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Provider Perspective

As private cable operators (PCOs) 
continue searching for new mar-
ket opportunities, many of them 

have turned their attention to senior liv-
ing centers, which incorporate assisted 
living and independent living. This fast-
growing segment, which will grow even 
faster, driven by the onslaught of baby 
boomers, is receptive to cable TV and 
broadband solutions that meet its spe-
cific needs. PCOs across the country are 
waking up to this potential.

A typical senior living center may 
have anywhere from 50 to 300 units, 
including an independent living floor or 
wing as well as a nursing care section. 
The fastest growing segment of this mar-
ket is assisted living, which provides ser-
vices for those who are not able to live 
independently but do not require the 
level of care a nursing home provides.

According to the Assisted Living 
Federation of America’s 2009 Overview 
of Assisted Living report, almost 1 mil-
lion Americans live in approximately 
39,500 assisted living centers in the U.S. 
This figure is projected to grow substan-
tially over the next two decades.

Many national companies have 
grown recently by focusing on this mar-
ket. The American Health Care Associa-
tion lists the Emeritus Corporation with 
50,000 units, Brookdale Senior Living 
with 27,447 units and Sunrise Senior 
Living with 23,200. 

Customizing is Key
Senior housing is a great new opportu-
nity for PCOs because of owners’ desire 
for simple, easy-to-use bulk cable pro-
gramming packages along with broad-
band and digital voice options. The abil-
ity to customize programming for this 
audience is key. Opportunities for tele-
health solutions may also exist.

“You have to be prepared to provide 
excellent customer service,” says Dave 
Erkman, CEO of SpeedCast Connect, a 
new provider in this market. “Your sup-
port must be responsive, caring, patient 
and thoughtful. This customer may 
not always feel comfortable with our  
technology.”

Bulk cable and Internet packages 
are becoming very popular for assisted 
living and independent living centers. 
Owners want one package available for 
all their residents with upgrade options 
for those who want them. “We expect 
some level of premium upgrades and 
broadband penetration, particularly in 
the independent living sections of our 
buildings,” Erkman says.

Building a roadmap for success in 
this market requires understanding why 
retirement center owners have not been 
satisfied with options that are popular in 
other verticals. One senior-housing ex-
ecutive told me, “Getting the full basic 
package from the local cable company, 
or putting set-top boxes in every single 
room, is not a very good solution for us. 
We seek simple, straightforward tech-
nology with easy-to-understand pro-
gram guides and plenty of options.”

That’s what makes this market so at-
tractive for PCOs. SeniorTV has built a 
focus on this business over the past 15 
years, offering wholesale digital TV and 
Internet options to assisted living cen-
ters across 43 states. SeniorTV uses bulk 
offerings from DIRECTV.

A recent entrant is SilverFox Broad-
band, which provides TV and Internet 
to senior housing communities na-
tionwide. “Our goal is to bring quality 
customer care to this audience, which 
demands attention, responsiveness and 
fewer technology headaches,” states Carl 
Hirschman, CEO of SilverFox. “The lo-
cal cable company is not doing a good 
job at it. But we can.”

Fewer headaches appears to be the 
key. Many assisted-living developers are 
willing to build the infrastructure for 
cable and Internet but need the right 
provider to install services and manage 
the system. This market can be very at-
tractive for PCOs looking for opportu-
nities with low capital requirements. “In 
some cases, the developer will pay for 
everything,” one operator told me.

Although this market seems content 
with good, solid, easy-to-navigate bulk 
cable packages, don’t assume there isn’t 
an interest in broadband. The indepen-
dent living areas of some retirement 
centers can have very high broadband 
penetration rates, and their bandwidth 
demands are quite low, making this a 
business with a very attractive margin.

But this sector poses many of the 
same challenges for PCOs traditional 
MDUs do – as Erkman says, “It requires 
service, service, service.” It also requires 
geographic discipline, attention to on-
site staff and very responsive technical 
support. v

Senior housing, especially assisted living, is a fast-growing segment of the 
MDU market. It represents a great opportunity for PCOs.
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