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•• Pay-per-view channels—Channels showing special 
events, concerts, and movies that subscribers pay for 
on an individual basis

•• Audio services—High-quality music services27

Cable services offered massive competition to the 
broadcasters and created a new television landscape. 
Approximately 50 percent of all American households 
(about 58 million) subscribe to cable service. And 48 mil-
lion of those subscribers also get the extended digital video 
service.28 By way of comparison, in the United Kingdom, 
cable was in 13.1 percent of all homes by the end of 2011. 
(Direct broadcast satellite service is much more popular in 
the UK than cable, reaching roughly 39 percent of TV 
viewers there.29) (See Figure 9.1.)

Hollywood and the VCR.  Although videotape has 
been used in television studios since the 1950s, it was not 
until the late 1970s that the videocassette recorder (VCR) 
became a household appliance that allowed viewers to 
make permanent copies of television shows. VCRs took 
time to catch on. Initially, there were two incompatible 
formats (VHS and Beta), and the machines themselves 
were expensive, costing $800 or more. In 1985, only two 
out of ten U.S. homes had VCRs, but by 1991, they could 
be found in seven out of ten homes.

Consumers loved the fact that they 
could record programs and watch them 
later, but movie and television produc-
ers were upset that people were record-
ing—and keeping—programs without 
paying for them. They were also con-
cerned that movies and programs 
would be duplicated and resold around 
the world. Universal and Disney sued 
Sony over its promotion of the VCR for 
recording movies, but in 1984, the U.S. 
Supreme Court ruled that television 
viewers had the right to record copy-
righted programs for their own per-
sonal use. Piracy of the programming 
was clearly illegal, but this was not the 
fault of the equipment manufacturers.30

Direct Broadcast Satellites.  
Satellite programming providers have 
been competing with cable since the 
1980s, but their success was limited ini-
tially because of the rapid growth of 
cable, the large dish antennas required, 
and the limited number of channels 
consumers could receive. All this 
changed in the 1990s with the advent of 

the low-earth-orbit direct broadcast satellite (DBS). Several 
DBSs were launched to deliver programming through a 
new kind of antenna about the size of a pizza.

As of December 2011, approximately 29 percent of U.S. 
households had satellite television. Satellite service in the 
United States grew rapidly from the mid-1990s until about 
2007, when adoption of the new delivery system stabilized 
at current levels.31 In Europe, which has less of a tradition of 
cable television than the United States, DBS services are 
very popular. 21st Century Fox’s Sky Italia has almost 5 mil-
lion subscribers in Italy, offering approximately 190 chan-
nels of programming through satellite and mobile delivery.32  

DBS is now competing head-to-head with cable. A 
problem the satellite services face in this competition is 
that their subscribers still have to put up an old-fashioned 
antenna to get local broadcast stations. To address this 
drawback, in major markets DBS companies provide local 
stations via satellite as well.33

Digital Television
Just as sound recording has moved to digital formats 

with CDs and MP3 files (see Chapter 7), so is television 
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Figure 9.1  Basic Cable Customers, 1975–2011 

Source: SNL Financial. © SNL Financial LC.

Web 9.1: Get the scoop on HDTV presence in U.S. 
homes.

videocassette recorder (VCR): A home videotape machine that allows 
viewers to make permanent copies of television shows and, thus, choose 
when they want to watch programs.

direct broadcast satellite (DBS): A low-earth-orbit satellite that 
provides television programming via a small, pizza-sized satellite 
antenna; DBS is a competitor to cable TV.


