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Provider Perspective

I meet with a lot of people in our in-
dustry over the course of the year, 
and I am often asked the same ques-

tion: “Do you think our industry is 
changing?”

“Of course I do,” I always reply. “It’s 
constantly changing. Ten years ago, we 
were trying to figure out how to offer 
Internet service. Today, we’re trying to 
figure out how to push video service to 
a cell phone.”

Yes, it’s definitely changing. But that 
is nothing new for private cable opera-
tors (PCOs), which used to run C-Band 
analog businesses. Now they operate all-
digital platforms with multiple services.

The challenge for operators isn’t 
change. It’s the ability to adapt to 
change. Where would we be if we had 
never launched broadband in our com-
munities? You’re right – we’d no longer 
be in those communities. 

When broadband became a must-
have service around 1999 or 2000, I saw 
several operators embrace the change. 
They hired experts. They retrained their 
technicians. They upgraded their plant. 
Other operators stuck their heads in the 
sand, asking, “Why would I ever want to 
touch my customer’s computer? What do 
I know about accessing the internet?”

Don’t want to adapt? Fine. There is 
plenty of roadkill in lots of industries to 
prove why adapting to consumer needs, 
behaviors and technological break-
throughs is critical. Just ask the railroad 
companies that didn’t fear the airlines. 
Or IBM, which didn’t think consumers 
would ever want home computers when 
they could rely on massive mainframes 
at work.

Misreading the market can devas-
tate companies that aren’t prepared to 
respond or adjust. It’s like a head foot-
ball coach going into the locker room at 

halftime without adjusting his offense’s 
approach to stop his blitz-happy oppo-
nent. No adjusting? Fine, you’ll lose the 
game. Or your business.

BlockBuster:  
A cAutIonAry tAle
Look at the movie-rental business. Back 
in 1985, during the mom-and-pop 
buildout of video rental stores, Block-
buster Video created a national brand 
with big-box retail outlets and multi-
ple copies of new movie releases. They 
quickly put all the little guys out of 
business. But when technology and con-
sumer tastes changed, they failed to see 
the shift. They expanded into music just 
as Apple launched the iPod. They added 
stores just as sales began to decline. And 
they forgot to use the Internet.

Blockbuster Video was a very success-
ful one-hit wonder that never quite knew 
how to adapt. I’ve seen a lot of PCOs 
do the same thing. Not a good plan for 
Blockbuster, and not a good plan for us.

Customers no longer wanted to go to 
stores, shop around and be disappointed. 
Netflix understood this. Launched in 
1997, Netflix has more than 100,000 
titles and 10 million customers. It ships 
1.9 million DVDs a day, more than a 
billion in the past two years.

Blockbuster introduced its own rent-
by-mail service in 2004 – too little, too 
late, too bad. It recently shut down this 
money-losing operation.

Now Netflix offers a Watch Instantly 
feature that lets customers download 
movies immediately. Already, half its 
customers use this feature. Where is 
Blockbuster? Trying to figure out which 
stores to close.

Then along came Redbox. In 2004, 
McDonald’s dropped these colorful ki-
osks everywhere. Cheap movie rentals 
from a machine – how cool! A hundred 
million videos were rented in barely four 
years. What did Blockbuster do? Six years 
later, it partnered with NCR to create its 
own Redbox look-alike. But by then, 
Redbox was renting more DVDs and 
Netflix was two technologies ahead of it.

Blockbuster didn’t adapt and didn’t 
respond until it was too late. “Our big-
box concept will always be the way cus-
tomers want to watch movies,” I am sure 
their leaders were saying. Wanna bet?

PCOs have to adapt, too. Property 
owners have new needs and objectives, 
on-site staffs have new issues and busi-
ness challenges, and residents have new 
needs. Yes, the business is changing. 
Let’s change with it and avoid becoming 
another Blockbuster.  BBP

Of course it is – because change is inevitable. That’s why we should treat 
change as an opportunity, not as a threat.
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Blockbuster thought customers would always 
want to watch videos the same way. Wrong!


