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Globally, analog television platforms are in steady decline, while digital platforms
proliferate. This shift has considerable socio-economic and cultural implications that are
too often ignored by the existing economic and political economy literatures. This article
surveys key patterns in the adoption of digital platforms across Europe, and ﬁnds, based on
an array of quantitative metrics, apparently contradictory trends. We observe, on one
hand, the rise of closed TV platforms as the paradigmatic commercial model of the new
media landscape; but on the other, the cultural and material openness of the Internet,
which is radically transforming the consumption of television. While hybrid arrangements
abound, industry solutions are still awkwardly matched to consumer preferences. Without
drawing too sharp a line between technology and culture, the article presents an overview
of the many ways the changing meaning of digital platforms continues to shape the global
television industry.
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1. Introduction: digital platforms as meaningful technologies
Analog television platforms are in decline, while digital platforms are proliferating worldwide. This shift has considerable
socio-economic and cultural implications that are too often ignored when approaching the issue from the economic optics of
‘‘substitution’’ effects (see Corbett, 2001, for a cogent critique), or the political economic viewpoint, which focuses on the
colonization of the Internet by big media conglomerates (e.g. Chan-Olmstead and Chang, 2003; Murray, 2005). Both
approaches place the notion of ‘‘distribution’’ at the center of their conception of technology. From these perspectives,
technology is a de-culturalized system that unproblematically transmits content, with only occasional nods to the role of
technologies in value generation and media consumption. This article advances a more cultural look at these issues. Without
drawing too sharp a line between technology and culture, the article investigates the growing meaning of digital platforms
and their cultural–economic effect.
The question we pursue throughout this article is why market players repeatedly fail to capitalize on the emerging
capacity for ‘‘closing’’ the televisual signal. Why do we still have open, and sometimes radically open, digital platform access?
What accounts for the endurance of a broadcast logic in an age of apparently isolated and individualized viewing habits? We
structure our argument around a variety of metrics describing the European television industry, usage patterns of digital
technology in Europe, and global media developments. Throughout the analysis, we privilege the case of Spain within the
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European context in order to focus our discussion, but the patterns we observe are transcultural in nature. The reason for this,
as we shall argue below, is that the meaning of digital platforms diffuses alongside those platforms.
After outlining the theoretical stakes of the project, we describe our case study, the contemporary Spanish television
industry, and describe our data and methods of analysis. We begin our empirical discussion by investigating the ‘‘closed’’
television platform as a structure of meaning, where the question of distinction is key, and which is represented here by the
rise of prestigious series, also called ‘‘quality tv’’, backed by Pay-TV corporations (McCabe & Akass, 2007). We then argue that
the ‘‘open’’ platform of the Internet, often imagined as draining revenue from the industry, can instead be productively
viewed as a fundamental source of value for television. We next turn to consider a series of hybrid corporate strategies that
blend closed television and open Internet logics. In the concluding section, we return to the theoretical questions of the ﬁrst
section and offer some comments on the future of ‘‘openness’’ and ‘‘closedness’’ in the European television industry.
2. Theoretical considerations
This article traces the cultural horizon within which two broad processes are clashing and, at times, fusing together at the
very center of the global television industry. As such, we traverse a broad ﬁeld of theoretical considerations, addressing, in
turn, the theory of open and closed platforms; the critical cultural policy studies literature; and ﬁnally the broadly
Durkheimian tradition concerned with the meaning of technologies in social life. Each of these theoretical traditions casts
light on the central paradox confronting media owners, namely how to balance their economic incentive to close the
televisual signal with the openness of the Internet.
The ﬁrst of the two processes is the shift from a largely open analog signal that is broadcast for free over the air to a largely
closed digital signal that is increasingly received through paid satellite feeds or through paid cable connections. Although
this process began with the introduction of subscription-based cable television in 1949, it has changed dramatically in the
past decade as national marketplaces have ended analog transmission entirely (Iosiﬁdis, 2014: 12). Emblematic of the
dominance of the closure of the televisual marketplace, the digital conversion has proceeded alongside the rise of premium
content provided through paid services, famously represented in the United States by HBO, but also reﬂected in many
national marketplaces. The term ‘‘closedness’’ here refers to the capacity for powerful actors to exert control over a cultural
object, either at a broad level of monopoly capitalism or through more targeted capacities to prevent piracy, to restrict access
and otherwise shape the use of their products. This is a relative and not absolute concept.
The second of the two processes is the eroding of the barrier between television and the Internet. New technological
capabilities give viewers the opportunity not only to illicitly download and share television content at no cost, but also to
create new communities of viewers, new practices of viewing, and new associations between the ‘‘open’’ ethic of the Internet
and television. The term ‘‘openness’’ offers an entry point to capture the fundamental features of the cultural structure of the
Internet. ‘‘Openness’’ here is symbolically aligned with trust, which moves the term away from its Popperian, Enlightenment
notion and closer to the Bergsonian interpretation (Sanz, 2014). Openness has come to symbolize the central democratic
aspects of the Internet, the utopian discourse that embodies the mythical aspirations to achieve ‘‘freedom’’ and ‘‘shared
humanity’’ through electronic means. Yet, as an open technology, the Internet achieves a particular symbolic status that
clashes in a fundamental way with key aspects of the culture of private and public bureaucracies, including media industries.
This discontinuity cannot be reduced through either an idealistic lens as a regeneration of a Habermasian ‘‘public sphere’’
or conversely the sceptical lens of a gradual colonization of the Internet by big media conglomerates (Papacharissi, 2004).
Rather, it implies, as we will argue below, that the dynamics of openness and closedness meaningfully modulate the
technological platforms of distribution used by the industry. After all, as we will note below, the Internet did not originate
from a commercial project or from a commercial culture, a historical fact which underlies the difﬁculties in ﬁnding, in the
new media environment, a business model for audiovisual goods. Conversely, the ownership of European media is itself a
‘‘closed’’ signal, a fact recently critiqued by civil society advocates (e.g. Darbishire & Harrison, 2012). Powerful actors take
refuge from public oversight behind opaque legal documents, but this may in turn prompt more or less potent calls for
openness and transparency. At the ownership level, such calls are relatively easy to resist, but in the crowded marketplace of
European television service providers, the symbolic call for openness has real power.
Much of the cultural coding that links the Internet with openness and television with closedness has roots in the unique
cultural conversations of the United States and its particular notions of democracy. Nevertheless, the global television
industry has many distinctive regional variations and traditions (Sinclair, Jacka & Cunningham, 1996), and so we expect
states to reﬂect differences in how the meanings of these platforms are combined or held separate. In all cases, however, we
expect the meaning of media platforms to have broad political and economic consequences. After all, democracies are
inevitably caught in a struggle to balance the need to open power to the masses while closing access to power for the sake of
expediency and security. On one hand, television policy represents a signiﬁcant site of contestation between private and
public interest. Some states, such as Finland (Evens, Verdegem & De Marez, 2010), excel at balancing the interests of
stakeholders, but this reﬂects an unusually long and fruitful tradition of cooperation between government, education, and
industry. Because best practices in this industry often depend on a deep architecture of public–private cooperation,
differences in culture are expected to have correspondingly greater power in explaining differential outcomes.
On the other hand, cultural literacy is given political signiﬁcance through Pierre Bourdieu’s (1984) notions of habitus and
cultural capital. Cultural policy scholars have traced how this is manifested in a variety of contemporary polities, noting the
ways in which policy aims to coordinate taste, conduct, and political attitudes (McGuigan, 2004; Sassatelli, 2007: 29).
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Drawing on survey data, Bennett (2006) signiﬁcantly found that British broadcast television, which he described as ‘‘a space
of more or less open access’’, helps to moderate the link between higher and lower cultural capital and social exclusion. Our
research builds on these theoretical and empirical insights by demonstrating how this crucial category of openness is closing
in certain respects (with a broad shift from analog to digital), and in other respects is fundamentally transforming (with a
proliferation of closed televisual logics and hybrid conﬁgurations, as we describe below).
The puzzle of why media owners resist closing their signals, why they do not work toward tighter regulatory and
technological control over access to television, therefore persists across these domains, and so we turn to cultural rather than
technological explanations. The social/organizational impact of a given technology is not only determined by its instrumental
possibilities or the values and beliefs of its users and material producers. It is also deeply inﬂuenced by the binary symbolic
codes that are necessarily embedded in any technological system (Alexander & Smith, 2005; Alexander, 2003; Sanz, 2014; Sola
Pool, 1983). For the most part, the inﬂuence of this cultural codiﬁcation remains invisible, but it shapes a community of viewers’
shared technological consciousness. This classic argument of the late-Durkhemian school of sociological research (Alexander &
Smith, 2005) suggests that the successful incorporation of a particular technology in a given social system requires the existence
of ritual encounters with a more-or-less encoded sacred good. For example, the young professional who chooses an iPhone over
an Android is often responding to deep cultural meanings rather than simple economics.
3. Case selection and data
In this section, we provide a brief overview of digital platforms, justify our choice of Spain as a case study, and discuss the
parameters of the data we collected. What, then, are the digital platforms that are currently in ascendency, and how are they
distributed differently in different global markets? Presently, digital television can be received by one of four ways by the
vast majority of consumers: online (generally through Internet-based technologies and platforms, but also through IPTV and
‘‘connected TVs’’); through a satellite dish (digital satellite television); through a cable line (digital cable television); or by
using over the air transmission television set (digital terrestrial television). In addition, we will address below a network of
hybrid platforms that transmit television data through alternate devices, including streaming services, tablet or smart phone
applications (apps) and supplementary content websites.
These platforms can be relatively more open or closed depending on the economic, cultural and political environment within
which they are used. For example, a totalitarian state might endeavor to ‘‘close’’ each of these platforms by placing strong
restrictions on who can transmit and who can receive certain types of content. In democratic states, by contrast, the focus is not
on government control but rather on the capability of media owners to control access (or ‘‘close’’ access) to content.
The European and the US transitions to digital television have been marked by a self-imposed ‘‘switch-off’’ of the analog
signal, and as from 2009 both regions were rapidly diffusing the new technology (for implications of this, see Verdegem,
Hauttekeete, & De Marez, 2009). One factor, above all, marks the new technology as a politically and economically distinct
from the old. Unlike the traditional television broadcasting over the air, which is now in clear decline worldwide, both
satellite and cable can be ‘‘closed’’ from origin, meaning that only paying consumers (or those willing to pirate signal) can
gain access to the content. Satellite and cable require vast, purpose-built infrastructures with prohibitive entry costs and
accordingly encourage monopolistic conﬁgurations.
Although much of the argument that follows is theoretical and exploratory in nature, we frame our discussion around a
case study of Spain. Spain was chosen in part for convenience. Statistics from Panorama Audiovisual Iberoamericano (EGEDA,
2013) are freely available and richly document the changing television industry along multiple axes. However, Spain also
provides a counter to the best practices model used by Evens et al. (2010). Spanish media companies are not ideally aligned
with the public interest, as in Finland; however, media owners are deeply enmeshed in the cultural context, being generally
local companies with long histories in the state. Accordingly, our case provides a semi-typical perspective on the challenges
facing each European television marketplace separately and collectively as they confront the global processes of
simultaneously switching to digital while also adapting to the growing presence of the Internet throughout the industry.
Fig. 1 details the relative growth of the different television platforms in Europe between the end of 2005 and March
2011. We can observe the declining trend in aerial television, as well as the sustained increment of digital terrestrial
television, which is most common in Spain (76%). Overall in Europe, cable operators are the most numerous, and their
number remains fairly steady.
There is no clear division between actors’ preferences around particular technologies – from the technical point of view,
the changing television platform is still very much a world in construction. While cable and satellite seem to lead the
transition toward the new media landscape, public administrations and PSBs have shown strong preference toward DTT, and
big Internet companies such as Yahoo, Google or Apple continue to experiment with television manufacturers around the
concept of ‘‘Connected TV’’ (e.g. Gartenberg, 2012; Schachinger, 2011). Smart or connected TVs are already very much
present in certain markets. For example, German and French industry players have developed the ‘‘Hybrid Broadcast
Broadband Television’’ standard in order to harmonize the reach of HD broadcast and Internet multimedia content.
In what follows, we draw primarily from the Panorama Audiovisual Iberoamericano (EGEDA, 2013), a comprehensive
study of audiovisual industries in Spain, Portugal and the 20 Latin American states.1 This provides rich data on the types of

1

All statistics are from Panorama Audiovisual Iberoamericano unless otherwise noted.
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Fig. 1. Television platforms in the EU.

program used for downloading audiovisual content in Spain; the percent of screens on which downloaded content is viewed;
and the percent of Internet users consuming video online daily in Spain. In addition, we draw from a number of European and
Spanish data-sets. From the European Union’s Directorate-General for Communication’s ‘‘E-Communications Household
Survey’’ (2011), we draw survey data on the popularity of television platforms. These data are drawn from an average of
1000 households in each of the 27 European Union member states. From the European Audiovisual Observatory, we compile
data concerning the use of free-to-air versus Pay-TV by household, as well as total Blu-ray sales and rentals. From the
Comisión del Mercado de las Telecomunicaciones (Spain) Annual Report, we compile data on the income of Spanish Pay-TV by
distribution platform. Additionally, we draw statistical information from the Orbis database to assess the growth and
productivity of Netﬂix and draw from corporate websites basic statistics determining the number of applications (apps) by
platform.
We use this wide variety of statistical measures to observe patterns in how the twin processes of transitioning from
analog to digital platforms and growing Internet penetration together shape the speciﬁc case of the Spanish television
industry. However, we also supplement this quantitative argument with periodic references to a cultural narrative, drawn
from major print and online news sources. The cultural story here is not always easy to observe directly. Instead of basing our
argument on the rhetoric of the public sphere, we attempt a provisional alignment of that rhetoric with the detailed
quantitative data that we present. Together, these paint a tentative but also a suggestive story of how closed platforms
intersect with open platforms to generate deep tensions in corporate strategy and cultural policy in Spain.
4. Closed platforms: the rise of Pay-TV
Broadcasting has traditionally been seen from the point of view of the economics of culture as a non-excludable, nonexhaustive public good: direct payment from the consumers did not guarantee the provision of TV programming by proﬁtseeking ﬁrms, which act as gatekeepers (Evens & De Marez, 2010; Mansell, 1999). Notwithstanding the importance of both
commercial and public television, these gates are the basis of the subscription-based type of television that tends to deﬁne
the internal logic of the emerging business models and its associated policies, and that call into question the idea of a
television public good.
What accounts for the differences in national market preferences between Free-to-air and Pay-TV, and between cable and
satellite? The balance in any given market is heavily dependent on the historical, political and cultural developments of
countries and areas. These are far from purely rationalistic processes. A combination of policy and infrastructure choices,
made over a long period, encouraged the development of cable networks by guaranteeing coverage across large territories,
and this in turn inﬂuenced the development of Pay-TV. In Europe, in particular, the regulatory environment for television has
long been shaped by cultural policy preferences, creating even more path dependency (Tadayoni & Skouby, 1999). While
regulatory convergence may be on the horizon, researchers have long noted that cultural factors contribute to differential
outcomes in the enforcement of telecommunications regulation (Chang, Koski, & Majumdar, 2003).
This explains why the US and those countries in Europe that were historically cable-dominant are the countries where
Pay-TV is most widespread in terms of both basic and premium subscription.
But despite these historical differences, which we can observe in Fig. 2, we also see the somewhat surprising (if gradual)
adoption of the US-based Pay-TV model in Europe and elsewhere in the world. TV distribution subscriptions already
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Fig. 2. TV households by free-to-air and Pay-TV.
Source: European Audiovisual Observatory (2011).

accounted for 25% of the overall audiovisual market in the EU during 2009 – while broadcasters’ revenues decrease 2.1%,
expenses for TV distribution services grew 4.8% (EAO, 2011).
The great majority of Pay-TV companies operate on a national basis. There were 68 satellite platforms in Europe in 2009,
compared to 5194 cable platforms, but the consumer expenditure was almost balanced (49% Satellite vs. 41% Cable). Each
Pay-TV market, in Europe an elsewhere, tends to show a different structure in terms of its distribution platforms. Spain, for
example, is largely dominated by satellite (see Fig. 3). Other markets are more cable-dominated, and virtually all of them
continue experimenting with the possibilities of mobile, terrestrial, online and IP Pay-TV. Pay-DTT services in Europe are
normally mixed with Free-to-air DTT. They were authorized in Spain in 2009, but have not been as popular as in other
markets, such as the French market. Dahlia TV, a subsidiary of the Swedish group AirPlus TV, announced in January 2010 that
it was giving up its plans to become the fourth operator of a pay digital terrestrial platform in Spain.
There are a number of competition problems in the transition of digital television (Cowie, 1997), many of them concerning
the market and technological structures of Pay-TV (Ibáñez Colomo, 2010; Kind, Nilssen, & Sorgard, 2010). Most troublingly, the
concentration of ownership in the media industry has resulted in the emergence of monopolistic situations. In Spain, the market
is dominated by Canal+, which offers its services through Astra and Hispasat satellites. Canal+ (currently owned by Prisa TV,
Telefónica and Mediaset) was formed on 2003 as a result of the equal merger of Via Digital and Canal Satellite Digital, after the
Spanish competition authorities cleared the merger following the negative view stated by the European Commission. The cable
operator ONO and the IPTV Imagenio platform (also owned by Telefónica) are its two main competitors in the Pay-TV Spanish
market, but operating over different technological infrastructures and with a much lower market share.
The new media landscape also transforms the playing ﬁeld in which commercial and cultural strategies are purposely
designed. Here, the role of culture is more overt. The marketing and cultural consecration of iconic Pay-TV shows involve a
discursive shift from an emphasis on universalism and inclusion to difference and separation, a strategy that would have
seemed highly unproductive under the previous media ecosystem (since it guarantees alienating some of the viewership),
but that appears more plausible to an industry that has internalized the idea of fragmented audiences. Until fairly recently,
cultural policy scholars tended to view television as inextricably tied to an advertisement model. In an inﬂuential work,
Lewis and Miller (2002: 84) argued ‘‘the desire to watch programs commercial free is antithetical to a system whose only
revenue source is advertising’’. In that paradigm, alienating viewers risked alienating the real client, advertisers. In the PayTV model, viewers are themselves the clients, and so their niche interests are able to be met directly, closing the circle to
exclude advertisers’ preference for the openness of appealing to as broad an audience as possible.
If Pay-TV is gaining ground on free-to-air TV, the latter has certainly not disappeared. However, it is worth noting that
even the most traditional TV networks are shifting from a pure advertisement model to a diversiﬁed model that takes
advantage of the opportunities provided by the Internet. Television’s most highly-compensated network chief, CBS’s Les
Moonves, has long found himself on the tightrope of simultaneously espousing the enduring value of traditional television
(Auletta, 2014) while letting shareholders know that CBS is fully engaged in the new television economy, for example by

Fig. 3. Income of Spanish Pay-TV by distribution platform.
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praising potential partner Apple TV as ‘‘trying to change the universe a bit’’ (Solsman, 2015). Caught between the rhetoric of
an open, broadcast corporate legacy and a narrowcast, digital future, even an industry giant like CBS must reckon with the
literal and metaphorical closing of the televisual signal.
The closed platform model is perhaps most effectively used by the iconic American Pay-TV channel HBO, which is also
a major content provider for European companies. According to company statistics, HBO and Cinemax (its feature-ﬁlm
based subsidiary) had 80 million worldwide subscribers by the end of 2010, out of which around 28 million were from
the US. Showtime, the other major premium cable channel in the US, had around 18 million subscribers in 2010. In
contrast, Digital+ (the main digital platform of Spain, which has just recently initiated its own line of original
programming) has only around 2 million subscribers. The normal and premium fees (in the case of HBO and Showtime)
that subscribers pay for these channels have been the initial and still main source of revenue behind the production of
their original programming. And it is this original programming that is in turn largely responsible for the reputation and
subscribers to the American cable channels (Edgerton & Jones, 2008), and that has triggered the charged debate on
‘‘quality TV’’ in Europe and elsewhere (Geraghty, 2003). Different features of the Pay-TV business model have a bidirectional inﬂuence on this content.
HBO successfully marketed its original programming as ‘‘not TV’’, delicately excluding, culturally speaking, those
(billions) who had a ‘‘taste’’ for ‘‘TV’’. This was the eye-catching slogan for a broader narrative about iconic Pay-TV
productions, a narrative that was elaborated by commercial agents with a talent for and a background in ﬁctional
storytelling. At one level, the narrative, which blends a marketing slogan with the expert discourse of a ‘‘golden age’’ of
television (e.g. Smith, 2015), offered a new commercial space for the cultural distinction between dominant and
subordinated classes of viewers (Levine, 2008). But while alienating a signiﬁcant part of the audience, and setting many in
the industry as well as many television critics against the company, HBO’s bold discourse of radical cultural differentiation
helped legitimate their innovative programming. In effect, they draw a boundary between their content and the content of
their competitors, powerfully aligning themselves with both the broader public conception of a millennial golden age of
television and with a more sophisticated and more discerning audience.
The opportunities generated by the ‘‘fragmentation’’ of the mass-media landscape were mainly creative: narratives
were no longer needed to fuse idealized and real versions of the civil sphere (Alexander, 2006) to generate legitimated
televisual productions.2 Thorburn’s (1987) notion of consensus TV is useful here. Thorburn argued that television
constantly reafﬁrms consensus values in order to create narrative satisfaction which in turn reinforces positive
identiﬁcations with advertised products. Post-consensus TV (Sanz, 2011) updates Thorburn’s argument to encompass the
newfound capacity for TV production teams to create transgressive narratives that nevertheless maintain powerful ties to
audiences. HBO’s new series challenged consensus values on multiple levels, with nudity and brutal violence, but also with
complex characters embodying sincere challenges to the existing political order. The sensation of learning about the
corruption of Baltimore through the HBO series The Wire is so real for viewers, for example, because it blends central myths
with a high degree of realistic detail, convincing lay viewers and legendary sociologists alike of its deep truths (Chaddha &
Wilson, 2010).
Critically, Pay-TV channels rely much less, or in some cases not at all, on revenue from advertisement (Kelso, 2008).
Indeed, many were introduced as advertising-free channels in the early 1970s in the US (Simon, 1993). When they do
earn advertising revenue, normally it is through product placement or ads shown before or after (not during) the series.
The bargaining power between producers and the advertisers is clearly unbalanced toward the former. Besides
impacting audience segmentation-based strategies, the shows’ content becomes structurally uncoupled from the
consumerism ideology and technological determinism of consensual programming of the commercial kind. Iconic PayTV televisual content such as Mad Men, The Sopranos or The Wire can then be radically differentiated from the rest by
consciously re-working traditional cultural codes of television and turning them into anti-consumerist and postmodern mythologies. Suddenly, members of the culture elite can talk about how much they like TV—only, its not TV, its
HBO.
The strongly distinctive feature of post-consensus TV products allows Pay-TV and production companies to take
particular advantage of another closed distribution platform: the DVD and Blu-ray box-set. The digitization of content and its
compression has improved the quality of sound and image and also has opened up new possibilities of material distribution
and cultural appropriation. Before the popularization of the DVD in the late 1990s, it was a luxury to collect the many hours
of video contained in a television series. DVDs and Blu-ray discs have made it possible to store complete series in relatively
small box-sets, that are normally made into book-like shapes, and sold online or in retail (often department) stores
(Kompare, 2006).
Notably, the box-sets of certain shows became objects of intense feeling themselves (Lash & Lury, 2007). They act as visual
in-home reminders of the strong emotions felt during the initial viewing. They are, at the same time, postulations for
posterity – a commercial and cultural expression of the perceived long-term value of the cultural product. Their
commercialization also follows a differentiation strategy. American cable channels, for example, tend to reserve a separate

2
We borrow the concept of a ‘‘civil sphere’’ from Jeffrey C. Alexander (2006), where it builds on theories of civil society to describe a realm of meanings
that allow for the formation of broad, solidary commitments to democracy. As television narratives begin to target niche audiences rather than whole-ofsociety audiences, we see deepening fractures in the civil sphere. We leave the direction of causality open for further theoretical and empirical reﬂection.
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Fig. 4. Blu-ray revenue (sales and rental).

section for selling their products through cultural retailers. However, both advertisement-based and public channels also
take advantage of this new development. This, together with other forms of monetization, calls into question the concept of
‘‘pure’’ free-TV in Europe,3 which in turn highlights the importance of the cultural rise of Pay-TV (Fig. 4).
The Internet itself is a platform that the television industry is intensively exploring as a source of revenue, distribution
and participation. However, the formal incorporation of the television industry, especially the Pay-TV industry, to the world
of the Internet has been relatively modest to date. Rather, it is the consumer who primarily leads the way in exploiting
Internet openness. We will investigate this apparently contradictory trend in the next section.

5. Open platforms: ‘‘Openness’’ as a source of value
If distinction and closedness are what give meaning to Pay-TV platforms, ‘‘openness’’ is what primarily deﬁnes the
Internet, a cultural code that does not synchronize well with the exclusivity of Pay-TV. At it simplest, openness has come to
symbolize the central democratic aspects of the Internet as its dominant affective force. And yet, this is far from
uncomplicated, for more often than not, the Internet’s openness translates into ‘‘free’’ and ‘‘transparent’’, two issues that
challenge the traditional organization of media.
There has always been concern that the Internet is too open. Networked security ﬂaws were identiﬁed as early as 1988,
and early Internet pioneers still sound warning alarms about the ‘‘net of insecurity’’ upon which the Internet infrastructure
rests (Timberg, 2015). Nor are skeptics wrong to claim that the radical openness often associated with the Internet is both
imperfect and contignent. Miller and Yúdice (2002: 188) offered an early corrective, referring to the democratic character of
the Internet as a ‘‘cybertarian’’ myth that masked its true origins in bureaucracies interested in expanding (rather than
contesting) state power.
Nevertheless, the Internet remains radically open in several important respects. Its material dimensions (Pinch, 2008) are
profoundly linked to the notion of openness. Open source software (sometimes also referred as ‘‘free’’ software) and open
hardware architecture are consistently described as the fundamental technological features of the Internet. Source code is a
list of instructions that make the ‘‘recipe’’ for a software package. In the technological sense, the notion of openness indicates
that this code is openly distributed so that anyone can modify it and develop new programs and applications. Most of the key
components of the Internet, such as the TCP/IP protocols, GNU/Linux operating systems, server programs like Apache, or a
multitude of applications and web browsers, can be redistributed for free, without royalties or licensing fees. This explains
why the technological aspects of the Internet are in a constant state of ﬂux, and why its core infrastructure has to a certain
extent resisted powerful privatizing dynamics (Zittrain, 2008).
Indeed, recent regulatory efforts that challenged so-called ‘‘net neutrality’’ prompted broad resistance under the banner
of an open Internet. The principle at stake was the United States Federal Communications Commission (FCC) would allow
Internet infrastructure providers like cable and telephone companies to have some say in how the Internet services they
make possible will be employed. The New York Times drew the battlelines sharply, noting ‘‘Most everyone embraces net
neutrality’’ (Sommer, 2014). By contrast, a critical opinion piece appeared in Wired magazine that described broad confusion
about what the FCC would actually accomplish, noting ‘‘Almost no one really gets it’’ (Manne, 2015). What the author of the
article in Wired, the New York Times editorial staff and the White House all agree, however, is that the Internet should be ‘‘free
and open’’ (Obama, 2014).

3
We borrow this notion from comments made by Ross Biggam at the MCI Validation Workshop of the IPTS Study, Information Society Policy Research Unit,
Seville, Oct. 28, 2011.
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How was the Internet’s technological openness possible? The Internet was given material form by scientists and
programmers working within an ambivalent cultural space, located somewhere between their professional and private lives
(Abbate, 2000). Why did these individuals and public entities choose to voluntarily contribute their time and effort to
develop the Internet, something which in hindsight could have been immensely valuable if commodiﬁed? A variety of
historical investigations and cultural theories have been put forward to explain this clear and fascinating interruption in the
utilitarian dimension of capitalism (Levy, 2001; Thomas, 2002; Weber, 2004). According to Castells’s theories of the
information society (2009), this type of material ‘‘openness’’ comes primarily from the culture of the early producers of the
technology, which has its roots in the techno-meritocratic culture of academia and science. This is an ‘‘Enlightenment
culture’’: a culture of belief in the inherent good of scientiﬁc and technological development, of peer-review, and of openness
in all research ﬁndings, that was later adapted, with libertarian overtones, by the thousands of programmers around the
world who created the Internet as we understand it today.
Value (if not revenue) is created in enormous quantities and then appropriated by both the consumer and the industry
(including the telecommunications and hardware industries) in the online world (Sanz, 2015). From the consumer’s point of
view, the value is in both access and participation. According to a neoclassical approach to the price system, overall social
welfare is obtained when the price of a good is set at the marginal cost of producing this good. In this sense, the prevalence of
the Internet culture of openness and ‘‘sharing’’, which often translates, especially among young people, into a culture of
freely-ﬂowing informational goods in a brave (and often failed) search for a business logic (Anderson, 2010), optimizes such
social welfare. The marginal cost of producing an informational good tends to zero, and thus zero should be its socially
efﬁcient price. If the price is greater than zero, the neoclassical approach would argue, some consumers would be
undesirably excluded from access to knowledge and cultural goods. This becomes problematic when we consider that,
increasingly, such knowledge is an assumed element in individuals’ self-cultivation as citizens and political actors (Fig. 5).
According to Eurostat, individuals who used peer-to-peer ﬁle sharing for movies, music, and the like ﬂuctuated between
2% and 20% in 2007, a percentage that was much higher among young people. Downloading of audiovisual content occurs
mainly through P2P networks and by direct download through websites such as Megaupload or Rapidshare. It also occurs
through streaming platforms: 41.3% of Spanish Internet users are weekly streamers of foreign series, and 28.3% watch
Spanish series online (2011). Despite the necessary intervention of some sort of computer in this activity, it is interesting to
observe in Fig. 6 that content tends to be watched on the television sets as much as personal computers or laptops. This
trajectory is made possible by the different technologies (such as multi-media hard-drives, or bigger TV screens) that
facilitate the return of downloaded content back to its TV origins as well as the spectacular decrease of the TV set prices
(Martin, 2011), but it is also marked by the cultural clothing of the TV set as a more collective medium than the personal
computer.
If the rise of Pay-TV called the social character of television into question, the Internet’s openness balances this as a sociocultural and economic fact. From the economic point of view, the danger for the consumer is that the supply and quality of

[(Fig._6)TD$IG]

[(Fig._5)TD$IG]

Fig. 5. Types of programs used for downloading audiovisual content in Spain.

Fig. 6. Percent of screens on which downloaded content is consumed.
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televisual products will be reduced due to loss of revenue involved in their online circulation. Companies would have little
incentive to invest in further televisual productions. The provocative title of a recent Bloomberg news article makes the same
argument: ‘‘TV’s ‘Golden Age’ Won’t Last Because You’re Not Watching Enough’’ (Smith, 2015). This theory justiﬁes the
economics of copyright: the artiﬁcial monopoly on the distribution of cultural products is guaranteed by governments only
under the assumption that the appropriation of surplus by the industry will stimulate investments in further innovations
(Varian, 2005).
But in any case, the industry is clearly generating and appropriating part of the surplus of the open media landscape. In
relation to the other industrial media players, the television industry’s relationship with the Internet, by which we mean the
‘‘old’’ television industry, can be characterized above all as ambivalent. On one hand, the traditional openness of the medium
is aligned with the technological and cultural structures of the Internet, and this has produced signiﬁcant content. On the
other hand, the fear of piracy, together with the misinterpretation of the causes of the success of peer-to-peer networks, has
blocked the full incorporation and innovations of that part of the industry which is more directly associated with Pay-TV.
Piracy is generally thought to be driven by a highly individualistic attitude, the only legitimate part of which is the
possibilities opened up for greater customization. However, it is the language of sharing that culturally codiﬁes peer-to-peer
networks, up to a point where the exchange system and the process of value generation of the cultural product appear to be
more authentic (Sanz, 2015).
The main online source of value for the television industry, both old and new, is online video platforms. Platforms must
not be seen only as allocative mechanisms, but as authoritative ones as well (Giddens, 1984; Leyshon, French, Thrift, Crewe &
Webb, 2005) – they are a matter of cultural economics (where exchange is invested with meaning), not only the economics of
culture (where meaning is commodiﬁed). Successful online platforms deﬁne a space of feeling, for which the active
participation of the ‘‘open’’ community beyond the mere economic transaction is, more often than not, a must. Successful
platforms are then both technological and stylistic frameworks that allow software and applications to run, and the symbolic
construction of a digital market for televisual products to take place. If the fusion of advertisement and price are effectively
shaped within the ‘‘platform’’ framework, consumers immerse themselves in an environment of intense feeling, which the
producers are able to tweak and re-design to their socio-economic and cultural beneﬁt.
6. Hybrid platforms: the fusion of open and closed dynamics
Among the most signiﬁcant developments in global television industries is the rise of hybrid platforms that draw from
both the closed logic of television and the open logic of the Internet. At the more open end of the spectrum of hybrid
platforms, all sorts of open TV-related websites, which had a marginal audience in 2008, are experiencing a signiﬁcant
increase in recent years. Sites for TV series, together with sites for TV channels (which sometime host programs), are among
the most visited websites in each European country. The Sky portal has 7.8 million visitors per month in the UK; in Germany,
RTL attracts 14.8 million viewers to its website, and the Spanish public channel RTVE, which provides an increasing amount
of recent and old videos from its archive, gathers 4.8 million visitors per month. It is interesting to note that, as we can see in
Fig. 7, both sports and generalist newspapers have emerged as powerful competitors of traditional television in the provision
of online video. The opposite argument is also true: TV platforms now cover an informational space which is also based in the
written word, and that attracts massive audiences.
The spectrum of hybrid platforms, from very open to very closed, is wide indeed. While some of the leading global
websites still operate on an open ethic (e.g. Wikipedia), many have adopted idiosyncratic compromises between open and
closed logics. Facebook, Twitter, Google and YouTube all involve massive amounts of voluntary and unmonitored
participation, and each periodically attempts to market itself as a source of open democracy. Nevertheless, each also
participates in an economy of selling user information and each endeavors to exert control over use.
At the more closed end of the spectrum, there are many highly successful television-related online platforms that involve
direct
forms of payment from consumers, of which Netﬂix is the most spectacularly successful.
[(Fig._7)TD$IG]

Fig. 7. Percent of Internet users consuming video online daily in Spain, by type of site.
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Fig. 8. The growth of Netﬂix in turnover and R&D expenditures.

Fig. 8 shows the impressive evolution of Netﬂix’s turnover since 2001, together with its R&D investment. Netﬂix’s success,
which translates into immense revenue, is for the moment based on its ‘‘innovation’’ in process, not in product. Jenner
(2014), for example, while noting that Netﬂix is presently moving into original programming, still attributes much of its
success to its technological and branding innovations. Judging by its relatively modest R&D expenditure, such innovation in
process seems more the product of the wise interpretation of the paradigm shift in the distribution and consumption of
cultural products, including its openness in terms of price, than the technological development of its platform. As Fig. 9
suggests, it is even problematic to ascribe Netﬂix’s good performance to internal productivity gains, which show strong
ﬂuctuations. In fact, Netﬂix’s 60% price increase in 2011 on its most popular rental plans offers a good case study on the
economic value of openness. Netﬂix lost about 800,000 domestic subscribers between the end of June and the end of
September, and saw its market value dropping drastically from $16 billion to $4 billion.
It is necessary to differentiate between digital/online and material cultural goods, already relevant for the television
industry through the selling of DVDs and Blu-rays of series. If online retail shops such as Amazon have been so far successful
in trading material cultural goods, and less so in their digital strategies (ebooks still account for a very limited part of the
book market), it could well be due to the cultural force of the openness of the digital market. Amazon, which is able to charge
a considerable irrational premium for the products in relation to other online retailers (Smith & Brynjolfsson, 2001), situated
itself in a cultural space where what matters is not the rational calculation of price but the rapid fulﬁlling of the psychological
need to attach materiality to the collective meaning generated in the open Internet. The television industry is tapping into
this cultural economic trend. The name ‘‘Amazon’’ was explicitly chosen to transmit the idea of an endless (and organic)
quantity of cultural products to be found in the website. The success of this strategy is not only a question of long-tail
utilitarian logic: the key question is that the tribe can be sure to ﬁnd its totem on Amazon. Not surprisingly, then, Amazon has
recently begun to pursue its own hybrid television strategy.
FNAC, currently the biggest retailer of cultural products in France and one of the biggest in Europe, with an important
online presence, was founded in 1945 by André Essel and Max Thréret on the premises of the affordability of its products, and
on their willingness to help customers discover new culture. With the advent of the Internet, FNAC translated these
principles to its online/ofﬂine strategy, famously stimulating an idea of an open community among its customers, especially
through clubs, or holding free cultural events in their premises, generally located in highly symbolic places of major
European cities.
This is not unlike the emergence of smart phones, tablet computers, and the associated explosion of application stores,
also related to connected TVs, and for the moment almost entirely dominated by American ﬁrms (Fig. 10). Apple launched
the App store in 2008, and the growth of downloads and paid content for the iPhone and the iPod touch alone has been
exponential. The Android Market by Google, launched also in 2008, is currently available in 25 countries and holds a catalog
of more than 70,000 applications. Among the European companies, Nokia, Orange and Vodafone have all set up App stores
with thousands of applications, where the developers get at least 70% of the revenue share.
In the app market, where piracy is much lower than in the web, the price of the applications is either zero or approaching
zero: it is again a symbol of openness rather than distinction. However, depending again on copyright regimes, the market
becomes truly global, attracting consumers from all types of incomes, and with minimal distribution costs. Mobile and
console revenues, which increase quite impressively year-by-year, are now roughly even as a share of the video-game
company Electronic Arts’ digital revenue, for example. The app market is also open in the sense of the possibility of
independent developing companies selling their products through the platforms, which creates not only new institutional
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Fig. 9. Netﬂix productivity (turnover in thousands of euros).

[(Fig._10)TD$IG]

Fig. 10. Number of applications by main world platforms.

laws in the market of digital products, mostly related to social recommendations and ratings, but also a consumptionstimulating daily stream of creativity.
Indeed, in the tablet app market, the consumption of video (the 5th activity of tablet users, according to the Pew Institute)
is purposely mixed with the social (sending and receiving mails and social networking are undertaken by more than 40% of
tablet users). Most of the major television companies have embraced this trend. In 2011, Showtime launched ‘‘Showtime
Social,’’ an application that aggregates content about its shows and facilitates synchronic online social interaction as its
programs air live. All major Spanish public television networks, such as RTVE and the Catalan TV3, have dedicated
applications for the iPad and Android that allow the viewer to watch live programming (depending on location and
copyright) and videos on demand, while commenting on them on social network sites. The iPlayer application of the BBC has
recently inaugurated a subscription-based model that allows unlimited access to all its major TV shows, current and past. In
December 2009, the iPlayer, both for tablets and PCs, provided around 65 million streams. By May 2010, the site was getting
123 million monthly play requests. BSkyB, Canal + France, or Canal + Spain have all engaged in app creations which are
available for free to their subscribers. In the US, HBO Go allows access to HBO programming ‘‘anywhere’’. CNN’s iPad app
organizes its top stories in a tactile beehive, a stylistic switch that may indeed inaugurate the non-linear mass-consumption
of televisual news. Moreover, independent applications such as universal TV, the most downloaded entertainment
application in Spain, gives access to a hundreds of international channels available online.
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7. Conclusion: individualization or individuation?
Individuals are now watching television that is sometimes live, sometimes timeshifted, sometimes streamed, sometimes
downloaded, to paraphrase (Bury & Li, 2013). Television is still watched on television sets, and increasingly on masculinized,
high status HDTVs mounted on walls like ﬁne art (Newman & Levine, 2012: 108), but also on desktops, laptops and tablets,
even, if less frequently, on mobile devices (Bury & Li, 2013). Strangelove (2015: 242) notes that viewing practices once
viewed as fringe behavior, including piracy, cord-cutting, and even simply not paying for cable, now shape the industry, even
if they are not entirely accepted as part of the mainstream culture. These shifts in individual behavior reﬂect at once new
technological contexts and enduring (or, perhaps, evolving) cultural patterns.
Re-thinking technologies of distribution in cultural terms allows us to cast the widely accepted trend of the
‘‘individualization’’ of television in the digital age in very different terms. The cultural dynamics of the closed/open platform
is ultimately leading toward new forms of individuation, new forms of symbolic relationships with the collective
consciousness and the community. Television’s role in these central social processes is changing. Second-screen viewing and
other habits of distraction conspire to weaken television as a medium of experience, at least in laboratory experiments (Van
Cauwenberge, Schaape & van Roy, 2014). Despite such counter-indications, TV remains a hugely consequential medium,
with billions of viewers now spread across traditional and hybrid platforms.
Take catch-up TV as an example. The concept refers to the practice by television providers to offer ways to watch already
broadcast episodes of a series (often through TV interfaces or via online content). It exempliﬁes many of the assumptions that
have emerged from the anti-cultural understanding of the new television platform. Catch-up TV has for the moment a
mechanical feel of clock time; it is something that symbolically covers an imaginary gap between two unavoidable points. It
simply re-structures time instead of aiming at annihilating its structuration, a necessary condition for individuation to
emerge, and the cultural product to generate new experiences and forms of value. It seeks customization of ‘‘prime-time’’
rhythms rather than allowing and integrating openness, and creating the image of an asynchronous collective association of
television viewers. The concepts of ‘‘catch-up TV’’ and also ‘‘on-demand’’ services have a very weak effect in the revenue
structure of the companies, assume that the creation of value is in the technology, and the utility that this technology brings
to the consumer. They are, for the most part, built to structure ‘‘non-linear’’ viewing instead of favoring the proliferation of
more complex, post-consensus televisual narratives (Sanz, 2011), which are harder to access, generally ‘‘linear’’, and not selfcontained in a single episode.
In their current cultural codiﬁcation, a similar argument can be applied to mobile and 3D TV. They are not technologies of
cohesion, but of incomplete individuation. For many viewers, 3D glasses ﬁll with self-consciousness an experience that is
supposed to be more ‘‘immersive’’. The collective ritual taking place in the movie theater may compensate for this overimposed mode of self-perception, at least for some. Even more difﬁcult is to think about compensation mechanisms for the
self-consciousness emerging from viewing television in the small and unstable screen of a mobile phone. The sustained
declining trends in revenue in the mobile TV market are highly indicative of this, while also reﬂecting the difﬁculties that the
industry is facing in ﬁnding proper business models for mobile TV (De Renesse, 2011). Meaning alters with location, and
perhaps the possibility of watching meaningful series in solitude is the truly individuated televisual experience to which we
will associate our phone devices.
That the technologies of customization have succeeded seems to be more related to the crisis of trust between the viewers
and the managers of television schedules, who have yet to ﬁnd proper programming and commercial strategies for the new
media landscape (Havens, 2007), than to the deepening of individuation. The different understanding of individuation
between consumers and producers marks what appears to be the present divergence of the two key empirical trends that we
have studied in this paper: the rise of closed TV platforms as the paradigmatic commercial model of the new media
landscape, and the concomitant rise of the cultural and material openness of the Internet, which is radically transforming the
consumption of television. These platforms are not a cultural spaces where market forces and deep individualization
processes shatter what were once collectivistic societies. Rather, the platforms have meanings. The more that industry
players recognize the special role that openness has played across these technologies, the better their chances at creating
technologies and corporate strategies that ﬁt comfortably in their cultural horizons.
While we privilege the case of Spain within the European context in order to focus our discussion, the patterns we observe
are almost certainly transcultural in nature. The reason for this, as we have argued, is that the meaning of digital platforms
diffuses alongside those platforms. More research is needed to trace how these processes unfold in other countries and on
other continents. The speciﬁc contribution of this paper, then, is to focus attention on the role of two key meanings, open and
closed, that we theorize as having particular generalizability. Because of its identiﬁcation with democratic ideals, ‘‘open’’ has
an aura of sacrality in the public sphere and in the cultural self-understanding of the Internet, while ‘‘closed’’ is profane.
However, because of its particular technological history and its economic model, the television industry reverses this logic,
preferring the closed over the open. We offer here tentative empirical evidence from the Spanish case to begin to untangle
how such patterns of cultural diffusion theorized by others (e.g. Alexander, 2006; Castells, 2009) is currently unfolding in the
global television industry.
As a ﬁnal note, it is worth turning once more to the regulatory environment to consider the public goods embodied in
open and closed platforms. After all, the very nature of private life has shifted in the wake of turbulent new media
(Silverstone & Hirsch, 1992). Our private experience of navigating open channels of communication differs signiﬁcantly from
that of confronting endless barriers. Which of these will contribute to an enriching of the democratic process? From that
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perspective, media openness may be viewed as a political priority in the fostering of competitive democracies. And yet the
contrary pressure seems to be in the ascendency. The increasing salience of security in political discourse (Buzan et al., 1998)
has repeatedly been tied to privacy (Levi & Wall, 2004) and especially the protection of intellectual property. We may assume
that open platforms will be increasingly viewed as a security ‘‘problem’’. Decoupling the cultural markers of ‘‘open’’ and
‘‘closed’’ from digital infrastructure will, in this sense, become ever more difﬁcult even as its negotiation will have ever
greater signiﬁcance for the life of mass-mediated democracies.
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