasures
that were previously restricted (Scannell, 1990:16). Moreover, it has enlarged citizens
understanding of the world and their own place within it by helping to represent and
define social reality. For Ellis (2002:9), television has initiated the process of
‘witness’ as the volume of information it relays has led to a profound shift in the way
individuals perceive that which exists beyond their own experiences. Therefore, a new
type of experience has been established through television to encompass co-presence
with events by conferring an intimacy and liveness for the audience (ibid. 33).
Television has simultaneously connected individuals with each other and the world to
become a point of contact for audiences from which they are able to sample pleasures,

experiences and knowledge in the manner of a shared national vernacular.

Moreover, it has fostered new types of identity because of its ability to bring
events and people together. Corner (1999:5) claims television has both centripetal and
centrifugal tendencies. It is centripetal in that it pulls in and processes a diverse
variety of cultural features, and centrifugal, in that its reach impacts to the widest
boundaries of the culture. This repeated action of ingestion and projection provide
television with extraordinary cultural dynamics (ibid.). That is, it takes direction from
cultural patterns of the time as defining social features are weaved into programming,
yet its centralised node within everyday routines enables it to shape cultural patterns
in some way. Ellis (2002:58) labels this double-edged process as ‘influences given
and influences received’. It is clear that television’s positioning within society means
that it is both reflective of and a contributor to culture. Smith (1998:1) takes up this

point and advances that it “offers a continuous flowing experience from which we

11



have come to draw much of the substance of our identities”. So, we are able to

understand who we are and our wider social roles through television.

Ellis (2002:44) observes another method in which the medium has achieved
this. He argues television’s schedules gradually reflected the rhythms of day and year
to become central in articulating a sense of the national. So, by showing events of
social importance a whole calendar emerged that projected a sense of Britishness
which all could partake in. MacCabe (1986:109) takes up this idea when explaining
television programming has helped to constitute different strands of identity for
audience members, ranging from the national to the local and including class, race

and gender forms of collectivity.

For all of these reasons television has aroused a lasting identification with
democracy amongst certain commentators, something which acts as a counterweight
to the blame it has received for causing social problems. Dahlgren (1995:2) points out
that the concern for democracy automatically necessitates a concern about television.
The medium’s functions, centrality and the manner in which it has become so deeply
involved with daily affairs, demands that civic concerns are addressed when thinking
about the medium. Hargreaves (2001:25) meanwhile, explains why broadcasting
technology is democratic in that following the establishment of the infrastructure, the
marginal cost of distribution falls towards zero, allowing more people to receive it at
no extra expense and also because it does not require even audience literacy. Hartley
(1999:159) expands on this point by arguing that television has become implicated in
civic issues in new and complicated ways. That is not to say it guarantees democracy,
just that it is bound up with it. Indeed, Smith (1998:1) stresses that television has had

a transforming influence whereby political life has been thoroughly altered.

Furthermore, a strand of criticism laments the negative impact the medium has
had on the way politics is now conducted, while another lauds it for making such
matters more accessible. Corner (1995:52) takes up the theme by clarifying how the
manner in which mediation occurs affects the nature of democratic activity. He argues
that this is achieved by the method in which the conditions of public knowledge and
participation can be altered. So, the types of issues television deals with and the

treatment they receive is important because of the manner in which they may frame
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public understanding. Smith (1986:1) explains that because of this, broadcasters find
themselves taking pre-emptive and far-reaching judgements about a vast range of
issues. They have thus assumed positions of extreme importance because their

decisions have clear implications for citizenry.

Le Grand and New (1999:114-120) argue democracy revolves around four
principles that broadcasting can contribute to. It can promote community because it
allows large numbers of people to share in the consumption of a single product at the
same time. Over the course of its history television has demonstrated an ability to act
as a forum for social concerns as well as a location in which the interests of
marginalised groups are aired to a wider audience. Opportunity is also a key
imperative in that broadcasting can provide the knowledge with which people can
make informed decisions about the central issues in their lives. It does so by showing
what is going on in the world, opening up new possibilities that individuals can
contemplate. Thirdly, responsibility stresses how broadcasters need to be careful not
to incite immoral behaviour through the nature of the material transmitted. Instead,
broadcasters have to commit themselves to the social good by relaying programming
that promotes issues such as health awareness, assist charity causes and help to serve

the law by catching criminals and so forth.

Lastly, accountability is a crucial purpose as democracy can only be served if
there is an effective source of criticism. Scrutinising Government activity through
news programmes, investigative journalism, interviews and discussion is therefore a
principal aim. The authors add that broadcasters themselves must demonstrate
accountability and probity so that they can carry out these duties in the public interest.
These points embody civic overtones in various ways because they place public
concerns above all others. The authors point out that these aims have to be achieved
rather than expected as television must be directed towards them (ibid. 122).
However, it is only through detailed regulation and public policy that these objectives

can be fully achieved as the technology must be guided towards these ends.

The reasons outlined have encouraged many theorists to claim that television
has become the prime institution of the public sphere in modern societies (Scannell,

1992:333; Hoynes, 1994:163; Corner, 1995:42; Dahlgren, 1995:23; Hutchinson,

13



1999:82; Gripsrud, 1999:1; Gripsrud, 2002:271). The basic function of the public
sphere is to facilitate the type of information flow that serves citizenry®. Television’s
democratic worth lies in its ability to do things other media cannot, coupled with its
acceptance into everyday life and centrality within the home. Sacks (2001:145) insists
television acts as an arena of shared public conversation on who we are. Through this,
Gripsrud (1999:2) claims “television is a principle stock exchange of public discourse,
supplying the widely shared pool of information and perspectives from which people
create their understandings of the self, the world and citizenship”. It is able to do this
because television journalism fosters forms of awareness and public knowledge

conducive to the democratic character of society (Dahlgren, 1995:47).

So, the democratic thrust of television lies in its programming, the nature of
which will determine the extent to which the medium serves audiences. In this way,
television is about connecting the entire population with the public sphere and
improving people’s ability to form their own opinions (Gripsrud, 2002:271). On these
grounds, Smith (1986:21) claims that the BBC, and broadcasting generally, have been
the greatest instruments of social democracy during the twentieth century, more
important even than the health service, National Insurance and State education system
combined. The primary task for those who govern the medium has been to ensure the

medium is committed to objectives that enable it to carry out democratic duties.

For this reason, regulation has been used to direct the content of television
towards the purposes described above and to other aims which seek to safeguard the
public interest. Franklin (2001:129) outlines how regulation has been formulated to
guarantee the compliance of taste and decency, augmented by securing impartiality
and fairness in political programming and the sensitive portrayal of individuals and
issues. Such themes have become benchmarks against which programming is assessed
as they are the central features of regulation. At the same time, the need to control the
imputed effects has resulted in controls that seek to eradicate the types of gratuitous

output that are thought to cause social problems (Svennevig, 1998:83).

* The themes of public sphere and public service broadcasting are taken up fully in Chapter Five.
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The key concept informing legislation used to advance democratic goals has
been public service broadcasting, a set of measures designed to mould the technology
into a shape that serves democracy. This philosophy has occupied a central role in
British broadcasting, ensuring that civic goals have been weaved into the regulation.
Thus, impartiality, diversity, the public interest and the delivery of a range and quality
of programme types are the canons by which broadcasting output have been
continually judged (Feintuck, 1999:37). The objectives of democracy have therefore

determined the framework of television and the output it conveys.

Many of these academics broadly agree on the manner in which they feel
television has socially contributed because they express similar views. Yet democracy
is an objective television has to be directed towards to ensure programming provides
the sort of information that allows people to make informed decisions. An area of
serious contention focuses on television’s organisational set-up, which some
commentators claim inhibits it from fulfilling its democratic potential (Murdock,
2000b:54). There has been a long-running debate that television has been ‘dumbing
down® where broadcasters have moved towards triviality at the expense of
informative programming. Such a view stresses that while television has a public
character, the structure within which it operates needs to be reworked to guide it

towards democratic principles.

Another area in which television’s importance has grown is as a major sector
of the economy, whereby financial concerns have gradually moved to centre stage.
Franklin (2001:129) explains that the medium has grown massively as an industry and
is now a significant source of employment and substantial contributor to the nation’s
GDP. It is situated within an international system of trading where programming,
personnel and institutions frequently crossover into other countries as business logic
determines the operations of the industry. Thus, Smith (1998:1) argues the consumer
economy has come to increasingly depend on television. Given that its economic
remit has spread over time, certain commentators feel that these duties should now
take priority in order to establish a vibrant industry that advances the material
interests of the nation. The extent to which this objective is in tension with the civic
duties outlined previously is a theme taken up at various points in this project.

Overall, the section has shown the variety of ways in which television is important
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and the different levels at which this operates. While there is considerable debate over
certain issues, such as the question of broadcasting influence, there can be little doubt
that it has contributed to the manner in which individuals engage with the world.
These factors have encouraged those who develop the medium to construct a careful
set of purposes that reveal a perception of what television can achieve in both positive

and negative terms.

Studying Television

Holland (2000:8) stresses that the study of television has attracted suspicion
and amused condescension from some commentators who berate its value as a
worthwhile subject area. However, McQueen (1998:5) explains why it demands to be
studied by arguing that because it has become so omnipresent and consequential to
modern society attention has to be devoted to it. The variety of ways in which people
have understood the importance of television have influenced the ways in which it has
been studied. Through this, critical approaches to television are shaped by perceptions
of the medium and are particular to it (Burton, 2000:13). The feeling has been that
television has carved out certain roles because it operates according to a logic not
found in other media and it is the duty of academics to identify this. The issues of the
last section have thus framed the study of television by posing a number of questions

that have motivated scholars in their approach towards the medium.

The concerns that television has raised and the manner in which these have
been formulated have directed researchers towards observing certain aspects of the
medium in pursuit of the answers. There have been many areas of inquiry, ranging
from the effects question, issues of representation, its role in the maintenance of class
relations, the social experience of viewing and so on. The significance of a variety of

approaches is described below:

We can look at it from these different angles, each of which refracts our
understanding of it in slightly different ways. I find the familiar figure of the
prism useful here because not only does it suggest television is many-sided
and each side refracts our understanding in a particular way, but also because
it implies the difficulties of seeing all the sides at the same time. As we turn
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our attention to one side of the prism, the others vanish from our view
(Dahlgren, 1995:25).

Projects on television focus on distinct parts of the medium so that it has been studied
at different points and in a multitude of ways. However, the focus on what is deemed
to be the crucial aspect of the medium by an academic tradition comes at the expense
of other areas (Corner and Harvey, 1996:XV). That is, research only partially reveals
something about the medium owing to the limitations of focusing on a single segment
to address a particular problem. The reason for this splintered approach is explained
by Brunsdon (1997:95), who points out that early academic study on television was

carried out in other fields as there was no such thing as a ‘Television Studies’.

The origins of the research are apparent in the questions around which projects
have been conducted, with the consequence that disciplines as varied as Sociology,
Psychology, Literary Studies, History and Political Science amongst many others
have investigated the medium. Each has brought the tools and assumptions from its
own body of work so that television fits into their field’s intellectual canon. The

consequences of this are outlined by John Hartley:

The object of study is colossal, chaotic, complex...There’s no unity in the
study, any more than there is in television, since analysts speak different
disciplinary languages, use different methods, in pursuit of different questions
about different bits of the overall phenomenon (Hartley, 1999:17; italics in
original).

There has at times been an incoherence rather than an eclecticism in television
research as it has been housed in various disciplines that regard it in a sense that is
specific to their own subject-area. This steers subsequent work into identical
directions because it continues to focus on the same elements of the medium and
issues that were previously addressed. Thus, psychologists continue to grapple with
the notion of effects, sociologists focus on representation while textualists think about

narrative theory and so on.
Newcomb (2000:1) points out that the academic problem has been the

development of vocabularies sufficient to consider all these matters. The fragmented

manner in which television has been studied has meant researchers have asked
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different questions and used opposing methods, drawing upon separate academic
frameworks. Bignell (2004:2) explains how “approaches to Television Studies are not
a set of tools, but more like a group of different languages. They do not translate
neatly into one another, and each defines its world in rather different ways”.
Disciplinary divisions are therefore observable in the literature about television to
maintain a pedagogical separation as projects focus on one part of the medium which
they analyse from a single angle. It is the disparate nature of study that reveals how

television is a contested object subject to massive dispute (Brunsdon, 1997:95).

It is not the task of this thesis to survey all the various approaches to television
and their academic origins as that has been detailed elsewhere®. Rather, the task is to
locate and justify the angle that will serve the purpose of this project fully through
virtue of it offering the tools and concepts with which to explore the changes
associated with digital technology. Therefore, the need is to select the academic area
that reveals the substance of digitalisation, the subsequent measures initiated in the
policy arena and which clarifies the patterns in output. Of all the alternatives it is clear
that the institutional approach would make possible the aims of this project. These
inquiries look at the broadcasting environment and regulatory regime to detect how it
is structured, the forms of finance and programming policies. Corner (1997:255)
clarifies how theories of institution are primarily concerned with the organisational
structure of television. This means linking factors such as funding, production,
distribution and regulation with the activities of the State as well as with market
structures. These studies concentrate on questions of broadcasting policy,

technological change, finance and other related factors.

Policy research is also included in this approach and considers the same sorts
of issues by focusing on organisation, financing, legal frameworks, ownership control,
procedures for licensing, rules for access and the freedoms and constraints on
communication (Dahlgren, 1995:12). The thrust of institutional theory is that the
shape of television is a result of structural choices manifest in the technological form
of the medium, its output and the conditions of availability. So, these factors have

been investigated because they determine the type of television service audiences

* Miller (2003:6) lists the major approaches to studying television and their disciplinary origins.
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receive, its cost and the general aims to which it is committed. MacDonald (1993:1 85)
points out that institutional analysis includes teasing out the connections between
technology, the State and consumers along with observing the operations of media
organisations, the legal system and commercial forces. It will become clear that these

are the issues which surround the development of digital television.

My focus is on the distinct technological aspects of change, the policy
approach towards it and the ensuing programming patterns to capture what digital
television is, the political plans for it and what it provides in terms of output. By doing
this, I intend to explain its significance for media theory. However, I am unable to
address industrial issues in as much depth as they deserve, owing to limitations of
space and time, but I am aware that this issue is extremely important for a project of
this kind. Indeed, Smith (1998:1) asserts that television is undergoing a technological
and institutional shift at the current moment. Change is occurring with the
technologies television utilises, within the regulatory regime and in the organisations
that are responsible for the medium. The institutional approach seeks to identify these
actors, their motivations, plans and the context within which the media operates as

well as detailing whether such ideas work out in the style that was envisaged.

Franklin (2001:15) asserts that there have been a series of ‘perennial
questions’ asked of the medium right through its entire history. These include
clarifying its mission, and disentangling the factors such as finance, regulation and
programming that enable it to do the prescribed purposes set out for it. These are the
pillars around which institutional research has been conducted because they reveal the
nature of the broadcasting system. Focusing these themes onto the next stage in the
medium’s evolution therefore represents continuity in regards to one of the ways in
which television has been addressed, studied and evaluated. Indeed, Bignell (2004:32)
clarifies that issues of how television is delivered, watched, financed and organised
are matters of major concern, given the medium’s centrality towards understanding
culture and society. As digitalisation potentially changes these elements, the need for

sustained study around these matters is more necessary.

The next matter revolves around how to assess these changes as there must be

some sort of criteria against which they can be judged. Given television’s importance
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and its contributions to civic life, the most obvious route would be to think about
digital television in relation to the same principles that it has been held to during its
life span. Corner (1995:33) takes this up by arguing the basic question ‘television and
democracy — constraint or tool?” is important to keep in mind in different contexts. It
provides a benchmark against which the structure and performance of the medium can
be assessed. Hoynes (1994:165) similarly feels that research should be motivated by
the need to identify the principles of a democratic system, locating those factors that

are likely to further it and clarifying the obstacles that work against such objectives.

The task here is to identify the factors which inhibit television’s potential to
fulfil these ends by identifying what it can achieve and advancing why it may fall
short. Kellner (1990:4) follows this line of thinking by detailing how theory and
research should direct television to function in the service of democratic goals. The
point is to have a television system that safeguards civic rights because of the
institutional structure that it is situated within, guaranteeing the range and quality of
programming necessary for civic engagement. Thus, it is through the objective of a
democratic broadcasting system that research should evaluate digital television, a
focus that repeatedly stresses the linkage between output and structure. On this
subject, Miller (2003:19) feels research on television is needed to counter the debates
framed by economists, business journalists and corporate lobbyists. Miller’s point is
that discussions about television have often been governed by the interests of various
groups rather than the public. Academic inquiries can avoid this by using the principle

of democracy to underpin research.

Thesis Plan

This project seeks to explore digital television by examining what exactly it is,
the political direction to which it is being steered and the patterns in programming that
are emerging. Although this study is concerned with the future shape of television, its
aim is not to predict but to understand current trends in order to see the path of its
development. Negrine (1998b:85) argues that to inquire into the future and explore
the likely fate, research has to determine the nature of the past and the present.

Understanding this will provide considerable insight from which it is possible to peer
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into the future by highlighting the defining features of the evolving medium. This
study aims to comprehend the development of television from the angle of an ongoing
technological and regulatory change in order to grasp the nature and implications of a
new profile for the medium. It can only be a snapshot of what is a constantly changing
field in much the same way as Jensen and Toscan’s (1999:14) volume on a broadly
similar topic. Their work offers another model of how to engage with change by
discussing the current technological shifts in television. The objective of democracy
underpins many inquires into the medium and so the significance of digital

technology will be considered in this light.

Chapter Two concerns methodology and outlines the tools and techniques
used within the research process. Chapter Three provides an historical overview of
television to highlight how the medium has developed up until its digital stage, and
the actors and organisations that have been responsible for it at different times.
Chapter Four focuses on the technology of digital television and the institutions that
are involved in its implementation. It outlines how digitalisation changes analogue
television and the range of possible implications it holds. Chapter Five provides a
theoretical framework from which the significance of digital television can be
understood. It offers six viewpoints, each of which projects different ideas on what
the medium can and should do, and how this development can be understood.
Chapter Six points out the Government’s policies for digital television by
highlighting the plans that they have and how these cohere with wider aims for the
communications sector. Chapter Seven offers a content study of programming by
examining the patterns in output at different times to gauge the type of content which
digital television brings to audiences. Chapter Eight acts as a conclusion by bringing
all of the above together in order to answer the question: what shape has television

assumed in its early digital incarnation?
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Chapter 2: Methodology - Capturing Change

This chapter aims to document the actual research process involved in the
project by outlining the framework of operation, the ideas and intentions of the study,
together with the tools with which to do the research. It will do this by demarcating
the topic into manageable parts through focusing on salient issues, marking out the
guidelines of the study by emphasising the areas of television that need to be probed
and how the theme of change is to be operationalised. Clough and Nutbrown
(2002:27) stress how methods arise in the service of particular needs and purposes.
So. it is the demands of the study that will call for certain tools and angles of inquiry

to fulfil the remit of the project.

Chapter One established the grounds for drawing on the tools and approaches
of institutional theories because of their historically proven ability to disentangle the
complexities of this subject area. The issues at the core of this project have been dealt
with by these perspectives previously (see for instance Collins, 2002a; Goodwin,
1998; McQuail, 1998) and so a model exists of how to tackle such a topic. This
analysis determines the manner in which the research is conducted, because the
priorities of theory skew the nature of the research by detailing what parts of the
phenomena to look at and how. Such a decision defines the research territory,
indicates the literature to be consulted and the methods to be used (Blaxter et al,
1996:36). My approach towards studying television regards the medium as comprised
of a distinct technological architecture and political character that together determine
its output patterns. Institutional theories examine television at these points because the
aim is to detail structural shifts that are manifest in these constituent areas of the
medium. Thus, whilst it is clear that methods are a means to an end (Hansen et al,
1998:3), the research objectives they serve are imposed by the demands of the project

which have been delineated by the imperatives of theory.
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Research Questions

It is essential to have a set of questions derived from the main statement in
order to focus the research into concrete directions. Several media scholars emphasise
the need to dissect the main statement of the study into smaller, researchable
questions (MacDonald, 1993:243; Hornig Priest, 1996:12; Halloran, 1998:16;
Wimmer and Dominick, 2003:13). These writers argue that such a technique makes
the problem solvable because it raises specific issues to be addressed through
generating a clarity of purpose, which subsequently directs research towards salient
areas of the phenomena. Formulating questions therefore streamlines the inquiry from
the general area of the statement towards particular, manageable themes. Clough and
Nutbrown (2000:52) rationalise their importance when describing how they set the
parameters of the study by defining the central issues to provide a clear focus. The
point is that questions need to be asked that enable research to get close to the object
of study, moving the inquiry away from the big picture to narrow it down onto the
areas that matter. This is to be achieved by framing concerns in a style that makes it

possible to obtain answers whilst also ensuring they connect with the main statement.

The pertinence of simplifying the object of study into testable hypotheses is
emphasised by Babbie (1998:87) who claims that posing problems properly is often
more difficult than answering them. This raises the key issues of which questions to
ask and [ set out to probe the reasons for digitalisation’s importance. Negrine
(1998b:84) argues that projects of this type must be able to demonstrate change in its
various forms and account for these shifts. The various forms clearly refer to a
technological transformation and so it was vital to grasp the full essence of this.
Similarly, MacDonald (1993:XI) observes how broadcasting is currently undergoing
change partly due to Government initiatives and partly due to the many technological
developments. Digitalisation has therefore been initiated politically by authorities who
have designed certain purposes for it. O’Malley (1994:14) makes the same point that
technology per se does not change broadcasting but people acting in a particular way

with policy. Research must therefore target these two areas to understand the
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regulatory framework television is being placed within, the institutions responsible for

it and the impact of these factors on the overall broadcasting ecology.

This enabled me to gain my first two areas of focus, namely technology and
policy, and these have generally featured as critical concerns that projects of this kind
usually address. I subsequently added programming because it is an issue that
institutional theories have often considered and is also one dimension in which the
effects of structural change should be manifest. I was motivated by the idea that as the
end product, the programming of any television system is the unit at which the
technology would have had some sort of impact. I therefore felt it provided an
effective measure of gauging the notion of change. In other words, comparing the
output patterns of two different periods would expose the range of effects that

technological and political developments have had on broadcasting services.

The importance of these three discrete, yet interdependent areas means there is
a prudent way to conceptualise the significance of the new application. I spent a
considerable amount of time in conjunction with my supervisors devising the precise
themes that these questions would probe. That is, looking at digital television through
the lens of these constituent areas of the medium should allow its significance to be

monitored and understood. The main research questions are thus:

1. In what ways and with what effect does digitalisation change the
technological architecture of analogue television?

2. Is there an identifiable overall policy approach being adapted for the
diffusion of digital television and, if so, what does this entail?

3. What types of programming patterns are emerging in such a multichannel

environment as compared to an analogue television system?

This approach should make it possible to work out the application of digital
technology towards the medium and whether it is in the process of causing a number
of distinct ruptures across the broadcasting terrain. The chief focus of this project is
thus to capture the nature of technological and political change before identifying
programming patterns in order to grasp fully the overall direction of television,

illuminating how it has developed and the aims to which it has been steered. From
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here it should be possible to detect if change has worked out in the manner that was
envisaged and whether certain factors need attention. This also meets Berger’s
(2000:16) stipulation that hypotheses must be reasonable and testable because they

are clear, specific and attainable.

The linkage between method and theory raises a series of issues that can be
woven into the above considerations as thematic strands with which to inform the
research process and assist the interpretation of data. As Negrine (1998b:76) observes
“without theoretical underpinning, research is not only incomplete but also
unconnected to those sorts of issues about social change which are at the heart of
social research”. While some theoretical assumptions have had to be invoked prior to
the formulation of the research plans, it was necessary to draw upon such ideas when
conducting the research and also for the interpretation of data. Chapter Five raises a
number of concerns over how to understand digital television by offering a conceptual
base with which to make sense of the results derived from the main research
questions. I considered issues that these theories raised whilst trying to grasp all the
implications of my findings because they provided a clear focus for how digital
television is progressing. For instance, these positions offered clear ideas on what
would happen to the technology, policy and programming aspects of television when

it undergoes digitalisation.

The considerations of these six theories thus provided a number of core issues
to think about, not all of which I could consider fully, but which nevertheless directed
attention onto critical matters. The concerns, derived from the main focus of the study
and from literature on the topic, were along the following lines. Is there a place for
public service broadcasting in the new circumstances? Does the new technology
promote freedom or control? Is the broadcasting environment typified by an array of
cottage industries or consolidated TNC’s? Has digital television provided distinct
forms of public space or reduced it? Is it forging new forms of identity and interaction
or are its developments clouded by a general climate of confusion? Is there diversity
in programming within the emerging digital television system or a glut of the same
sorts of genres? These were the sorts of things to look for as I attempted to answer the
three main questions, whereby change could be articulated broadly in relation to

technology, policy and programming. Such considerations were intended to make the
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interpretation of data clearer by identifying patterns within the broadcasting field and
the relationships between variables, actors and institutions. The main questions have

therefore been framed to make the theoretical implications much easier to unravel.

Archival Research

The chief means to answer the questions was to examine key documents that
dealt with digital television by locating those primary sources that spelt out the plans
of the Government. By utilising the original source material on the topic through
checking the relevant departments for the plans they had I intended to see how the
central issues of the topic were framed and how they would pan out over time. On this
matter Deacon et al (1999:22) feel that official collections are essential for archival
research because they represent the public expression of those involved in the matter.
It is clear that documents establish the basic terms of the issues at stake because they
outline how such matters are being formulated and the formal rules in operation.
Official Government documents that directly addressed digital television were thus a
chief archive for this project. Scott (1990:2) highlights the centrality of archives to
research when describing how structures and action are not observable but are instead
inferred through documents. They point to what is happening within the area of
concern and reveal the principal decision-makers and the formal plans for the object
of concern. Negrine (1998b:66) takes up this when outlining how research can be
used to explore the evolution of Government approaches to broadcasting in order to
contextualise the emergence of ideas, technologies and policies. Thus, the questions
that have been repeatedly asked of broadcasting, supported by the identical means of

analysis should fully explain why digital television is developing in the way it is.

As Blaxter et al (1996:151) observe “document analysis is necessary for
research projects with a policy focus, to examine the materials relevant to a particular
set of policy decisions”. In this instance it can reveal where the genesis of this
innovation was set by detailing the official measures behind it to convey how the
television system is being configured. Following this, document analysis can follow
through the consequences of such decisions by looking at how the formal rules are

designed to mould the medium in a particular direction. Deacon et al (1999:19) extend
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on this up by arguing that documentary sources have to be used to monitor

Government decisions, check facts and figures and to track contemporary events.

This topic might be deemed to pose a fundamental methodological quandary
in raising whether new media can be studied by the techniques that were formulated
for assessing the old media. After all, there could be a degree of concern over whether
traditional tools can fully capture the novel forms of interaction and information flow
that typify digital media given that such instruments were designed to analyse
unilinear forms of communication. However, Hornig Priest (1996:215) argues that it
appears less as though new media require new methods because they can be
approached in a likewise manner and studied through well-established means.
McQuail (2000:484) concurs, stating how despite the challenges they bring, new
media can be accommodated within existing academic frameworks because they can
be examined in respect of the same issues that surrounded old media and with the
same instruments. Over time it may be necessary to formulate new tools to
disentangle the nuanced logic of the new media form, but in the meantime traditional

instruments will suffice in the pursuit of the research objectives of this project.

Having decided to rely upon documents as one of the main research tools, the
next dilemma is raised by Franklin (2001:12), who asks what documents are to be
selected for the purposes of the research? With a mass of information on this topic
there had to be some rationale behind the selection of material and a certainty that it
would describe the reality of the research area. Negrine (1998a:3) hits on this problem
too when observing how the choice of document will take the research down a
particular path and away from others. So, it will skew the eventual written report
because it will highlight certain issues above others, an eventuality that seemingly
fails the demands of research to be fully rounded. However, this selectivity cannot be

avoided because it would be impossible to survey all the literature on this vast topic.

The difficulty is in gauging how representative any single document is
towards the overall statement (Deacon et al, 1999:16), as it is not entirely clear which
of the multitude of sources contain the actual strategy. It is more likely that each will
provide some indication of the policy as the same themes will thread themselves

through different documents, each highlighting how the technology is being

27



structured. Negrine (1998b:68) follows this up by emphasising the utility of relying
on an array of sources, given that each contains different clues to ‘the’ policy in
question. Thus, policy is not to be understood via a single set of papers but rather to
be unravelled through a series of different types of documents, all of which convey in
some form the Government’s stance on digital television. In response to this Franklin
(2001:13) offers useful criteria when justifying the choice of documents, ranging from
their consequences on broadcasting, the authority of the document and the need to
achieve a comprehensive discussion amongst many other factors. These were the
considerations I used because they demonstrated the need to collect official sources

that dealt centrally with the topic.

I firstly consulted Government documents in order to grasp exactly what
digital communications were before scrutinising how important they have been to this
administration. Answering question one was fairly straightforward in that I used a
combination of primary and secondary sources which ranged in origin to include
governmental, industrial and academic to see exactly what digitalisation is, its
differences with analogue and its application to television. The website of the
Department of Culture, Media and Sport together with that of the Department of
Trade and Industry proved to be my main sources as they clearly spelt out what digital

television entails and how it works.

Over time, these two departments also formulated a specific web page
detailing the Government’s plans for the medium and the motivation behind this
embracement. This also spelt out at length the technological issues involved in a
digital broadcasting system. Archives are thus essential for firstly establishing how
the innovation has come about and then for charting its course once it has been
implemented. Indeed, Negrine (1998b:73) argues that in order to understand which
factors aid or inhibit development it is necessary to grasp which regulatory, economic
and political forces direct the speed and form of diffusion before explaining how these
are to be accounted for. It was clear that Government papers and legislation from
these departments contained the essential material with which to identify the factors

involved in digital television.
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It became quickly apparent how highly digital technology has been regarded
by the Labour Government, identifiable through the manner in which a specific set of
policies has emerged detailing the importance of the media to the party’s overall
plans. Right through Labour’s period of office there has been a recognisable
promotion of new communications technologies in general and digital television in
particular. At first, this manifested itself in speeches and consultative documents,
before becoming legislative. The Government’s Green paper in 1998 (DCMS/DTI,
1998), White paper in 2000 (DCMS/DTI, 2000) and 2003 Communications Act (CA,
2003) were therefore my chief focus because they charted the policy process itself and
detailed how the ideas and debates were resolved. Such material was of critical
importance because it revealed how electronic media were targeted in a precise way
in the sense that an actual policy had been formulated for them to carry out certain
roles. I therefore regularly checked newspapers and the two ministries responsible for
the development of new media where definite objectives were laid out, such as the

Digital Action Plan (DAP, 2001), switchover and the creation of OFCOM.

All of this was confirmed with some of the actual documents formulated to
express the importance of the new communications technologies. The Creative
Industries Fact File (DCMS, 2002) detailed how certain knowledge industries,
including broadcasting, are central to the prosperity of the country. It demanded
inclusion because it set forth an accorded economic role, indicative of the weight this
Government has given to the media. Likewise, the DTI’s (1998) Building the
Knowledge Economy detailed the Government’s plans to harness the power these
technologies potentially hold. These documents therefore provided a clear sense of
where the Government stands on this issue, its main strategy and overall aims. The
variety of sources, each espousing similar ideas, indicated that that there was a
coherent policy for new media and digital television owing to the manner in which

they had been defined as important.

Closely observing the machinery of Government highlighted how New Labour
had created a specially designated office and post to deal with the importance of
digital communication. The Office of the Electronic Envoy was established to
investigate the full range of applications electronic media potentially hold and to

promote their take-up. I therefore followed closely the activities of this office and the
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documentation it released, some of which detailed exactly what the Government were
planning for the new communications technologies, including digital television. It
became clear that a theme of enabling all individuals to use these innovations because
of the efficiency they add to routine activities was a clear objective of Government.
The literature of the e-envoy also contained take-up figures which I needed to use to

support some of the arguments I made.

The unfolding nature of this topic meant issues of communication were
continually addressed in policy circles, so I had to keep pace with all of the latest
developments. By following these matters it became clear that the Government’s
intentions were to simplify media matters by containing them within the single
regulatory body OFCOM, and by instituting an overarching blueprint for the
emerging system of communications as revealed by the 2003 Communications Act. In
other words, the Government’s ideas formed part of longer term plans, culminating in
these goals, so policy was concentrated towards these overall objectives. This
realisation provided me with a focus as it was clear that they were the major plans of

action the Government had, as could be detected within the on going debates.

Since OFCOM’s inauguration, there has been a glut of research on the
industrial issues associated with the new communications technologies. I found it
necessary to consult documents such as OFCOM (2004b) The State of the
Communications Market 2004 and OFCOM (2004a) Driving Digital Switchover
because they were the most up-to-date work on the trends within the industry and the
issues involved in switchover. They were therefore documents that addressed
particular issues of importance, hence their inclusion, but also gave an indication of
the regulator’s overall role. Additionally, I drew from similar research produced by
other institutions. The BBC released documents on take-up figures, which gave me an
idea of how digital television had progressed, and switchover, which also detailed
some of the primary issues and strategies. I also consulted the websites of the
broadcasting institutions themselves regularly to gauge how important they felt digital

television might be.

The next point for consideration concerns the actual analysis of the material

collected. Blaxter et al (1996:187) offer a technique of examination by stressing that
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each piece needs to be assessed for its underlying assumptions and also for how it
relates to those in previous documents. This highlights the principles in operation and
how they are anchored over time. Abstracting from each elements that are deemed to
be important and collating them together from other sources shows the themes in
question and the way they are being dealt with (ibid.). For this project, the manner in
which the areas of technology, policy and programming were addressed and the
implications for the theoretical concerns comprised the style in which the documents
were read. Franklin (2001:16) instructs to thematically examine matter by grouping
crucial strands with each other, a tactic that enables the researcher to trace their origin
and course over a range of sources because it reveals their significance to the full. I
did this by looking at how the same issues were framed over a range of documents

and if there was a coherence or division in regards to how they were addressed.

Following matters in the press also helped to identify important developments
because reports drew attention to the latest policy occurrences. A major source of
information for the project has been newspaper articles which have provided an up-to-
date snapshot of what is happening in regards to the topic. While there are problems
in relying on newspapers as evidence in their own right (Scott, 1990:2), they acted as
an invaluable guide to major occurrences in the field as they happened because they
revealed general trends. With the rapidity of technological and regulatory change, the
press provided pointers to what was happening, who the decision-makers were and
the core documents that were shaping the television landscape. They showed the
various actors across different Government departments and outside the formal policy
process responsible for moulding the shape of digital television. Therefore,
newspapers served as an initial entry point into the area, signposting attention towards

the documents in which the intricacies of digital television were to be dealt with.

. Whilst any reliance on documents is necessarily selective I am confident that
the ones I have selected are the most viable sources because they address the notion of
communications technologies directly and lay down a direction for policy. Other
Government sources confirmed the general importance Labour has given to new
communications technologies as it became clear that other departments were relying
upon new communications technologies for their own operations. I thus drew from

the websites of the Department for Education and Skills and the Cabinet Office
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because both expressed that their work was now increasingly dependent upon
communications technologies. It became clear the Government was intended for all to
use these technologies and was aiming to provide an example to other institutions by
converting all of its services into electronically deliverable formats. Additionally, the
document Opportunity for all in a world of change addressed the general theme of
improving society. This source revealed that while the Government intended to better
society unilaterally, electronic communications were central to the theme of progress.
All of this shows that while there were specific plans for electronic media detailed
within the departments responsible, the relevance of the technology intruded much
further because it found its way into other areas of Government and was altering the

manner in which they were approaching their core duties.

Lastly, I utilised online versions of speeches given by key individuals. I felt
these could be used as primary evidence because they revealed the intentions of major
actors involved within the development of digital television. The aim here was simply
to clarify the official stance and measures implemented to achieve such ends. So,
examining a speech made by Tessa Jowell, Secretary of State for Culture, Media and
Sport confirmed how important digital television is to the Government, the range of
issues involved within the transition, and how a number of issues such as public
service are to be couched. In other words, speeches provided detail on the importance
given to the issue, how it was framed and the measures developed for its resolution.
Similarly, a speech made by Patricia Hewitt, Secretary of State for Trade and Industry
displayed how important the Government feels electronic communications are to the
nation’s wealth, how they function and what they are hoped to achieve. I took a
comparable approach when analysing presentations made by the senior command
structure of OFCOM in order to find out how they were positioning the new regulator
when setting its scope of authority. These speeches, by Chief Executive Officer
Stephen Carter and Chairman Lord Currie, revealed how the regulator had been set up

and its framework of operation, along with the plans designed to that effect.

Overall, documents constituted the main tool within my research because of
the nature of the project. A new development has to be initiated by official measures
and the analysis of documents indicated how vital it was perceived to be because it

illuminated the hopes set out for digital television and the array of issues involved.
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There was a clear orientation of communications technology into a particular
direction and long term plans, manifest in the two departments and the specially
created Government office, all of which established a plan of action for digital
television. The literature these bodies released was therefore crucial to the manner in
which the issues were dealt with because they set forth the official plans. The fact that
Government objectives led to a huge piece of legislation like the 2003
Communications Act indicated how New Labour had a long-term overall strategy to
redesign communications into a particular shape to bolster the economic and cultural
importance it feels the sector holds. It was clear that Labour felt the increased
importance of the communications industries necessitated a plan of action that sought
to reform its regulatory apparatus as well as the formulation of a blue print for the

future development of the whole sphere.

There are doubts over the critical worth of policy research with commentators
levelling the serious charge that work of this kind may unequivocally serve the
interests of the system (Scott, 1990:59; Mosco, 1996:255; Halloran, 1998:26; Deacon
et al, 1999:368). These authors express concern at how such inquiries may represent
the interests of the State owing to the reliance on official documentation leading to a
danger of being too close to the object of study. To overcome this problem I sought to
follow Halloran’s (1998:27) stance of looking at the same issues as policy-makers but
not necessarily on their terms, so that the topic was addressed externally with a view
to challenge, making it possible to propose alternatives. I engaged with the policy
matter critically. interrogating the key assumptions and some of the overall objectives.
Such an approach was intended to illuminate the overall management of the
technology by allowing the research to critically engage with the topic and to identify

the type of thinking evinced by those structuring digital television.

Content Study

A further research method I used concerned programming. The aim here was
to investigate the output patterns of the current era, comprising of the digital and

terrestrial systems, before setting them against those of the analogue era. I was

attempting to construct a map of broadcasting systems in much the same way that
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Raymond Williams (1990) does in his classic study that observed key elements of
difference between various systems, and across the channels within any of those
systems. The objective was therefore identical in that I was attempting to
systematically compare television output across multiple levels in order to gauge the
sorts of programming patterns that have emerged in different circumstances. Indeed,
Ewington (2002:37) instructs to analyse programme schedules quantitatively and
qualitatively as a method of capturing the nature of the changes that have gone on
within the industry. That is, as the end product, my focus on programming was

intended to expose some of the shifts in content that have typified recent years.

I reasoned that the most prudent means with which to do this was through a
content study because it concerns itself with scientifically classifying media output. 1
set about the television schedules with an approach that could examine the
distribution of programme categories in order to highlight any changes across the
numerous channels and systems. Such quantitative research was intended to give
empirical verification to different factors and to highlight any major changes that may
have emerged. Krippendorff (2004:18) explains that this method is designed to
scientifically quantify a range of variables within output. Its strength lies in its ability
to catch reoccurrences of factors to illuminate how the research object has been
constructed at different times. I felt it was the most useful way of trying to grasp some
of the defining features of television because it is a tool that can generate data and

quantify the programming patterns.

As any classification of content aims to quantify relative amounts of a given
variable, I set about establishing the groupings that would make a direct comparison
possiblel. I reasoned that genre would be the main focus because, as Burton (2000:33)
advances, it leads to an understanding of the financing and marketing within
broadcasting institutions. Looking at the composition of genres would make clear how
broadcasters have allocated their resources to particular types of programmes and
from here I could explore the reasons for why this was so. Breaking down the output
via categories would raise how each channel was committed to certain types of

programmes before confirming whether this signified any degree of change over time.

! T worked out the formal plan for the content study in conjunction with Professor Justin Lewis to
whom I am thankful.
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Krippendorff (2004:35) stresses the need for analytical constructs as a means
to make sense of the research object. It is these units of categorisation that are
therefore the chief mode of analysis because they enable the inquiry to highlight
cleavages within the research object. Thus, an analysis of genres should be able to
illustrate what types of programmes dominate on which channels and if this has
altered over the period of investigation. I consulted McQueen (1998:29) as a
methodological guide for the analysis of schedules because he details how to break up
and scrutinise the information such sources make available. Finally, I also looked at
the number of repeats and imports on each channel and system because it offered
another means to compare relative amounts, thereby potentially showing other areas

of significant change in television output.

The next decision related to the choice of sample against which to compare the
current television system with and I was motivated here by the need to grasp the
impact of some of the structural and philosophical transformations that have gone on.
It therefore seemed pertinent to use the programming of a period prior to that when
commercial forces have come to dictate the overall thrust of the schedules. However,
I also wanted as complete a broadcasting service as possible and quickly realised that
the further back I went, the less programming there would be. I settled on September
1984 as the benchmark, because it is prior to the multichannel era and also the back
end of what commentators such as Bignell (2004:47) consider to be the ‘Golden Age’
of broadcasting. It was also a moment at which there was quite a full television

service, as Channel 4 had recently begun and Breakfast TV had also been launched.

I decided to examine one whole month’s programming because this was, I felt,
a sufficiently lengthy enough time frame to capture long term trends. Shorter periods
suffer from the potential problem of having an external factor potentially skew the
figures. I proceeded to collect microfiche copies of The Times newspaper because it
had quite detailed descriptions of programmes and also marked repeats clearly. I did
not use the Radio Times because in 1984 it carried only the BBC’s programmes and
so I would have had to collect the TV Times of the same weeks. By using The Times, |
was able to collect listings for all the channels on a single sheet for each day in 1984.

[ did not encounter any methodological problems through using two different sources

35



for each sample because the listings of The Times in 1984 had sufficient information
from which it was possible to classify the content, and I was able to further check

details on individual programming from the Internet Movie Database.

In terms of the actual categories, I used as many classifications of programmes
as possible. Whilst this did make the analysis harder because it meant more time had
to be spent breaking up the programmes, it subsequently bought a greater degree of
certainty to the groupings in the sense that it was far easier to see exactly how the
schedules of each channel have been composed. It also left the possibility of

collapsing categories at a later date if necessary.

I did begin by analysing the whole schedule for 1984 but this proved to be far
too difficult as I progressed. Some of the day time output, particularly BBC2’s Open
University programmes, were not marked as repeats. Also, it was not entirely clear
how some of these day time programmes could be classified because the descriptions
in the listings were very slight. As a result I decided to confine my analysis from
5pm-12 midnight for each day within the month. This had the benefit of certainty
because all the repeats within the time frame were marked and there were also fuller
descriptions of the evening programmes. It also meant the analysis was concentrated
around prime time, which has generally featured as the main concern for broadcasters

in their scheduling decisions.

Genres and imports were established by consulting the Internet Movie
Database. This proved to be a most helpful resource as it had details of programmes
going back to the 1980’s (and beyond) and also revealed the country of origin. From
here 1 could construct accurate categories of programme and also work out which
were imported. These three variables of repeats, imports and genres were to constitute
the modes of analysis for the study in that each channel and overall system would be
analysed according to the relative amounts of these criteria. This gave me a quite full
set of data in that I could observe how many repeats and imports each channel and
overall system was comprised of, along with the proportion of genres. I did all of this
for the 1984 channels and also for the terrestrial channels of the current (2004)
terrestrial channels. For the current systems I used the Radio Times of September

2004 from where I could check the repeats because they had been marked. Genres and
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imports were for the most part self-evident, but I did nevertheless check them via the
Internet Movie Database as well as the websites of the channels themselves, which

often had detailed descriptions of individual programmes.

The digital system proved to be more difficult. Firstly, I had to decide which
channels to select as it would be impossible to examine all of them. As there are
hundreds of channels I decided to analyse those with the highest profiles and audience
figures. Also, the idea that they should be general, rather than specialist, channels was
important as it meant they would not by composed of a low number of the same sort
of genres. The following table indicates my choice and reveals these are amongst the

most successful digital channels:

Table 2.1 Audience Share of Digital Channels Selected

Channel % Within Total Audience % Within Multichannel
Homes

E4 0.6 1.0
BBC3 0.5 0.8
BBC4 0.2 03
Sky One 1.5 22
ITV 2 1.2 1.8
Total 4 6.1

Source: BBC Annual Report and Accounts 2005:138.

Table 2.1 conveys that these channels have some of the highest audience figures
within the digital system. While there were others, such as BBC News 24, that were
as popular, the fact that the above were relatively mixed channels meant a genre
analysis was still viable. The relative success of these channels resulted in there being
more details about their programming within the schedules. Such information was
important for the empirical analysis that I conducted because it allowed me to
calculate the programme types quite easily. Also, these channels are projects of the

main British broadcasters and most have a presence on the Freeview platform.
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I was able to check the genres and imports for these channels as I had for all of
the others with constant reference to the Internet Movie Database. Repeats proved to
be more difficult as they were not marked in most cases. Trawling through the
schedules revealed very quickly why this was so, as the channels were dependent
upon repeating output for most of their airtime. In many instances it was the novelty
of a new episode which the Radio Times marked, rather than the other way round. I
was able to work out which programmes were repeated by looking at the websites for
each channel, which often said when a new show was first broadcast. I also looked at
back copies of the television schedules to see if the programmes had been shown
previously. Even then, I could not be sure if all of the output was repeated so I only
counted those which I am certain have been shown before. The caveat in relation to
the repeats for the digital system therefore is that all of the figures are ar least the
amount the channels have shown before. I would be inclined to believe that the actual
number is higher but those which I have counted I am certain are repeat programmes.
After collecting such data I was able to work out the percentages manually and

compile charts in exactly the same manner as I had done for the other data sets.

While the main thrust of this study was empirical I did attempt to supplement
the figures this type of approach generates with a qualitative dimension by noting
down significant changes that the figures could not capture. This related to changes in
the style of the genres, later placements within the schedules of particular types of
programme and the continual repeating of a successful show. I recorded all of these
features as I progressed and then scrutinised the schedules a few times solely from
this angle so as to pick up on any major differences in how channels are organised.
This type of analysis did reveal some notable differences between the three systems,
although its main purpose was as an adjunct to the quantitative approach in the sense
that it might enhance those findings by adding salient observations that the statistics
did not highlight.
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Interviews

I felt that it was necessary to supplement these tools with another method that
could offer the sorts of benefits they were unable to supply. Hansen et al (1998:1)
advance how good research benefits from a combination of methods in that it
produces a deeper understanding of the issues at the core of the project. That is, in
order to comprehend the full significance of the research topic it was essential to
utilise other instruments which could illuminate it in a way that archives and a content
study could not. I chose interviews to add greater weight to the analysis because of the
possibilities they offered in generating a particular type of data. Blaxter et al
(1996:153) confirm the worth when stating how this is extremely useful for collecting
data which cannot be found using other techniques because it allows the researcher to

directly scrutinise some-one with thorough knowledge of the subject-matter.

There are however different types of interview, each serving distinct research
purposes that are defined by the objectives of specific studies. I decided to use the
type of approach that come under the ‘qualitative’ banner in that the interviews were
tailored towards individuals, rather than a survey type approach that asks all
respondents the same thing. Such interviews are sometimes prefixed with the word
‘depth’ because they enable the researcher to gain what Hornig Priest (1996:106)
labels an ‘insider’s perspective’ by tapping into the thoughts of those actors intimately
involved in something, allowing the project to benefit from their expertise. Wimmer
and Dominick (2003:127) call them intensive interviews because they foster a
penetration of the subject matter and feel they should be specifically customised to
individual respondents. So, I intended to interview people with an authority on the
topic to probe their knowledge in such a way that it would reinforce or challenge the

material gained through archival research.

Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias (1996:232) state how interviews must be
constructed in order to elicit answers pertinent to the research hypothesis. This was to
be achieved by weaving in the central issues of the inquiry into the discussions to
ensure that the respondents offered commentary on the future of television along the

areas of technology, policy and programming. In the initial phase of my research I
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attended a few conferences, seminars and speeches such as those organised by the
Welsh Media Forum on the broad subject’. These events provided me with an
opportunity to see from an early stage how broadcasters themselves conceived of this
innovation and how they felt it impacted on the nature of their work. I did speak
informally to some of these professionals but never for any great length of time.
Nevertheless, these encounters did help me within the formative part of the research
process to get a sense of what this technology involved and how broadcasters were

designing their strategies in the light of it.

However, the only positive feed back I received from numerous emails I sent
out was from Peter Madry, a senior Broadcasting policy technology officer at
OFCOM, and Alan Griffiths, senior partner of the consultancy firm e-
communications. I sent a speculative e-mail to OFCOM and Madry replied intimating
that he was able to discuss matters over which he had knowledge, namely switchover
and the general issues associated with the role of the newly formed regulator. He was
useful because of his involvement with implementing some of the things I had read
about. Thus, I was able to scrutinise more deeply the steps involved in creating an all
digital system of communications. I chose Griffiths because of his years of experience
within the industry at many different institutions. He was helpful chiefly though his
role as a technologist which helped me clarify some of the innovations going on and

their industrial implications.

Regarding the actual form of the interviews I designed them to be as free
flowing as possible so long as the issues central to this project were addressed. Babbie
(1998:290) explains that a qualitative interview is essentially a conversation where the
interviewer establishes the general direction and pursues specific topics raised by the
respondent. Deacon et al (1999:65) call it a conversation with a purpose because it
should abandon concern with standardisation by seeking to promote an open-ended
dialogue. This means the researcher gains data on the topic whilst also allowing the
respondent to express their views freely. The fact is that the flexibility they have
enables the discussion to develop openly within the parameters set by the research

objectives. Both the interviews I conducted were organic in the sense that I modified

? Many of these occasions were in Cardiff during the period 1999-2001.
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pre-prepared questions in the light of the responses given®. These questions were
related to my research questions in that they probed the same issues of the main
research areas. I thus focused on the technological, policy and programming areas
when [ devised my questions, many of which I worked out my supervisor. The
interview questions were intended to develop the main questions as set out on page 24
in order to probe further into the research areas of the project. I was thus able to
examine the areas of technology, policy and programming by asking these experts
what they felt the main implications of digitalisation were likely to be through

formulating questions that would elicit direct answers on these three aspects.

In effect, the interviews were conversations on specific areas that these
individuals had expertise on and I was able to direct the flow of the discussion onto
the salient areas of my research through the questions asked and the rapport
generated. The questions were ordered in what Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias
(1996:260) call a funnel sequence in that each successive question had a progressively
narrower scope. The topic was therefore explored in greater depth as the interview
progressed, allowing sub-themes to be targeted and discussed at further length. It also
meant the entire encounter was structured around the main statement of the future of
television, which I gradually worked up to by focusing on the important strands that
these individuals felt determined its shape. So, while I entered into each interview
with an agenda in mind, this was modified depending on the direction of the
conversation. Both interviews went well and the interviewees supported the material I
gained from the document research. Whilst I was disappointed not to be able to
arrange more interviews, | was happy with those I did get, although the experience

illuminated how time consuming such a method would be.

I found it quite straightforward to utilise the material gleaned from this
research method. Blaxter et al (1996:190) feel that interview matter should be
analysed question by question, analogous to the general approach in documentary
analysis. So, the way in which each theme was addressed had to be captured by
looking at how it was conceptualised at various points throughout the encounter. I

examined the responses the two individuals gave me at length on such a basis. From

3 See Appendix A on pages 337 to 339 for a full list of these.
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here, I was able to place the pertinent details gained from the interviewees in the

relevant parts of the thesis without any problems.

Overview

The chapter has set out a complete research design for the project by outlining
what aspects of the topic are to be studied and the methods that will assist the process
of clarifying the nature of change. Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias (1996:8) assert
that research must produce the sort of knowledge that makes it possible to understand,
explain and predict the phenomena being studied. While the focus of this project is
centred around gaining a comprehension of the future, it aims to understand this by
looking at emerging patterns in the present. Thorough knowledge of the present then
carries with it an ability to make sense of the future, and this chapter has provided the
formula for how the inquiry proceeds. It has marked out clear ideas on how to tackle
the subject-area and to fulfil what Wimmer and Dominick (2003:5) regard as the
purposes of research to discover things, evaluate problems and describe what is going
on. | have drawn extensively from Negrine (1998b:67) who shows how research has
to go about understanding the changes in structure and organisation of communication
systems bought about by new communications technologies. The overall aim has been
to produce a thorough and scholarly project and this chapter has detailed exactly how
that is to be achieved, an objective that in itself has made the research plan easier to

operationalise and conduct.

I have provided an outline of the research process of this project by detailing
the steps involved and the tools required. I moved from a general statement, through
to specific questions which directed me towards certain themes that in themselves
called for particular tools suited towards those issues. The intricacies of my research
activity have been documented, revealing the ebb and flow of the research process,
where I had to modify my plans in the light of developments in the field and problems
I encountered. For instance, while I wanted to gain more interviews, I was constrained
by the lack of responses I received. This called for a greater dependence on
documents, where I was quite fortunate in that more official material on the topic was

released as time progressed. By utilising this matter extensively as my primary
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evidence the lack of interviews was I felt less serious than if there had been no such

documents in circulation.

Otherwise, my research functioned fairly smoothly once I had settled upon the
research questions. The framing of these dictated what areas of the topic to probe and
the methods necessary for this examination. I have demonstrated that the need to
answer questions on the technological, political and programming areas of digital
television has led to a reliance on certain research tools that are designed for such
purposes. | have been able to uncover findings that detail what digital television is, the
political plans for it and the sorts out output it produces. Other tools would not have
been able to answer the concerns of the study, so the task focused chiefly on
developing the questions fully. More intricate question then emerged, such as which
documents? Which schedules? The affect of this is that certain areas of digital
television have been glossed over. I have been unable to examine the transformations
within the industry or the individual usage of the innovations to see if the process of
viewing has been altered. However, it was not possible to cover all of the issues
associated with this fundamental transformation and I have shown awareness of their
importance. As a project concerned with issues of structure, I feel I have covered the

main areas in the right way that such a focus demands.

43



Chapter 3: History — A Series of Quantum Leaps

This chapter draws extensively upon history in order to understand some of
the current technological changes going on in television by identifying the forces,
institutions and actors that have historically moulded the shape of the medium and the
aims they have set out for it. Pegg (1983:218) argues that such a method reveals how
and where the technology has entered into public life, the contributions it has made
and the manner in which it has fostered new relationships. Television has been
through previous incarnations when the interplay of structuring forces have driven it
into certain directions and towards specified objectives. A historical perspective
therefore highlights the decisions that have governed the shape of the medium and
pinpoints an array of important thematic strands through the course of a century to see

how such key ideas have been anchored and interpreted.

Dividing its life-cycle into distinct phases makes it possible to detect how
television has been formed at certain times, revealing how and where change has
occurred to give an overall sense of the medium’s evolution. This account seeks to
situate the technological developments in relation to the wider social, political and
cultural environment that Scannell and Cardiff (1991:XII) insist provides the most
complete picture of how broadcasting has developed and interacted with society,
alongside the wider implications of this exchange. History therefore acts as a context
from which the contemporary transition to digital television can be fully understood in
relation to a broader canvas. Indeed, Uricchio (2002:219) claims “history may provide
both the perspective and the insight needed to read and learn from this
transformation”. Such an analysis focuses on the themes which need to be probed and
in doing so, shows what happens to crucial areas when television shifts by

empbhasising the driving force behind change and the philosophy that motivates it.
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Radio

The origins of television lie in radio which provided it with an established
framework of operation and set of institutions to guide it. Thus, it is imperative to
explore how radio evolved, paying attention to the way in which it was formulated in
response to a historically specific political and social climate before evaluating the
subsequent development of television. The technology of sound broadcasting as a
message originating from a central node emitted to an infinite number of recipients
emerged through a series of discoveries over a number of years in the late nineteenth
century (Burns, 1977:2). Progression came about from a cohort of disparate inventors

spread across different countries who were chiefly motivated by scientific endeavour.

Briggs (1961:5) notes how these pioneers had little idea of the social
significance of what they were doing as their interests lay in the technical aspects of
wireless innovations. Out of these, the Italian Guglielmo Marconi has been highly
regarded as he combined many of the insights that had been made and also attempted
to exploit the business potential he believed they offered (Crisell, 1997:10). Marconi’s
endeavours to improve the magnitude and quality of transmissions were successful to
such an extent that by the early years of the twentieth century the conveyance of
sound had garnered a small but enthusiastic following. Incremental advancements in
regards to the technical quality and distance a signal could travel led the State into
using point-to-point communication for certain purposes such as the guiding of
vessels in the pre war years (Williams, 1998:90). The notion of broadcasting as a
particular sender-receiver model of communication had not yet been conceived as
wireless technology was being used to communicate a message between two singular
points. Briggs (1961:34) highlights the major difficulty this encountered was that

messages could be picked up by listeners for whom the information was not intended.

With the onset of war in 1914 control of wireless technology passed to the
authorities who were to utilise it for military purposes. The security issues
surrounding communication of this kind led to a reluctance on the part of the military
authorities to relinquish their command of it in the immediate post war period.

Williams (1998:90) argues that such thinking demonstrates how wireless was already
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being conceived as a national resource by the State. After the war, private enthusiasts
rejoined the fray as amateur societies flourished and it is these that constituted a
pressure group upon Government to expand and organise wireless technology (Pegg,
1983:67). The manufacturers of wireless sets also formed a significant presence and
helped to stimulate State policy towards the technology. Curran and Seaton
(1991:132) emphasise that these commercial enterprises believed there was a
potentially huge market for their items given the fascination exhibited amongst many
of the amateur associations and the growing body of private users. These businesses
needed the Government to create conditions under which the full market potential of
the technology could be exploited. Gorham (1952:23) stresses that the increased
demands exerted by the rising number of pressure groups persuaded Government

there was a future for this new fad, although it was not clear what this would be.

The answers were to come from the American experience of the technology,
where David Samoff of the American Marconi Company was convinced wireless
could become a household utility and set about structuring it in such a fashion that it
could achieve this (Smith, 1973:49). Broadcasting as is now understood, the
conveyance of information over vast distances from a single point to a multitude of
receivers, was his vision of how wireless transmission could be utilised as a domestic
consumer device. However, the competitive system in the USA engendered a ‘chaos
on the ether’ with several broadcasters operating on a limited spectrum space thereby
encroaching on the strength of the overall signal (Crisell, 1997:12). The British
authorities perceived this as a lack of planning with serious consequences for the
quality of the subsequent services in terms of cultural value and technical clarity.
Official discussions in the post war period centred on amalgamating the largest
domestic wireless firms to form a consortium on the basis that co-operation amongst
the major players rather than competition would stimulate the sale of hardware and

also generate the strongest possible signal (Paulu, 1961:10).

It was out of these circumstances that organised broadcasting emerged with
the formation of the British Broadcasting Company in November 1922 with John
Reith as General Manager. Burns (1977:3) outlines how the enterprise was to be
governed at all points by the oversight of Government officials. This indicates the

esteem the technology was held in and the perceived need for control and planning in
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terms of its organisation and administration. Finance was to come from a levy on the
sale of the sets and a licence fee payable by all users. Scannell and Cardiff (1991:5)
observe that two core features of British broadcasting had thus been established by the
time of the formation of the BBC without any ideological rationale: the licence fee
and monopoly. Williams (1998:88) meanwhile documents how the broadcast service
was limited in terms of a programming schedule and geographical reach, with only
the major conurbations capable of receiving services. However, broadcasting at this
juncture had acquired an established technological form, the institutionalised
framework of the BBC, official backing by way of Government belief that it could
prosper, a strong personality at the helm, a robust means of finance and a rapidly
increasing popularity with the public. This platform endowed it with a solid footing

from which it was to grow.

The BBC proceeded tentatively in this early period with concerns over its
feasibility, financing and purpose uppermost on the agenda of the Sykes Committee
of 1923, the first inquiry into broadcasting. The overall question centred on how to
devise a structure for the medium that would enable it to reach its optimum level,
whatever that might be. In its deliberations, the Sykes Committee declared
broadcasting to be of national importance and a medium of valuable public service
(Seymour-Ure, 1996:61). The limited space for public broadcasting increased the
need to use that which was available more efficiently and this was the task set for the
BBC. The discussions concluded that spectrum scarcity necessitated retaining
broadcasting’s status as a valuable national resource, a stipulation that was to govern
the manner in which the technology would be organised and its programming policy

(Curran and Seaton, 1991:133).

This concern is emphasised further when it is considered that the period itself
was one of severe social unrest, class conflict and the perceived threat of communism
(Smith, 1973:32). For these reasons, a high degree of centralised control was deemed
necessary by some in authority to avoid the possibility of content inflaming
disaffected groups and destabilising social relations. However, by establishing a
framework within which the technology could execute the prescribed duties of public

service, the State had defined the role of the institution in such a way that day-to-day
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supervision was not necessary. Thus, the BBC had been granted autonomy on the

understanding that it could be trusted to act responsibly as the State saw it.

The organisation encountered financial problems initially as listeners avoided
paying the royalties on the hardware by building their own sets while licence fee
evasion also proved to be high (Paulu, 1961:11). Advertising was nevertheless
rejected by the Sykes Committee as a means of income alongside any dependence on
market forces in general owing to the perceived corrosive influence of
commercialism. The dangers of advertising centred on the belief that editorial control
would pass to those funding the programmes. The Sykes Enquiry concluded that such
a precious resource could not be organised on a commercial basis because of the
threat market forces posed to cultural standards (Scannell, 1990:13). This thinking
looked to the USA where the competitive system was seen to encourage more puerile

output with broadcasters chasing the audience at the expense of quality programming.

Meanwhile, there was to be only a limited news service because of the
Government’s insistence that the BBC should avoid issues of controversy and also to
accommodate press owners who felt broadcast news would encroach on their market
(Tracey, 1977:144). The BBC would remain a monopoly by being the only
broadcaster, thus enjoying total responsibility for the development of the technology
and immunity from competition. Throughout the first two years of its existence the
company worked on attaining universal coverage by building more transmitters to
reach a national audience (Briggs, 1961:213). All of this illuminates how detailed
political discussions took place in order to mould radio in a particular way from which
it could then be transposed fully onto the public. Scannell (1990:13) argues that the
evolving broadcasting system had thus acquired a defined role and functional

framework that had been laid down by the State.

Within these parameters there remained a degree of scope for exactly how the
BBC and its programming could develop. The shape they did assume owes much to
the control and vision Reith had for the medium, drawn from his own religious beliefs
and ideas of social need. This philosophy was informed by the works of nineteenth
century thinkers like Matthew Arnold who argued that education in terms of

improvement of the public was a moral obligation for those in positions of authority.
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Smith (1973:33) clarifies that this middle class approach of bettering the working
classes through pushing onto them their own customs and habits was to constitute the
social responsibility of broadcasting. The BBC thus became Reith’s personal project
from which moral improvement and cultu<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>