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Changing the TV: Advertisements, Adaptation, and Profit 
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As always, media technologies continue to expand and improve, bringing new dynamics 

to how we are entertained and informed. Likewise, corporations adapt with varying degrees of 

ease to be able provide such services to their consumer base. Television in particular, often seen 

as the focal point of recreation within the American household, has been facing the problem of 

advertisement avoidance introduced first by VCRs and lately DVRs, a tug-of-war between 

technology and convenience and traditional revenue. The future success of advertisement profits 

lies in marketers embracing the new technological frontiers creatively to entice an audience that 

has become accustomed to personalization and fast access. 

In any modern discussion of advertising trends in television, there has been the discontent 

of advertisers fearing lost revenues, predicting ads would become worthless if every viewer had 

a DVR with which they could skip the commercials. However, “the introduction of the remote 

control and the videocassette recorder (VCR)” sparked similar arguments foretelling the demise 

of TV ads (which obviously and unfortunately did not occur) and, actually, US broadcast 

networks’ advertising revenues rose from $9.96 billion in 1990 to $15 billion in 2002 (Wilbur). 

Some of the arguments against DVRs in particular are reminiscent of the problems being faced 

by the music industry in regards to mp3 piracy—digital formats are just plain easier to share than 

analogue. Also like the music industry, there has been some contention on infringing fair use 

rights for personal recordings and demands for information from service providers to detect 

perpetrators of their copyright. Following some negative publicity about TiVo’s information 

gathering practices, in 2001 another DVR company, Sonicblue, developed a DVR that did not 

collect any data on its users. The following year, various movie production companies 

challenged Sonicblue to give up information on their customers (which the company did not 

have, of course) on the claim that they (the users) were abusing copyright with the DVR (Baruh 



17). It certainly seems that there is a shared tendency towards strong (over)reaction in media 

industries in the face of new technology and perhaps a tendency to blame violations of that 

technology for too great a share of their lagging profits when they fail to take advantage of new 

possibilities. For instance, the music industry had to play catch-up after the development of and 

subsequent crack-down on Napster. The internet’s improving connection speeds and listeners’ 

desires to not pay for songs they did not want (and, of course, of songs they did want as well, but 

this does not have as easy a solution) came well before services like the iTunes store that allow 

users to conveniently add new songs to their collections. 

Devices like TiVo are still relatively under-used at this point, however, existing in just 

30.6% of U.S. households (“How DVRs”); VCRs only just recently lost their supremacy in 

prevalence to DVD players (Mindlin). The internet side of technology seems to have had a 

greater effect, boosting user/viewer demand for media when and how they want it thanks to the 

on-demand nature of the web. NBC Universal’s Alan Wurtzel has observed the viewing habits of 

college students to be impatient, fast-forwarding commercials as well as the shows themselves 

(“Video Programming”).  This irreverence towards plot is noticeable upon examination of which 

shows viewers record and which they view “live.”  In 2006, six of the top ten regularly 

scheduled TV programs were of the unscripted, “reality TV” variety, while the top ten “time-

shifted” programs were episodic (Speicher). Jeffrey Sconce of Northwestern University believes 

this inversely-proportional growth and decline of unscripted and scripted programming “has 

created an environment of increasingly specialized narrative vehicles, allowing smaller audience 

groups the potential for targeted and intensive narrative investment” (Spigel 96). This audience 

fragmentation could be a great boon to observant advertisers, giving them increasingly specific 

communities to advertise more specific products to. Advertisers only care about directing their 



message to those people who will be potential customers, and a wide range of demographics will 

therefore result in less-desired ad time (Goettler 8). Similarly, though DVRs may increase 

commercial avoidance, they are also likely to increase total television viewing overall (Wilbur). 

These interpretations would mean the DVR has the potential to help advertisers, contrary to their 

popular and persistent fears, so long as they are open to this possibility in the first place. To 

further this notion, more homogenous audiences command higher prices, a benefit to whomever 

is selling the ad space.  

Wurtzel’s take on the viewers’ need for flexible access mirrors the RIAA’s problems:  

“The consumer wants to watch content when they want to watch it, where they want to it, on 

whatever form they want to watch it.” Unlike the music industry’s apparent approach, he 

suggests trying to provide for all those desires (“Video Programming”) rather than corral them 

into rigid, limited access consumers would only rebel against. It seems networks have gotten the 

hint by this point, as there is currently a variety of ways outside the television to watch shows. 

The iTunes store sells individual episodes, some networks host shows on their sites (with an 

unavoidable ad segment, it should be noted), DVD box sets are regularly released (DVDs being a 

much better medium than VHS for TV series in terms of storage capacity alone), and now there 

is Hulu.com offering numerous shows from multiple networks. Admittedly, this really only 

opens up access to “TV” or “internet,” but considering the evolution of Apple’s iPod and iPhone, 

it will not be long before cell phones are ubiquitous viewing mediums. With well-targeted 

marketing, people are even willing to volunteer some information about themselves in exchange 

for cheaper goods (“Advertisers”) which could help drive the adoption of new formats from the 

consumer end. What the advertisers really want with this merger is an interactive television that 

incorporates “the creative bandwidth and storytelling capabilities of television combined with the 



real-time delivery and tracking abilities of the Internet” (“Top 10 Trends”). Download 

monitoring could give the network valuable real-time information on the popularity of their 

shows. They would also have another opportunity to present ads around the periphery of their 

streaming video pages— Google will sell more advertising in 2005 than any of the major TV 

networks or newspapers (“Top 10 Trends”)—  although they would then run afoul of another ad 

circumvention, internet pop-up- and ad-blocker software.  

General Electric has tried invoking the desired interactivity with its viewers by having a 

30-second “Eco-Imagination” ad downloaded to viewers’ TiVos and “then ran a promotion in 

which users were asked to identify hidden parts of the ad” (Regan). Viacom, through its MTV 

Networks’ Music, Films, and Logo Group division, has created another viewer interactivity 

endeavor, a social-networking platform to integrate television programming with the virtual 

experience, letting users “personally experience…the content they see on-air.” This virtual 

community will also allow viewers to interact with sponsored content and buy virtual or physical 

goods while in-world (“MTV Networks”). Beyond the realm of television and Internet, Yahoo! 

has teamed up with MobiTV, which offers its two million subscribers “ live television, premium 

programming, video-on-demand, satellite and digital radio services,” to provide top brands 

access to all levels of advertising, “including text, banner and mobile video” (Leverich). 

Some advertisers are refreshing the tradition of product placement in television shows: 

neither a radical change, nor does it reach outside its medium, but an adaptation to better suit the 

times nonetheless. Speicher points out that this dovetails nicely with the rise of unscripted shows. 

After all, “it's easier to fit a product into the plot line if there is … no plot line. Viewers will sit 

patiently as a dozen wannabe pop stars dance around a Ford Escort as long as it's part of the 

show” (Speicher). It is not hard to imagine a show that serves as nothing but an advertisement, 



meant to bring attention to whatever product is the grand prize at the end or helps the “actors” 

achieve their goals in a flashy way. Alternately, Tyson Foods reduced their ad to just a logo that 

appeared at key times during the soap opera “As the World Turns.” While a character gives a 

brief monologue about her hectic day, Tyson’s logo and slogan, “Powered by Tyson,” appear 

along the bottom of the screen (Ford), a non-disruptive plug for the company. Personally, this is 

less desirable because it would obstruct albeit small portions of the on-screen action, utterly 

infuriating if something story-relevant is being shown just behind the display, and depending on 

how long it stays up and how animated it is, it could potential distract from the show. Of course, 

the sponsor would be thrilled that sort of attention instead of competing with viewers’ bathroom 

and snack breaks—“no bad publicity” and all. 

It is clear that the days of selling the same product in the same way to millions of people 

all at once are ending, just as it is clear that by no means will advertisements go away, whatever 

their proponents say about VCRs, DVRs, or any future technology to come. Society advances 

and we continuously find new ways to interact with each other and our environment, a 

frightening thing to those most familiar with the aging strategies. As new media realms open up 

and our expectations grow ever higher for our various pastimes, the sponsors, advertisers, and 

producers of media absolutely must also become fluent if they hope to maintain their audiences 

or else degrade to the level of obsolete behemoths. 
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