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Provider Perspective

There’s a lot of over-the-top hype 
about over-the-top video. This 
new market category threatens to 

have a seismic impact on all multichan-
nel providers’ businesses, according to 
many cable TV experts.

As with any new, hyped-up trend – 
Facebook, Frappucinos, anything new 
from Apple – we must slow down and 
understand its impact on our market 
before we assume the worst. New trends 
often present initial challenges, but they 
can lead to great opportunities.

The online video market has devel-
oped quickly. According to comScore, 
Hulu had 40 million unique viewers in 
February. The Pew Research Center says 
more than half the adults in the United 
States have watched or downloaded on-
line video, and 10 percent of viewers ac-
tually pay for premium content. And the 
percentage of adults who stream movies 
has doubled since 2007, to 32 percent. 
Wow.

This is not a fad or a recession-driven 
way to save money by watching free con-
tent online. This is a major change in the 
way our audience wants content: acces-
sible anytime, on any device.

Don’T be LefT behinD
A college professor of mine once said, 
“When consumer behavior shifts dra-
matically, you’d better shift, too, or 
you’ll be left behind.” 

Even if you’re not seeing big changes 
in cable subscriber counts, consider this: 
Our customer base in the MDU mar-
ket skews toward younger, more value-
focused subscribers and includes many 
early adopters of new technologies. This 
is exactly who is watching the most  
online video.

According to media research com-
pany Nielsen, 25-year-old males are the 
cohort most likely to watch video over 
broadband. Twenty-somethings who are 
establishing their careers and who grew 
up on broadband are the heaviest users 
of over-the-top video. This means that 
as this trend goes mainstream – and I 
think it already has – our customer is 
leading the charge. Yikes!

Many fear that this shift in viewing 
habits, by transforming couch-potato 
remote-control clickers into watchers 
on iPads in Starbucks, will lead to cord-
cutting. This is cable operators’ biggest 
fear – that the average subscriber will 
drop his or her basic cable service to save 
$60 a month.

Look at the way our competition 
is responding. Comcast created On 
Demand Online, which makes cable 
programming accessible online only 
to paying subscribers, and is heavily 
marketing this new feature under the 
Xfinity brand. Time Warner Cable is 
pushing its TV Everywhere initiative in 
much the same way. Other large MSOs 
are following this same game plan. 
Should private cable operators (PCOs) 
do the same thing?

It’s easy to see this trend as an on-
coming freight train that requires us to 
think differently about our business. Yes, 

it’s the next challenge in our business. 
But it is also our next big opportunity.

For years, PCOs have been effective 
at identifying the types of consumers 
living in the apartment communities 
they serve – young professionals; ac-
tive retirees; families; speakers of Span-
ish, Russian or Indian languages; and 
so forth. We have customized channel 
lineups – particularly for bulk properties 
– to meet the needs of each MDU’s resi-
dent profile. Why not do it again, this 
time customizing our online offerings? 
Imagine a customer in a predominantly 
Spanish community going to a PCO’s 
Web portal to watch a telenovela, see the 
local news from Mexico or view a soccer 
match – wouldn’t that be the best way 
to join this consumer behavioral shift 
rather than be crushed by it? 

We can customize content for all 
kinds of customer profiles. Much of this 
content is becoming available to us now; 
in fact, middleware companies are pop-
ping up everywhere to help cable opera-
tors meet this growing need. And if the 
Pew Research Center is right, roughly 
10 percent of these viewers will actually 
pay more for this content.

Let’s embrace this trend and pre-
pare for it. Our customer might be 
early to use online video; let’s be early to  
offer it.  bbP

Repeat after me: It’s an opportunity, not a threat. Our customers want OTT 
video, and some of them even want to pay for it.
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