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TV: The Medium and The Message

When we talk of radio we are
usually referring to the communica-
tions medium (sound broadcast to a
receiver via radio waves), the re-
ceiver itself (a stationary or mobile
radio set) or the content (radio pro-
gramming). In discussing the latter,
the content, we tend to be unambigu-
ous. If we listen to a song on the
radio, we say that we are listening to
the radio. When we listen to the
same song on a CD or as an MP3 file,
we do not say we are listening to the
radio. It we listen to a recorded ver-
sion of a radio program, we are likely
to refer to it by its format (e.g. MP3)
or as a @odcastd 1t& clear, then, in
our minds and in our conversation,
that the scope of the word radio is
limited to that medium and the mes-
sage 0 but only when that message is
conveyed by that medium. Of
course, the obvious exception to what
|&e just said isinternet radio. In the
case of internet radio, we are using
an alternate communications me-
dium (internet protocol (IP) packets)
and a different receiver (some sort of
IP-enabled device, most commonly a
computer). Nonetheless, we are
clear in how we express our relation-
ship to this new version of radio: d
am listening to radio over the inter-
neté(not d am listening to the inter-
netd. If welisten via theinternet to
a program streamed by a conven-
tional radio broadcaster, we would
call it a radio program. However,
the same content, if streamed or
downloaded as a discrete element,
becomes a podcast or MP3 file in our
vernacular. If it& being streamed as
part of a continuous music stream,
we think of it as an online music
[streaming] service, not radio. The
term oradiog then, is used in clear
and generally unambiguous ways.

The wusage of the word
aelevisiond, on the other hand, has

been getting muddier and muddier
as time goes by. In the beginning,
the sole delivery mechanism for tele-
vision was via over -the-air radio fre-
quency (RF) waves from a station®
transmitter to a viewer® home an-
tenna. From there, the signal was
delivered to a single receiver (the TV
set). TV was the medium; TV was
the message; TV was the device.
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Along came cable TV, where mul-
tiple antennae at the cable com-
pany& headend replaced the con-
sumer® own antenna. The signals
collected at the headend were re-
transmitted to the consumer over the
cable company& network. Today
cable companies acquire their signals
in a variety of ways (antenna, satel-
lite, fibre optics) and the retransmis-
sion is shifting from analogue to digi-
tal, but the basic concept remains the
same: cable TV replaces the antenna
in the consumer® home. Satellite TV
is functionally equivalent. Similar
means are employed by the satellite
operator to collect the content. That
content is then beamed up to a satel-
lite which, in turn, transmits the
content back to earth. Like cable TV,
satellite replaces the home antenna.
Along with the wide -spread adoption
of cable and satellite, wede also seen
a proliferation of TV sets within the
home.

Today, both cable and satellite
offer a vast array of content that

would never be available to viewers
who only had a home antenna, either
because the signal in question does-
nd@ reach their antenna due to geo-
graphic limitations or because, as is
the case with many digital stations,
there is no over -the-air broadcast of
the content to begin with. Nonethe-
less, TV has remained the medium,
the message and the device. And,
until very recently, that was pretty
much the state of television: a signal,
received either over the air, by cable,
or by satellite for subsequent deliv-
ery to a fixed -location TV set.

Of course, wede long had VCRs,
and with them the ability to record
TV content for subsequent viewing.
VCRs introduced a minor disruption
in the flow, but they havend funda-
mentally changed the transmission
mechanisms or the devices upon
which we eventually view the con-
tent. If we bought the same content
on tape (for example, a season of
Friends episodes) we might, when
watching the tapes, say that we are
watching Friends, or that we are
watching a tape, oré that we are
watching TV. Compare that to lis-
tening to a CD 0 in that case, we
would never say we were listening to
the radio.

Why this inconsistency? Well, |
think there are a couple of reasons
for that. The first reason is that re-
corded music pre-dated radio. With
the introduction of radio, recorded
music was broadcast for the first
time, but the recorded music itself
was, and continued to be, available
in its own right. TV content, on the
other hand, was born for the most
part with the television (the medium)
and that content was, for the longest
time, only available by way of that
medium. Only within the last 15

(Continued on page 4)




VOLUME 1, ISSUE 2

THE TWO SOLITUDES JORNAL

PAGE2

Biteé the future of TV

IGn a big fan of Bite TV, even
though | admit | almost never
watch it. I1@n not part of the core
demographic that Bite is targeting
(18-34 year-old males). But what |
am really a fan of is Bite® business
model. The 14-month -old operation
is probably unique in the Canadian
media landscape in that it is a com-
pany that was built from the ground
up with new media in mind, yet at
the same time is a player in the tra-
ditional (or @ldd media world, hav-
ing a category 2 specialty channel
license from the CRTC. As Jeffrey
Elliott, the President and CEO of
Bite Television Inc., told me, dt
[new media] is built intoour DNAG

Perhaps it® a surprise that Jef-
frey Elliott is the driving force be-
hind Bite TV. He& a middle-aged,
second-generation broadcaster.
He® a graduate of Ryerson& Radio
and Television Arts program from
the days when that program fo-
cused exclusively on traditional
broadcasting. His pedigree includes
time as a senior executive at Alli-
ance Atlantis and Netstar. Yet Elli-
ott is obviously not your conven-
tional broadcaster nor is he mired
in traditional technology (his wife
calls him d&Captain Gizmo¢g. At a
recent lunch, we spent much of the
time talking about Slingbox and
other gadgets. What gives Elliott
an edge is that he combines conven-
tional broadcast knowledge with a
new media vision.

Elliott and his partners spent a
couple of years developing the Bite
concept, long before it hit the @ird
What makes Bite so special (and
probably unique) is that it holisti-
cally embraces both traditional and
new media, delivering content
through a digital TV station, wire-
less mobile broadcasting, the inter-
net and video -on-demand. Beyond

those distribution channels,
through which they can monetize
their content, they freely distribute
some of their content to such sites
as MySpace and YouTube and use
the viral nature of these sites and
their audiences to do their market-
ing for them.

What®& special about the content
Bite offers, and the obvious inspira-
tion for the name, is that the con-
tent is dite-sizedd The audience
targeted by Bite spends more time

d New media] is built into our
DNAGS

i Jeffrey Elliott,
President and CEO, Bite T

online than they do watching con-
ventional TV. These consumers are
well known for their multi  -tasking
tendencies. Bite® slogan dWhere
A.D.D. is A.O0.K.6 reflects the fact
that this consumer isnd@ oriented to
30- or 60-minute program viewing.
And, of course, the nature of mobile
viewing lends itself to short -form
content much better than it does to
traditional longer -form program-
ming. Bite® content is perfect for at
-home internet viewing, mobile con-
sumption, and even for a quick -fix
hit on a conventional TV set.

Bite is a serious business, but it
doesn@ make the mistake of por-
traying an outwardly serious image.
Their whole presence, and indeed
much of their content, reflects an
irreverent attitude, perfectly in sync
with an audience that isn@ looking
for @stablishmentBproduced con-
tent. Bite® content model is Gsexy,
edgy and irreverentdé. Their pro-
gramming schedule is a mix of user -
generated content, content produced
in-house, and acquired content.
Bite wants to empower their view-

ers to be content creators and, to
that end, makes their studio facili-
ties available to media students.
Bite® short-form content cand be
mixed with the traditional 30 -
second commercial spot. Recogniz-
ing that, Bite worked with Molson
to create custom short ad spots just
for Bite. In Bite® irreverent style,
their web -page identifies their spon-
sors with the phrase dSponsors &
they pay for this crap!6 On the
internet, Bite had a click -through
rate of 13% in a recent campaign,
well beyond the typical 4 -5% rate.
Elliott attributes that to the ability
to target their specific (and, as it
happens, tech-savvy) demographic
with relevant advertising content.
Elliott feels that conventional
broadcasters and, for the most part,
the advertising community, dond
yet understand the potential impact
of alternate media. But, he says,
ahere® going to be a break-away
online hit. Someone is going to cre-
ate a show, a series, that is totally
off the radar, and it will become one
of those things that will take offé
When that happens, Elliott says, it
will be ta wake-up call6 for those
industries. That, | think, will lead
to a stampede of others to try to get
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to where Bite is today. The chal-

lenge for long-established media
companies will be to re-engineer
their DNA f a formidable task in-

deed.

i Alan Sawyer




