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WHAT YOU’LL LEARN

T here’s a popular trope out there these days that 

with streaming music and file sharing, there’s 

just no way for musicians to make a living as 

musicians. Game over. done. unless you’re already big 

and famous.

But don’t tell that to doug and Telisha Williams, aka 

the band Wild Ponies. as of this writing in the spring of 

2016, the Williamses have just released a new album, 

Radiant, on their own label; they released a limited-edition 

acoustic version of the same album at the same time; 

and they have a new album in the works to be recorded 

in the summer. They’ve also been touring throughout 

the united states and europe, and in March they com-

pleted a two-week tour of the Yukon. Yes, northwestern 

Canada, where they traveled from the airport on a trailer 

attached to a snow machine. (That’s north country speak 

for a snowmobile.)

doug and Telisha met in high school where he was 

the drum major and she was a majorette. They then 

played together in a rock-and-roll cover band. “We 

eventually got married and tried day jobs, and that didn’t 

work, so we went to being musicians,” doug said in a 

recent interview.1 They’ve now been married more than 

seventeen years. Wild Ponies play roots and americana 

music—sort of a mix of country, bluegrass, blues, folk, 

and rock. When they got started, everything was acous-

tic, but their latest album is all electric for doug’s guitar, 

though Telisha still plays the upright bass. They are 

often accompanied by drummer Megan Jane and multi- 

instrumentalist Fats Kaplin.

“We’ve never been with a traditional record label,” 

doug said. “We’ve never courted any of the major labels. 

and while we’ve flirted with the small indie labels, we’ve 

now formed our own small label. When you have your 

own label, it means you spend more time on the business 

side than you want to. But it also gives you the responsi-

bility. You have to do your own work with radio promoters 

and the promotion person.

“it also means you have to raise your own capital, 

which is tough. it means you have to have a closer rela-

tionship between you and your fans.”

doug says that principles for success he and Telisha 

count on come from the work of Wired magazine founder 

Kevin Kelly and his theory of the “1,000 True Fans.” This 

is the idea that artists can be successful apart from a 

large company or media organization if they can find a 

thousand true fans. Kelly writes:

a True Fan is defined as someone who will pur-

chase anything and everything you produce. They 

will drive 200 miles to see you sing. They will buy 

the super deluxe re-issued hi-res box set of your 

stuff even though they have the low-res-version. 

They have a Google alert set for your name. They 

bookmark the eBay page where your out-of-print 

editions show up. They come to your openings. 

They have you sign their copies. They buy the 

t-shirt, and the mug, and the hat. They can’t wait 

till you issue your next work. They are true fans.2

doug says that artists who have a thousand or so 

true fans can have “a pretty good middle-class life. We 

don’t survive without fan engagement. We don’t play a 

show anywhere where we don’t know someone in the 

audience on a first-name basis. anywhere in the world. 

amsterdam, London, southern Germany—little towns in 

southern Germany.” (Full disclosure: your author and his 

wife are true fans of Wild Ponies.)

Wild Ponies inhabit a part of the music business 

(media business, really) located somewhere between the 

megastars who bring in enormous numbers of fans and 

the garage bands who hope to get a hundred plays on 

After studying this chapter, you will be able to:

1  describe how the media developed as a 
private industry in the united states from the 
colonial period to the present day.

2  summarize how control of the media industry 
has changed from the 1950s to the present day.

3   define what is meant by “media synergy” and 
illustrate it with at least three examples.

4  explain why apple, Google, and other tech 
companies may also be considered leading 
media companies.

5  describe the concept of long-tail media and its 
implications for the future of the media industry.

6  identify six groups that influence how the 
media behave and what content they present.
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50    PaRT i • inTROduCTiOn TO The Media

YouTube. They inhabit a spot between the long tail and 

the short head on the media distribution curve. (We’ll talk 

about this at the end of the chapter.)

For the Ponies’ first professionally produced album, 

Things That Used to Shine, they raised more than 

$30,000 from 340 backers through the crowdfunding 

Web site Kickstarter. To get funding through Kickstarter, 

musicians (like everyone else seeking Kickstarter fund-

ing) put together a video pitch along with written details 

about their qualifications and the album they intend to 

make. Potential contributors pledge to fund projects they 

find interesting, but they only get charged if the project 

reaches the financial goal the creators set. if the project 

doesn’t reach its funding goal, no money is exchanged.3 

assuming the project does reach its goal and gets funded, 

the people who pledge do not get an investment in the 

album; instead, they get the satisfaction of supporting the 

project and very often some kind of reward, such as a 

copy of the album, a T-shirt, or even a dinner with the 

artist. (When filmmaker spike Lee funded a small indie 

movie through Kickstarter, $10,000 donors got to go with 

spike to a Knicks nBa game.)

doug says that he and Telisha are pretty happy with the 

way their professional life is going. “People say, ‘i hope you 

guys make it.’ But we are doing well. i don’t even know what 

‘make it’ means. We’re paying our bills. You can be a suc-

cessful lawyer without arguing a case before the supreme 

Court. But i consider us successful. i love what we do.”

in recent years, ownership of newspapers, book and 

magazine publishers, recording labels, movie compa-

nies, and internet companies has become increasingly 

concentrated, moving from the hands of the families that 

started them into the hands of a small number of very 

large corporations. however, entrepreneurs are able to 

use digital technologies to create new media that can 

turn upside-down Big Media’s focus on using traditional 

tools to deliver media using the same techniques they 

have for years. instead of looking at “the media” as a uni-

fied whole, we look at who owns and controls the varied 

mass media and how new channels are emerging rapidly.

The Development of the  
Media Business in the United States
The U.S. media are unique in the world in that they are almost entirely privately owned and operated for 
profit. Even the broadcasting industry, which in most countries is tightly controlled by the government, 
is run by private businesses.4

A Tradition of Private Ownership
The media in the United States have a long tradition of private ownership that dates back to the 1640s. 
The media industry was among the first in the American colonies: The first printing press came to the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1638. It was used to establish the Cambridge press, publisher of The Whole 
Booke of Psalmes, better known as the Bay Psalm Book. This became the colonies’ first best seller and 
was even exported back to Great Britain and Europe. Most of the early published works consisted of 
religious tracts, such as sermons, and were printed under license of the colonial government.5

Newspapers were published throughout the colonial and revolutionary period, but they were not the 
large, general-appeal publications we are familiar with today. Instead, they provided commentary and 

gossip that would appeal to members of a particular political group. Benjamin Harris, 
who published the first newspaper in the colonies in 1690, also ran a coffeehouse, and 
the content of his paper, Publick Occurrences Both Forreign and Domestick, resembled 
the talk in his coffeehouse. Only one issue of the paper appeared, in part because Harris 
had failed to obtain a license to publish.

Although the newspapers of the colonial period were much smaller than those 
to come during the 1800s, they could nevertheless be quite profitable. Publisher 
and statesman Benjamin Franklin became relatively wealthy publishing his 
Pennsylvania Gazette—although his success was due at least in part to his ability, 
as postmaster general, to prevent competing newspapers from being distributed 
through the mail.6 Franklin, along with several other successful publishers, was 

able to use his paper’s profitability to improve his publications and thus increase his success. He 
was an intense competitor, vying with other publishers for the top writers and editors in the book, 

Learn more about the  
Bay Psalm Book.

pp Video Case 3.1: The 
savvy media consumer.


 S

AG
E 

Pu
bl

ic
at

io
ns

Check out projects receiving 
funding on kickstarter.
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Chapter 3 • The Media Business    51

newspaper, and magazine businesses.7 In many ways, he established the pattern that media moguls 
would follow for the next two and a half centuries.

Even though print media were widespread in America in the 1700s, subscription prices were high, 
and publications were subsidized by political parties. It wasn’t until the development of penny press 
newspapers in the 1830s that the news industry really got started. These inexpensive, widely circulated 
papers were published in large numbers and were the first American newspapers to be supported 
primarily through advertising revenue and read by large numbers of people.8 The same model of adver-
tising-supported media guided the development of the magazine industry in the 1800s.

In the United States, unlike in most other countries, the electronic media have always been privately 
owned, beginning with the telegraph line between Washington, D.C., and Baltimore, Maryland, in 1844. 
By 1849, the telegraph was being used to transmit news on a regular basis. Although it was replaced by 
newer technology in the twentieth century, the telegraph set the stage for private owner-
ship of electronic media.9 Today the broadcasting industry is primarily a private business 
in the United States, although it is regulated by the government. In contrast, while Britain 
has a thriving commercial broadcasting industry, the publicly funded British Broadcasting 
Corporation (BBC) has a much bigger presence than the U.S. Public Broadcasting Service 
(PBS). And while the Internet, the most recent of the electronic media, began as a partner-
ship between the military and universities in the 1960s and 1970s, it was fully opened to 
business and the public in the 1990s.

The Growth of National News
Nationally circulated magazines provided news and entertainment in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, and radio networks carried national news from the 1930s on, but it was the growing popularity 
of television networks in the 1950s that gave the United States a true national media culture. For the first 
time, people routinely depended on nationally available media for their news. The CBS and NBC television 
networks started carrying a half-hour nightly news broadcast in 1963; ABC followed suit in 1967, and CBS 
added its weekly newsmagazine 60 Minutes in 1968. In 1979, ABC started running a late-night news update 
called America Held Hostage when U.S. embassy employees in Iran were taken hostage. As the hostage 
crisis dragged on for 444 days, the update evolved into the program now known as Nightline.

Public affairs network C-SPAN began broadcasting on cable in 1979. It carried full coverage of the 
U.S. House of Representatives live and unedited; coverage of the Senate was added in 1986. CNN went 
on cable in 1980, promising not to go off the air until “the end of the world.” CNN subsequently went 
worldwide with CNN International and CNN en Español.

All this means that, even though a relatively limited number of companies own the media outlets, 
Americans have access to a wide range of competing news sources. The absolute number of independent 
sources has declined, but their availability is vastly improved.10 In addition to these giants, several slightly 
smaller companies are extraordinarily influential on how our media operate. While the focus in this chapter 
is on the media in the United States, we take a much broader look at global 
media in Chapter 15.

Big Media: The Legacy Conglomerates
Media journalist Ken Auletta notes that massive changes have taken place 
in the media industry during the past forty years. In 1980, the VCR was a 
scarce luxury, cable television was just starting to become popular, the 
personal computer was for hobbyists, the Internet was available only to 
academics and the military, USA Today had yet to be published, MTV and 
CNN were not yet on cable, there were only three broadcast television 
networks, you couldn’t buy a CD, and mobile phones were connected to 
large boxes and used only by the wealthy and people with mobile offices.

By 2016, 81 percent of U.S. households had some form of on-demand 
video—in the form of a digital video recorder (DVR), Netflix, or a cable-
based on-demand system.11 Basic cable was in more than 53 percent of 
homes, and high-speed cable was available to over 93 percent of them; 
direct-broadcast satellite television was in 34 percent; radio was universally 

THINK YOU’VE MASTERED  
THE CONTENT?

CHECK YOUR COMPREHENSION  
ON THE STUDY SITE WITH:

 • eFlashcards to strengthen your understanding 
of key terms.

 • Practice quizzes to test your knowledge of key 
concepts.

 • Videos and multimedia content to enhance 
your exploration of key topics.

edge.sagepub.com/hanson6e 

View examples of the  
penny press.

Is the United States better off having 
privately owned media? Would you rather 
see government-owned or -controlled 
media replace the privately owned 
media? Why or why not? How would this 
change our media?

QUESTIONING 
THE MEDIA 

How Americans  
Get Their News

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



52    PaRT i • inTROduCTiOn TO The Media

available; over 90 percent of American teens had access to the Internet at home; the Wall Street 
Journal sold 2.3 million copies a day; there were at least six national broadcast networks; 
and over 60 percent of Americans had mobile telephones.12 In Europe, there were approxi-
mately four thousand television channels available, and more cell phone subscriptions than 
inhabitants.13

Since corporations control so much of what is available to the public, it is worth exam-
ining who they are and what they control, as well as how they have had to change to react 
to the new media environment of the twenty-first century. Companies that had counted on 
consolidation to bring in profits from synergy were likely to be disappointed as often as 
they were pleased. In general, the word synergy refers to a combination of effects that is 
greater than the sum of the individual effects. For example, two medications given together 
may do more than twice as much good as the two medications given separately. In the 

media business, synergy means that a combined company can offer more value, cost savings, or strength 
than two companies could separately.

However, there is more to our media world than just the legacy conglomerates of Big Media. There are 
the newer companies that are becoming a huge part of our media landscape, such as Comcast, Google, 
and Apple. Then there are the companies that are more limited in the scope of their media ownership, 
such as iHeartMedia, which has 850-plus radio stations, and Gannett, which owns approximately eighty-
two daily newspapers (including USA Today) and 650 nondaily publications. The twenty-three television 
stations previously owned by Gannett are now owned by a new, spin-off company known as Tegna. So 

after we talk about the legacy media conglomerates, we’ll look at the giant new 
players, along with a few other smaller, but still significant, media companies.14

Disney: The Mouse That Grew
The Walt Disney Company, popularly known as the Mouse, may be the world’s 
most famous media company, due to its wealth of recognizable characters, such 
as Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck (see Box 3.1). It is also the largest of the legacy 
media conglomerates. In 2015, it had revenue of $52.5 billion, with over $40 billion 
coming from the United States and Canada and nearly $4 billion from Asia and 
the Pacific.15 (Comcast, which owns NBCUniversal, is about one-fourth bigger 
than Disney. We’ll talk about that more later on.)

From Mickey Mouse to Media Giant. The Disney Company got its start in 
1928 when Walt Disney started producing Mickey Mouse cartoons. The first two 
silent Mickey cartoons came and went with little fanfare, but the third, which 
featured synchronized music and sound effects, was a huge hit. Walt Disney pro-
duced more than one hundred short animated cartoons featuring Mickey and 
his friends. In 1937, he took animation to the next level by releasing the first fea-
ture-length cartoon, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. A major success for the 
studio, the film held the box-office record of $8 million until Gone With the Wind 
was released in 1939.

In the 1950s, the Disney Company started producing live-action feature 
films and continued production of the wildlife documentaries it started in the 
late 1940s.16 It was also in the 1950s that Disney opened its first theme park, in 
California.

Walt Disney was among the first Hollywood movie producers to see the 
potential of television, for which he produced and hosted a weekly program 
for more than a decade.17 He understood the concept of synergy very early and 
used his television show to promote his movies and theme park. The Disney 
Company has also been licensing merchandise longer than almost any other 
media company. In 1930, the company signed its first international licensing 

contract for Mickey Mouse products, and the famous Mickey Mouse watch went on sale in 1933. By 
1954, the company was selling more than three thousand Disney items, ranging from pajamas to 
school supplies.18

In the twenty-first century, we have 
more media options available to us than 
ever before. But most of the major media 
outlets are owned by a small number of 
corporations. Given this, do you believe 
that we as media consumers have more 
or fewer choices than in the past? Why?

QUESTIONING 
THE MEDIA

pp This cartoon from Web 
comic artist Lar deSouza 
captures the changing face of 
Disney with Princess Leia and 
the Seven Droids.

pp Video Case 3.2: Holiday 
toy merchandising.
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Chapter 3 • The Media Business    53

After Walt Disney’s death in 1966, the company 
lost much of its direction.19 But in 1984, Michael 
Eisner, formerly of ABC Television and Paramount 
Pictures, took over as head of the studio, a job he 
held until 2005. Under Eisner’s leadership, the 
Disney Company produced a series of popular 
animated films; formed new movie companies, 
including Touchstone Pictures (which has pro-
duced films for adults, such as Pretty Woman); and 
moved into television.20

In addition to being a significant force in 
American media, the Disney Company has 
been developing a presence throughout Europe 
and Asia. As of 2015, approximately 23 percent 
of Disney’s earnings came from outside North 
America, but the quest for an international 
audience has not always gone smoothly.21 For 
example, Disneyland Paris, which opened in 
1992, went through four name changes and 
numerous cultural changes before it became 
profitable. Tokyo Disneyland, which opened in 
1983, started off slowly but was soon busier than 
the California Disneyland. But the market Disney 
is most interested in is China, with its 1.3 billion 
potential consumers.22

Disney had been doing business in China 
for several years before the communists came 
to power in 1949. But for the next thirty-five or so 
years, Disney and other Western businesses were 
barred from the country. By the mid-1980s, China 
was becoming more open to Western business and 
culture, so in 1985, Disney began negotiations with 
Chinese broadcast media to bring Mickey Mouse 
and Donald Duck cartoons to Chinese television.23

In 1996, Disney’s relationship with China hit 
a rough period when Touchstone released the 
movie Kundun. The film, which deals with Tibet 
and the Dalai Lama, outraged the Chinese gov-
ernment. (China controls Tibet and has attempted to suppress the teachings of the Dalai Lama.) After 
Kundun’s release, Disney programming was banned briefly in China.24

By 2002, Disney had successfully distanced itself from Kundun and was airing its cartoons on Dragon Club, 
which reaches sixty million Chinese households, and by 2005, it had twenty-three programming blocks on 
Chinese television. The company also had more than 1,800 Disney Corners in Chinese department stores.25

Disney opened Hong Kong Disneyland in 2005. Despite some early problems, including overcrowd-
ing and cultural misunderstandings, the park has been growing, and Disney invested $800 million into 
expanding the park in 2009.26 Since that expansion, the Hong Kong park has been moderately success-
ful, with rising attendance and profits.27 Chinese visitors don’t seem to be bothered by the fact that the 
rides have English soundtracks. One Chinese guest told the Washington Post, “I don’t expect to see many 
Chinese things in Disneyland. I came to see different things, fresh things.”28 Disney has continued to work 
on a $5.5 billion theme park in Shanghai in conjunction with a Chinese corporation. Brooks Barnes, 
writing for the New York Times, says Disney is counting on the Chinese becoming more interested in 
Western-style entertainment and media.29

Disney’s reach extends far beyond its children’s programming and theme park operations. Central 
to the Disney Company today is the ABC broadcast network and the ESPN cable networks. ABC had 

Publishing

zz disney Publishing Worldwide
zz Marvel Comics

Broadcast Network

zz aBC

Broadcast Television Stations

disney owns eight aBC affiliates in major cities, including Chicago, Los angeles, 
Raleigh-durham, san Francisco, new York City, and houston.

Cable/Digital Networks

Many cable/digital networks (either partially or in full), including:

zz disney Channel (includes more than one hundred channels in thirty-four 
languages)

zz esPn inc. (includes twenty-four separate properties)
zz a&e networks (50 percent ownership—includes multiple versions of a&e, 

history, and Lifetime networks)
zz Freeform (formerly aBC Family)
zz Fusion
zz hulu (online streaming network)

Movie Studios and Distributors

zz Walt disney Pictures
zz Touchstone Pictures
zz Pixar
zz Marvel studios
zz Lucasfilm (includes the visual and audio effects companies industrial Light 

& Magic and skywalker sound)

Other Properties

zz disney Music Group
zz disney Theatrical Group
zz Theme parks in China, hong Kong, Japan, France, and the united states
zz a cruise line business
zz disney stores
zz numerous international television broadcasting and production companies

pBOX 3.1

What Does Disney Own?

Source: The Walt disney Company, “Fiscal Year 2015 annual Financial Report and shareholder Letter,” https://ditm-twdc-us.storage.
googleapis.com/2015-annual-Report.pdf.
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been an independent company until 1985, when it was 
bought by Capital Cities Communications. Ten years later, 
Disney bought Capital Cities and acquired ABC as part of 
the deal.30 Unlike Viacom and Time Warner, Disney is pri-
marily a content company—a producer of programming. 
Although it owns ten television stations and a number 
of radio stations, it has not (as of this writing) invested 
heavily in local cable companies, theaters, or an Internet 
service provider. It also has invested in retail stores and 
theme parks.31

The Twenty-First Century at Disney. Disney has had a series of ups and downs over the past several 
years, sometimes in the same areas of the company. These include:

zz Animation—Disney’s animation studio suffered a string of failures starting in 2000 with traditional, 
hand-drawn animation, but the company revitalized its cartoon offerings by acquiring Pixar, the 
studio responsible for the three Toy Story movies, Up, and Inside Out. In 2013 and 2014, Disney 
animation had its biggest hit ever (not counting the Pixar-branded movies) with Frozen and has 
continued to see success with Wreck-It Ralph, Big Hero 6, and Zootopia.32

zz Media convergence at Disney—Just as Disney saw the potential for bringing together movie 
and television properties back in the 1950s and 1960s, in recent decades it has understood how 
to bring together other popular sources of media entertainment such as Marvel Entertainment 
(home of Iron Man and the rest of the Avengers) and Lucasfilm (home of the Star Wars series). 
The company has also moved into using online media as a partial owner of the online streaming 
video service Hulu and uses it to provide viewers with additional opportunities to watch shows 
from ABC, Freeform (formerly ABC Family), and Disney Channel. Disney was also among the first 
of the Big Media companies to make its movies and television shows available through Apple’s 
online iTunes Store.33

zz Kicking merchandising up to the next level—Disney merchandise goes way beyond Mickey Mouse 
watches and Frozen jammies. When Disney had a live-action Cinderella movie in the spring of 2015, 
among the merchandise tie-ins was a $4,595 pair of Jimmy Choo glass slippers. There was also a line of 
Cinderella makeup from Estée Lauder and—of course—Cinderella-themed prom dresses for between 
$350 and $800.34

zz Declining TV audience for ESPN—ESPN is one of the most important of Disney’s properties, and it is in 
a decline. According to Securities and Exchange Commission documents, ESPN lost seven million 
subscribers between 2013 and 2015. That’s a drop from ninety-nine million to ninety-two million potential 
viewers. Now that doesn’t necessarily mean fewer people are watching ESPN, but it does mean fewer 
people are paying for it. ESPN is part of people’s basic cable package, and every cable subscriber who has 
ESPN coming into his or her house pays on average $6.61 per month. That means that ESPN gets that money 
whether or not you ever watch it. This means that Disney is losing $550 million per year from people who 
have cut the cable cord.35

 News Corporation and 21st Century Fox:  
A Worldwide Giant Splits in Two

In 2013, Rupert Murdoch’s worldwide news and entertainment giant News Corporation became one 
of the latest media conglomerates to break into two parts. News Corporation retained Murdoch’s 
newspapers, information services, and book publishing business. It publishes the Wall Street Journal 
and the New York Post in the United States, along with the Times and the Sun in London. (Its biggest 
paper, the News of the World, was shut down following a phone hacking scandal in 2011. You can 
learn more about this in Chapter 14.) 21st Century Fox took on his cable, broadcast, film, pay televi-
sion, and satellite properties. Interestingly, the entertainment-oriented 21st Century Fox, rather than 
the news-oriented News Corp., owns Fox News. Murdoch has a worldwide presence in nine different  
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pp The Walt Disney 
Company has worked 
extensively in recent years 
to expand its offerings in 
China, including a theme park 
in Shanghai and exclusive 
merchandise deals.

Read reaction to Disney’s 
acquisition of Lucasfilm

When Will ESPN’s 
Subscriber Numbers  

Finally Hit Bottom?

Watch a 1939 video  
on how Walt Disney  

cartoons were made.
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media: newspapers, magazines, books, broadcasting, direct- 
broadcast satellite television, cable networks, a movie  
studio, home video, and the Internet. (See Boxes 3.2 and 
3.3.) In fact, the only continent on which Murdoch doesn’t 
own media properties is Antarctica.36 In fiscal year 2015, 
News Corporation had sales of $8.6 billion, and 21st Century 
Fox had sales of $29 billion, for a total of $37.6 billion, mak-
ing the two companies together about 28 percent smaller 
than Disney.37

From Australia to the World. Rupert Murdoch’s father 
owned two Australian newspapers, but when the elder 
Murdoch died in 1952, the younger Murdoch had to sell one of the papers to cover inheritance taxes. So 
Murdoch’s News Corporation empire grew out of a single newspaper, the Adelaide News, which had a 
circulation under one hundred thousand.38

By 1964, Murdoch had put together a major newspaper chain and had begun publishing the 
Australian, a national newspaper. In 1969, he moved to Britain, taking over the Sunday tabloid News of 
the World and eventually acquiring four more tabloids. In 1977, he moved to the United States, where he 
acquired the New York Post and transformed it into a lively, politically conservative paper.

In the 1980s, Murdoch bought the 20th Century Fox movie studio and a number of U.S. television 
stations and used them to create the Fox television network. He also became a U.S. citizen at this 
time because the United States does not permit foreign ownership of a television network. The Fox 
News cable network was launched in 1996 and has for years been the most popular of the cable 
news operations. In 2015, it was in the top five of all basic cable networks for prime-time audiences 
(ESPN, TBS, USA, and Disney were higher) and was the top-rated cable news channel.39 In addition 
to its more than twenty-five broadcast television stations, book publishing operations, and broadcast 
and cable networks, 21st Century Fox is the world’s dominant player in the direct-broadcast satellite 
business, owning a large portion of Sky (Britain), Sky Italia (Italy), and Sky Deutschland (Germany). 
It also owns a stake in China’s state-owned telecommu-
nications company.40 In 2015, 21st Century Fox bought 
National Geographic, which in addition to its magazine 
has television and online properties. The company 
paid $725 million for 73 percent control of the com-
pany. There was concern expressed by groups such as 
the Union of Concerned Scientists that Murdoch might 
interfere with the science and environmental issues 
covered by media organizations, such as their cover-
age of topics like climate change.41

The Murdoch family owns approximately 40 percent 
of both News Corporation and 21st Century Fox, and 
Murdoch runs his business using the same hands-on 
style he employed when it was a small family-owned 
company.

By far the biggest news surrounding News 
Corporation in recent years was its 2007 purchase of 
the Wall Street Journal and its parent company, Dow 
Jones & Company Inc. Murdoch paid a substantial 
premium for the paper to buy it from its longtime con-
trolling owners, the Bancroft family. Although the 
Journal has always had a politically conservative edito-
rial page, the paper’s news coverage has generally been considered evenhanded. When Murdoch first 
expressed interest in the Journal, there were concerns in the news industry that he would apply the 
same partisan style to the paper that he used with the Fox News Channel. To date, that doesn’t seem to 

Newspapers

More than 275 newspapers worldwide, including:

zz The Wall Street Journal
zz The New York Post
zz The Times (of London)
zz The Sun (London tabloid)
zz The Australian (national daily)

Magazines

all or part of four australian magazines

Book Publishing

Multiple book publishing houses, including:

zz harperCollins (along with divisions in england, australia, and Canada)
zz Zondervan (religious publisher)

pBOX 3.2

What Does News Corporation Own?

Sources: “Who Owns What,” Columbia Journalism Review, www.cjr.org/resources/index.php; Hoover’s Company Records—
In-Depth Records: News Corporation (austin, Texas: hoover’s inc., 2014); Hoover’s Company Records—In-Depth Records: 
21st Century Fox (austin, Texas: hoover’s inc., 2014).

pp Australian Rupert 
Murdoch, shown here in 1985, 
heads News Corporation and 
21st Century Fox, which own, 
among many other media 
properties, the Wall Street 
Journal, the New York Post, Fox 
News, and Fox Broadcasting.
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Take a peek at the corporate 
web sites for several of 
the most dominant media 
corporations.

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



56    PaRT i • inTROduCTiOn TO The Media

have happened. Murdoch has been active in the 
paper’s management, but he has not made sub-
stantial change in the paper’s style or approach 
to news.42

The Twenty-First Century at News Corporation 
and 21st Century Fox. News Corporation split 
into two separate companies in 2013. Rupert 
Murdoch’s media corporations seem to have fig-
ured out the rapidly changing media world of the 
new century. They have experienced growing rev-
enue throughout the recent recession, rising from 
annual sales of $16 billion in 2002 to more than 
$37.6 billion in 2015. How have his corporations 
managed to be so successful?

zz  Being willing to change to match the new 
media environment—News Corporation 
split into two separate companies in 2013 for 
a number of reasons, not the least of which 
was the toxic environment surrounding the 
News of the World phone hacking scandal 
(discussed in Chapter 14). The split also 
allowed for the more profitable entertainment-
oriented 21st Century Fox to follow a separate 
path from the news and publishing News 
Corporation.43

zz  Giving consumers what they want—Although 
Murdoch is known for his polit ically 
conservative newspapers and cable news 
channel, his companies are generally 
pragmatic about delivering what audiences 

z want. Fox Broadcasting carries shows such as The Simpsons, Family Guy, and American Dad, 
which frequently make the lists of the most objectionable shows on television, and News 
Corporation’s British tabloids can get quite racy—the London Sun includes a photo of a topless 
woman as a daily feature.

zz Wise use of multiple platforms—21st Century Fox produces a wide range of content that can 
be distributed through multiple platforms. For example, a movie produced by 20th Century Fox 
can be shown in theaters, sold on a disc by 20th Century Fox Home Entertainment, aired on Fox 
Broadcasting, shown again on the FX cable channel, and finally used as an afternoon or late-night 
program on a 21st Century Fox–owned television station.44 This multiplatform approach then leads 
to global synergy.

zz Global synergy at News Corporation—News Corporation’s direct-broadcast satellite systems 
currently cover much of the globe. Due to his various studios, Murdoch also owns the means to 
produce content to flow out over these channels. He has, in the words of media journalist Ken 
Auletta, both content and the pipeline. Owning every step of the process is important according 
to Murdoch, who says, “We’d like to be vertically integrated from the moment of creation 
through to the moment of delivery into the home.”45 Although News Corporation owns media 
properties around the world, Murdoch does not take a one-size-fits-all approach in providing 
content to these varied channels. “You would be very wrong to forget that what people want 
to watch in their own country is basically local programming, local language, local culture,” 
Murdoch says. “I learned that many, many years ago in Australia, when I was loading up [News 
Corporation’s network] with good American programs and we’d get beat with second-rate 
Australian ones.”46

Broadcast Television Networks

zz Fox Broadcasting
zz MynetworkTV (broadcast network launched in 2006)

Broadcast Television Stations

21st Century Fox owns at least twenty-eight television stations in at least 
seventeen cities, including new York City; Los angeles; Minneapolis; 
Washington, d.C.; and Phoenix.

Cable/Satellite Networks

numerous cable networks, including:

zz Fox news Channel
zz Fox sports
zz Fox sports europe, africa, asia, and Latin america
zz Fox sports 1 (formerly speed)
zz FX

Global Channels

zz Fox international Channels (three hundred channels across Latin america, 
europe, asia, and africa, in forty-four languages)

zz star india (network of more than thirty channels in seven languages)

Direct-Broadcast Satellite Companies (all or partial ownership)

Multiple dBs services, including:

zz sky (formerly British sky Broadcasting)
zz sky deutschland
zz sky italia

Movie Studios

zz 20th Century Fox (including at least seven spin-off studios)

pBOX 3.3

What Does 21st Century Fox Own?

Sources: “Who Owns What,” Columbia Journalism Review, www.cjr.org/resources/index.php; Hoover’s Company Records—In-Depth 
Records: News Corporation (austin, Texas: hoover’s inc., 2016); Hoover’s Company Records—In-Depth Records: 21st Century Fox 
(austin, Texas: hoover’s inc., 2016).
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Time Warner:  
Starting the Trend That  
“Smaller is Better”
At one point, Time Warner was the world’s largest media con-
glomerate; with 2008 sales of almost $47 billion, it brought in 
$9 billion more than Disney did that year. But in 2015, Time 
Warner was down to annual revenue of $28.1 billion. Why did 
the company have such a gigantic drop in revenue over such a 
short period? Well, hold on just a moment. It’s also worth not-
ing that in 2008 Time Warner lost $13.4 billion, but in 2015, it 
turned a profit of $3.8 billion. What happened? The decline in 
the company’s size and growth of profitability came from its 
selling off of several assets, including Internet provider AOL in 
2009 and cable TV provider Time Warner Cable. (That’s right. 
Time Warner Cable is not owned by Time Warner. Just so 
that’s clear. We’ll talk about that a little bit further on.) Since 
then, Time Warner has continued to spin off properties and 
grow in profitability, with 2013 revenue of $29.8 billion and 
a profit of $3.7 billion. Time Warner is a major player in film, 
television, cable TV, publishing, and online content, and it is 
the home to many iconic media characters, such as Scooby-
Doo, Harry Potter, and Batman (see Box 3.4).47

Time, Warner Bros., and Turner Broadcasting. Media 
giant Time Warner started out as the publisher of Time mag-
azine, founded in 1922 by Henry Luce and his prep-school 
friend Briton Hadden. Time quickly prospered, and by 1930, 
Luce had started the business magazine Fortune, which was 
followed by the photo magazine Life in 1936. By the 1980s, 
Time Inc. had added multiple magazines, book publishers, 
local cable companies, and the Home Box Office (HBO) 
cable movie channel to its holdings. In 1989, Time merged 
with Warner Communications, which had grown out of the 
Warner Bros. movie studio. This merger combined a major 
movie studio with the nation’s largest magazine publisher.

Among Time Warner’s businesses were a large number of local cable television systems, which 
delivered programming to individual homes (these have since been spun off as the separate company 
Time Warner Cable, which was recently acquired by Charter Communications), and HBO, one of the first 
premium cable networks. In 1996, Time Warner vastly expanded its stable by purchasing cable pioneer 
Ted Turner’s group of channels, which included the CNN networks, WTBS, TNT, Turner Classic Movies, 
and the Cartoon Network. Along with his cable properties, Turner also sold his Internet operations and 
movie studio. When Time Warner took over Turner Broadcasting System (TBS), Turner became a vice 
president of the new company and its largest stockholder. More significantly, the Turner networks had 
passed from the control of a single individual to that of a publicly owned company, in much the same 
way that Robert Johnson’s Black Entertainment Television (BET) would later be bought by Viacom.48

The Twenty-First Century at Time Warner. Although Time Warner is the biggest of the Big Media, that 
bigness has been a mixed blessing for the company since 2000.

zz In 2001, the big news was that AOL, then known as America Online, was merging with (some 
said buying) Time Warner. At the time of the merger, AOL was valued at $124 billion; when the 
companies separated in 2009, AOL’s value was below $3 billion. The goal of the merger was to have 
greater synergy between AOL’s online offerings and Time Warner’s older legacy media. The only 

Cable Networks

zz hBO (at least twenty-eight channels)
zz Cnn (at least eight channels)
zz TBs
zz TnT hd
zz truTV
zz Turner Classic Movies
zz Cartoon network (at least four channels)

Broadcast Television Network

zz The CW Television network (co-owned with CBs)

Movie and TV Studios

zz Warner Bros.
zz dC entertainment (Marvel’s main rival for comic book–based 

movies)
zz new Line Cinema
zz Castle Rock entertainment
zz hanna-Barbera Cartoons

pBOX 3.4 

What Does Time Warner Own?

Sources: “Who Owns What,” Columbia Journalism Review, http://www.cjr.org/resources/?c=timewarner; Hoover’s 
Company Records—In-Depth Records: Time Warner Inc. (austin, Texas: hoover’s inc., 2014).

Note: This table lists only a sample of Time Warner’s holdings. The company also owns multiple television and movie 
production companies.

pp In an effort to keep up with the Netflix and Hulu, Time Warner announced an 
upcoming new movie streaming service called FilmStruck. The service would launch 
in 2017 and offer on-demand streaming access to indie films as well as the Criterion’s 
library of movies.

Visit Time Warner’s 
corporate site.
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problem? The AOL–Time Warner synergy never really worked. The new company soon cut more 
than four thousand jobs and sold off numerous properties, including its sports teams, its book 
division, and the Warner Music Group.49

zz In 2014, Time Warner took its magazine publishing arm, Time Inc., and made it into its own, 
independent company. This means that the part of the media giant that gave Time Warner half of 
its name is no longer a part of the company. Time Inc. publishes more than ninety magazines and 
forty-five Web sites. Magazine publishing has been going through a difficult time since the Great 
Recession of 2007–2009, and New York Times reporters David Carr and Ravi Somaiya say they 
were not surprised to see Time Warner cutting the magazine division loose in much the same way 
it previously had with Time Warner Cable and AOL.50

Viacom and CBS: A Generational Change
The relationship between media conglomerate Viacom and established broadcast network CBS 
has been a long-term on-again, off-again one. Although they are currently two separate corpora-
tions with separate stocks, the ownership and management of the two companies heavily overlap. 
The companies had combined revenue for 2015 of almost $27 billion. Of that $27 billion, $13.3 
billion came from Viacom and $13.9 billion from CBS. CBS owns the CBS broadcast network, half 
of the CW broadcast network, a number of television production companies, approximately thirty 

broadcast television stations, and the Simon & 
Schuster publishing group. Viacom owns the 
movie studio Paramount and numerous cable 
channels, including Comedy Central, BET, and 
the various MTV and Nickelodeon channels 
(see Box 3.5).51

The Child Buys/Sells the Parent. CBS became 
a force in broadcasting when William S. Paley 
and his father bought United Independent 
Broadcasters and turned it into the Columbia 
Broadcasting System (CBS). In the mid-1980s, 
when all three of the original broadcast networks 
changed ownership, CBS was bought by inves-
tor Laurence Tisch and his Loews Corporation. 
Westinghouse bought Tisch’s company in 1995, 
and by 1997, it had sold all its nonmedia busi-
nesses and was simply CBS Inc.

Then, in one of the strangest twists in media 
history, CBS was bought by Viacom in 1999. 
What made this transaction so unusual was 
that Viacom had begun as a small film produc-
tion unit within CBS. Later, in 1971, the federal 
government became concerned that the broad-
cast networks were becoming too powerful, so 
it forced them to sell their content production 
units. As an independent company, Viacom 
grew into a major producer of cable television 
programming; its products included MTV and 
Nickelodeon.

In 1987, theater owner Sumner Redstone 
bought Viacom. Under Redstone’s leader-
ship, the company became a dominant media 
corporation in the 1990s. It acquired the 
Blockbuster video store chain, the Paramount 

Viacom and CBs split into separate corporations in 2005, though they are still 
largely owned and managed by the same people. in general, CBs owns 
broadcasting and publishing properties while Viacom owns cable and movie 
properties.

CBS

Broadcast Television Networks

zz CBs television network
zz The CW television network (co-owned with Time Warner)
zz showtime networks inc.

Broadcast Television Stations

CBs owns approximately thirty television stations in at least twenty-seven cities, 
including new York City, Los angeles, Chicago, Philadelphia, and san 
Francisco.

Radio Properties

zz CBs Radio operates numerous radio stations, most of which are in the 
top fifty u.s. markets.

Book Publishing

zz simon & schuster

Viacom

Cable Channels

Viacom owns numerous cable channels, including:

zz Viacom Media networks (seventeen channels, including MTV, Vh1, 
nickelodeon, CMT, and four varieties of BeT)

zz Comedy Central (partial owner)

Movie Studios

zz Paramount Pictures
zz MTV Films
zz nickelodeon Movies

pBOX 3.5

What Do Viacom and CBS Own?

Source: “Who Owns What,” Columbia Journalism Review, www.cjr.org/resources/index.php; Hoover’s Company Profile Database: 
Viacom (austin, Texas: hoover’s inc., 2016); Hoover’s Company Profile Database: CBS Corporation (austin, Texas: hoover’s inc., 2016).

Visit Viacom’s  
corporate site.

Visit the CBS  
corporate site.
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movie studio, and the start-up television network United 
Paramount Network (UPN). (In 2006, UPN was merged 
with the WB network to become the CW.) Finally, Viacom 
bought CBS, the television network that had given birth 
to it decades before.52 But then in 2005, Viacom and CBS 
split back into two separate corporations with separate 
stocks being traded. So they are no longer a single Big 
Media company, right? Well, sort of. Redstone and his 
daughter Shari were still top executives of both com-
panies.53 For years, Redstone has been one of the most 
powerful people in American media as the CEO of 
Viacom and the father of the CEO of CBS. He was also the top stockholder. But as of the spring 
of 2016, the management picture at Viacom and CBS could best be described as complicated. 
Redstone was ninety-one years old and in poor health. As of this writing in the fall of 2016, Dauman 
had resigned from Viacom with a $72 million settlement to close out an ongoing and ugly battle 
over who should be controlling the media giant.54

The Twenty-First Century at Viacom and CBS. The split of Viacom and CBS into separately traded 
companies was the most visible change at Redstone’s companies, but other, more significant, changes 
have happened there as well:

zz Indecency—CBS and Viacom were at the center of the debate on broadcast indecency that 
came out of Janet Jackson’s infamous “wardrobe malfunction” during the 2004 Super Bowl 
broadcast. (For more on the issue of broadcast indecency, see Chapter 13.) Radio stations 
owned by CBS have also drawn fire from critics and the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC) for sexually explicit broadcasts by shock jocks Howard Stern and Opie and Anthony, all 
of whom have since left CBS. Viacom has paid more than $3.5 million in fines and promised 
to suspend and possibly fire anyone who makes an indecent broadcast over the company’s 
properties.55

zz Music videos—Viacom continues to be the dominant force in music videos, owning BET (rap and 
hip-hop), MTV (music appealing to teens and twentysomethings), VH1 (music appealing to people 
who were teens a long time ago), and CMT.

zz The split was more than just finance—Common wisdom held that the split of Viacom and CBS 
was purely a financial move, but the two companies seem to be reacting very differently to 
the new media environment. While Viacom, with its cable and movie studio properties, has 
been vehemently opposed to video sharing services such as YouTube posting Viacom-owned 
content to the Web without a licensing agreement, CBS was able to reach an agreement with 
YouTube to share advertising revenue raised from clips posted from CBS-owned programs. Why 
this different response? Media journalist Ken Auletta has written that the most likely reason is 
that Viacom has always been in the business of licensing content while CBS was in the business 
of selling advertising time. YouTube was a good match to the CBS model and a bad match for 
Viacom. It may also be that Viacom is suffering from not being able to cope with Secret 5—All 
media are social.56

Bertelsmann: The World’s Largest Publisher
Although the German media corporation Bertelsmann has historically been known for its book and 
music publishing and management business, it also has a major presence in magazines, newspapers, 
and Internet and broadcast properties (see Box 3.6). Bertelsmann is both the world’s largest publisher 
and the largest publisher of English-language books. In 2015, it had sales of $21 billion.57

Books Still Matter. Bertelsmann started out in 1835 as a publisher of Christian music and prayers. It was 
also the original publisher of the fairy tales of the Brothers Grimm in the nineteenth century. After World 
War II, the company was run by Reinhard Mohn, a former German Luftwaffe officer who learned to speak 
English while in a prisoner-of-war camp in Kansas.58

pp Summer Redstone 
and his daughter Shari are 
engaged in a multi-front 
legal over management 
transitions at Viacom, though 
the Redstones as of this 
writing seem pleased with the 
management of CBS under 
Les Moonves (above).

See what all the fuss was 
about with the Janet Jackson 
indecency case.

Visit the Bertelsmann 
corporate site.
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Unlike most of the other media giants, Bertelsmann is a 
privately held company—it is owned by a German founda-
tion that mandates that the company not only earn a profit but 
also operate for the benefit of its employees and various social 
causes.59 Bertelsmann sees book publishing as one of the 
key media of the twenty-first century and, having purchased 
major American publishers Random House for $1.4 billion in 
1998 and Penguin in 2013, has a much stronger presence in 
this area than the other media giants. It also owns the RTL 
Group, Europe’s largest television broadcaster, and a large 
number of magazines through its Gruner + Jahr division.60

The Twenty-First Century at Bertelsmann. As a pub-
lisher and European broadcaster, Bertelsmann is not in the 
public eye the way Time Warner, Viacom, and Disney are. It 
does not have Scooby-Doo, SpongeBob, or Mickey Mouse 
as a mascot, but it has quietly made its presence felt by uti-
lizing the following methods:61

zz Returning to core strengths—Up until 2002, under 
the leadership of CEO Thomas Middelhoff, Bertelsmann 
looked like it was preparing to become a generalized 
media giant on the scale of Time Warner or Disney. But 
members of the Mohn family forced Middelhoff out and 
returned the company to its core business of book and 
magazine publishing. Ever since, the company has been 
gradually selling off peripheral businesses and buying 
back its stock.62

zz Broadcasting in Europe—Bertelsmann is big in 
European television, owning 90 percent of the RTL Group, 
Europe’s largest broadcaster. In addition to operating more 
than forty-five television channels in a dozen countries, it 
also produced the long-running American Idol and a wide 
range of other Idol versions around the world.63

zz Adapting to the changing music business—Bertelsmann has long been in the music business, 
first with the Bertelsmann Music Group (BMG) and later with its partnership with Sony BMG Music 
Entertainment.64 But with the massive changes that file sharing and digital downloads have brought to the 
music industry, Bertelsmann has taken a new approach. It sold out its interest in Sony BMG to Sony, and it’s 
now involved with pressing CDs for other publishers and managing the song catalogs of more than two 
hundred artists without being their publisher.  So Bertelsmann has gotten out of the business of selling 
music and is now in the business of assisting companies that do sell it.65

Big Media: The New Players

SECRET 2 upThe conglomerates have long been seen as the unquestioned rulers of the American media. 
But trying to rank the biggest media companies has gotten to be harder and harder with the rise of new media 
companies. Look at Disney, generally considered to be the largest of the media conglomerates with annual 
income of just over $52 billion. Then compare it to cable giant Comcast, which now owns NBCUniversal. For 
2015, Comcast had annual revenue of $74.5 billion, up $10 billion from 2013. Or consider search giant Google 
and its parent company Alphabet. In 2015, it had annual sales of $74.9 billion, most of which came from 
advertising. That makes it just slightly bigger than Comcast.66 So let us now look at the other contenders in the 
Big Media business. Remember Secret 2—There are no mainstream media. There is a wide range of media 
out there, all of which are significant.

Book Publishing

zz Penguin Random house (including Bantam, dell, and Ballantine)
zz WaterBrook & Multnomah
zz Knopf
zz Fodor’s Travel

Magazines

zz Gruner + Jahr (publisher of numerous trade magazines)
zz More than two dozen european magazines, including the 

German publication Stern
zz Multiple north american magazines (partially or in full), 

including National Geographic

Broadcasting

zz numerous european television stations (partially or in full), 
including RTL Group, europe’s largest television company

zz Multiple television production companies
zz Multiple radio services throughout europe
zz FremantleMedia (multiple international versions; producer of 

Idol singing competition series)

pBOX 3.6

What Does Bertelsmann Own?

Sources: “Who Owns What,” Columbia Journalism Review, http://www.cjr.org/resources/?c=timewarner; Hoover’s 
Company Records—In-Depth Records: Time Warner Inc. (austin, Texas: hoover’s inc., 2016).

pp Bertelsmann merged 
Random House and Penguin 
into a single company in 2013.
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Comcast/NBC Universal: Cable Buys Broadcaster
NBCUniversal (NBCU) is one of the oldest broadcasters in the United States. It was founded in 1926 by the 
Radio Corporation of America (RCA), the original monopoly in the broadcast business. Initially, the fed-
eral government established RCA to consolidate all the patents required to start the radio business. RCA 
formed the National Broadcasting Company (NBC) to provide radio programming across the country. As 
is described in more detail in Chapter 7, NBC had two networks, the “Red” and the “Blue.” In the 1940s, it 
sold the Blue network, which became ABC, now owned by Disney.67 In the 1930s, RCA began developing 
television technology and was the first network with regularly scheduled television broadcasts.

In 1985, General Electric (GE) bought both 
NBC and RCA. The purchase was controversial 
from the very beginning because GE’s primary 
business is not media but manufacturing and 
financial services. GE makes consumer elec-
tronics, electric generating plants, and aircraft 
engines. Critics questioned whether a major 
defense contractor ought to be allowed to own a 
broadcast network.68

Up until the fall of 2009, cable, Internet, and 
phone service provider Comcast wasn’t on any-
one’s list of American media giants. Sure, it was 
the largest single supplier of cable television 
and Internet services in the United States, but it 
wasn’t talked about in the same breath as Disney, 
Viacom, or Fox. But then the news started break-
ing that the cable giant was in negotiations to 
purchase 51 percent of NBCU from GE, which 
would give the Philadelphia-based company con-
trolling ownership of the network/movie studio. 
In January 2011, the FCC approved Comcast’s 
purchase of majority ownership of NBCU.69 
The transition of complete ownership of NBCU 
from GE to Comcast had been expected to be 
an extended process, with the new owner grad-
ually acquiring the entertainment company’s 
stock. But that changed in February 2013 with the 
announcement that Comcast would be complet-
ing its purchase of NBCU by the end of March of 
that year. Amy Chozick and Brian Stelter of the 
New York Times report a variety of reasons for the 
faster pace of the acquisition, including a conflict 
between the corporate cultures of Comcast and 
GE, Comcast’s desire to control programming 
sources as well as channels for distribution, and 
the fact that Comcast could afford to complete the transaction.70 Purchasing NBCU made Comcast the 
nation’s most valuable pure-media company. (Apple is often considered the world’s most valuable com-
pany, depending on its stock price, but it is only partially a media company.)71 For 2015, Comcast had 
revenue of $74.5 billion, making it about 25 percent bigger than Disney.72

Comcast makes the majority of its revenue by selling cable television, Internet, and phone services 
to its nearly twenty-eight million subscribers. Along with its media-related properties, Comcast owns 
an interest in professional sports teams and arenas in Philadelphia. The purchase of NBCU gave it the 
NBC broadcast network, the number-two Spanish-language broadcast network Telemundo, ten NBC 
affiliate stations, and more than twenty cable networks. These cable networks include the top-rated 
USA Network, along with Bravo, Syfy, and the Weather Channel. On the film side, the deal gave Comcast 
control of the major film studio Universal Studios and small-picture/indie studio Focus Features. And, 

Broadcast Television Networks

zz nBC broadcast network
zz Telemundo spanish-language broadcast network

Broadcast Television Stations

nBCu owns twenty-eight television stations, some of which are nBC affiliates 
and some of which broadcast the spanish-language Telemundo network.

Cable Networks

numerous cable networks (partially or in full), including:

zz CnBC (financial news)
zz MsnBC (news)
zz Bravo
zz syfy
zz usa network
zz The Weather Channel

Movie Studios

zz universal Pictures
zz Focus Features
zz universal studios home entertainment

Online Properties

zz Weather.com
zz hulu (streaming video)

Cable/Internet/Phone Services

Comcast is a major cable/internet/phone services provider with more than 
seventeen million subscribers.

Sports Teams and Facilities

Comcast owns partial interest in Philadelphia-area professional sports teams 
and arenas.

pBOX 3.7

What Does Comcast/NBCUniversal Own?

Sources: “Who Owns What,” Columbia Journalism Review, www.cjr.org/resources/index.php; Hoover’s Company Records—In-Depth 
Records: Comcast Corporation (austin, Texas: hoover’s inc., 2016); Hoover’s Company Records—In-Depth Records: NBCUniversal 
Media, LLC (austin, Texas: hoover’s inc., 2011).

Read more about Comcast’s 
accelerated purchase of 
NBCUniversal from GE.

Read more about Comcast’s 
attempt to buy Time Warner 
Cable
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finally, the deal included the Universal Studios theme parks in Florida and California.73 In the spring of 
2016, NBCU announced it would buy DreamWorks Animation, the home of the Minions and Despicable 
Me series, for $3.8 billion. The purchase was seen as doing more than just strengthening Comcast’s 
animation presence. “DreamWorks will help us grow our film, television, theme parks and consumer 
products business for years to come,” said Steve Burke, CEO of NBCU.74 The deal will require approval of 
the U.S. Department of Justice and the Federal Trade Commission (FTC).

Although Comcast is a publicly owned corporation, one-third of the company’s voting stock is con-
trolled by CEO Brian Roberts, son of the company’s founder. Comcast got its start in the cable business 
in Mississippi in 1963 and got its name in 1969. After acquiring cable systems in Pennsylvania, it moved 
to Philadelphia. Throughout the 1980s, Comcast grew by buying up local cable service throughout the 
United States. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Comcast started buying up mobile phone companies as 
well. In 2004, Comcast made its first bid at buying a Big Media company with an offer for Disney. While 
that deal was not successful, it did set the stage for the cable giant making the play for NBCU (see Box 3.7).

Critics of the merger were concerned that giving control of the NBCU twenty-plus major cable 
networks to one of the nation’s leading Internet and cable providers could lead to a “walled garden” 
Internet, where only Comcast subscribers would have access to NBCU programing. The agreement 
Comcast made with the FCC on the merger requires Comcast to give up management control of the Hulu 
streaming video service (though it can still be an investor). Also, the FCC can require Comcast to make 
its shows widely available on the Internet if its competitors start doing so first.75

Alphabet: Google and Company
In previous editions of this book, I raised the question “Are search engines a new part of mass com-
munication?” Certainly the Internet and the World Wide Web are a part of our mass media, and search 
engines, such as Google and Bing, are the tools we use to find information on the Web. They might even 
be considered news media. Think about Google News. It’s in essence a search tool that decides what 
the major news stories of the day are, collects links to them on a single page, and presents them to the 

reader. According to Google, Google News draws 
stories from more than 4,500 English-language 
news sources from around the world. The articles 
are evaluated by Google’s computers as to how 
often and on what sites the stories appear. Google 
claims this leads to an unbiased presentation of 
the news.76

Google has become so much a part of our 
lives that the search engine’s name has become 
a synonym for searching on the Internet—I’ll just 
go Google the answer. But Google is more than 
just a search engine. This is why in the summer 
of 2015 cofounder Larry Page announced on his 
blog that the company would restructure into a 
new parent company called Alphabet. Alphabet 
will be the home for:

zz Google—advertising, search engine, e-mail, YouTube, Android mobile operating system, maps, 
and apps

zz Calico—antiaging research
zz Nest—connected Internet of Things devices
zz Project Wing—delivery drones
zz Fiber—ultra-high-speed Internet
zz Glass—headsets
zz Driverless cars77

In 2015, Alphabet/Google had worldwide sales of $74.9 billion, with 46 percent of its income coming 
from the United States, 10 percent from the United Kingdom, and 44 percent from the rest of the world. 

pp In 2016, Google 
announced its reconfiguration 
into a conglomerate called 
Alphabet. Eric Schmidt 
(above), the executive 
chairman of Alphabet, has 
traveled the world to speak 
about how technology will 
revolutionize our day-to-day 
lives.

Visit Google’s  
corporate site.
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GOOGLE’S CORE PRINCIPLES

G oogle has long been known as 
the company with the unofficial 
slogan of “don’t be evil.” While 

that was really intended to be more of a 
rule for working with colleagues than a 
business philosophy, the company 
does have a statement of ten core 
principles that are supposed to guide 
its actions.1 They are:

 1.  Focus on the user and all else 
will follow.

 2.  it’s best to do one thing really, 
really well.

 3. Fast is better than slow.

 4.  democracy on the Web works.

 5.  You don’t need to be at your 
desk to need an answer.

 6.  You can make money without 
doing evil.

 7.  There’s always more information 
out there.

 8.  The need for information crosses 
all borders.

 9.  You can be serious without a suit.

 10.  Great just isn’t good enough.

You can see the full explanation of these 
principles at www.google.com/about/
company/philosophy.

in addition to its “don’t be evil” culture 
of excellence, Google is famous for 

its worker-friendly environment. it 
has masseuses on staff not just for 
executives but for the engineers who 
write code. it has free meals served 
out of a kitchen that is supervised by 
the Grateful dead’s former chef. an 
employee can get his or her hair cut or 
car washed, visit the dentist, go for a 
workout, or receive child care, all without 
leaving the Google campus.

are all these benefits to be nice to 
employees? Or are they just a way of 
getting more productivity out of them?

douglas edwards, who was the fifty-ninth 
employee hired by Google back in 1999, 
wrote in his book I’m Feeling Lucky about 
how the free food that the company 
offered cut the time people spent eating:

Like most googlers, i spent less 
than half an hour at lunch. . . . 
Without the café, i would have 
lost twenty minutes getting to a 
restaurant, half an hour eating, 
and another twenty minutes 
getting back. i would have 
stopped thinking about Google 
as i cleared the front door.2

Who is the source?

Who are the founders of Google? how 
do they differ from the founders of other 
media companies? how does Google 
differ from other Big Media companies?

What are they saying?

Google’s founders brought a distinct 
philosophy to their business. how 
would you describe it from what you’ve 
read? how does it differ from other 
major companies? (Feel free to follow 
the link above to get more details.)

What is the lasting impact?

has Google’s approach to doing 
business affected its success? is 
Google trying to be supportive of its 
employees, or is it just trying to keep 
them at work longer by offering lots of 
services at the office? does Google live 
up to its principles? Why or why not?

How do you and your classmates 
react to Google’s approach to doing 
business?

do you and your classmates think that 
Google truly tries to avoid being evil? 
Can a company succeed in a world 
market when it tries to uphold american 
values of freedom of information and 
speech? Would you want to work for 
Google? Why or why not?

1 Google, “Ten Things We Know to Be True,”  
http://www.google.com/about/company/philosophy/.
2 Douglas Edwards, I’m Feeling Lucky: The Confessions 
of Google Employee Number 59 (New York: Houghton 
Mifflin, 2011).

TEST YOUR MEDIA LITERACY

This places Google, like Comcast, ahead of all of the legacy media conglomerates in terms of revenue. Of 
this income, the vast majority came from advertising sales. Not only is Google bringing in a lot of income; 
it is among the most profitable of the media companies as well. Given all this, Google has to be consid-
ered one of the major new players in the media business.78

Google was founded in 1998 by two engineers who didn’t even suspect they were going into the 
advertising business. Sergey Brin, the child of Jewish Russian immigrants, learned to program at age 
nine when his parents gave him a Commodore 64 computer. He partnered with Larry Page, whose father 
was a professor of computer science at Michigan State and whose mother was a database consultant. 
Brin and Page met each other while in graduate school at Stanford. One night, Page explains, he had a 
dream: “I was thinking: What if we could download the whole Web, and just keep the links?”79

The two classmates created a search system based on that idea that worked by analyzing the quality 
of links to a topic and then scored them according to a system known as PageRank, which stood for both 
Page’s name and the rank of the Web page itself. Google was initially launched not in a garage (though 
it would later move into a garage) but in graduate housing at Stanford. Google was founded without a 

Douglas Edwards talks  
about time with Google.
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WHAT DOES CONSOLIDATION LOOK LIKE TODAY?
Tensions rise as new media giants test old media waters...but the old-guard still has a few tricks up their sleeve.

Apple

Amazon

Google

Comcast/NBC Universal

Disney

Time Warner

Bertelsmann

Viacom/CBS

News Corp/21st Century Fox

$107

$74.54

$74.51

$52.46

$29.79

$17.1

$13.79

$8.63

$234

2015
revenue
in billions of
U.S. dollars

50 COMPANIES
controlled over half of all 

U.S. media output

1983

29 COMPANIES
controlled over half of all 
U.S. media output due to 

consolidation

1987

6 COMPANIES
remained and new media 
companies are added to 

the mix.

DISNEY

NEWS CORP

TIME WARNER

VIACOM
CBS

GENERAL ELECTRIC

2006

OLD MEDIA 
[with big money] 
BUYS NEW 

MEDIA 

TODAY
APPLE

GOOGLE
AMAZON

GOOGLE

AMAZON

DISNEY

NEWS CORP

TIME WARNER

YAHOO

AOL

VIACOM CBS

GENERAL ELECTRIC

MEDIA TRANSFORMATIONS
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business plan or a strategy for making money. But what the founders did have was a strategy for creating 
the most simple, clean search system.

While Brin and Page were quite happy to burn through investors’ money without worrying about 
generating any, the venture capitalists who were bankrolling the company did want a return on their 
investments. It was in 2002 that Google finally figured out that to make money for its investors, it had to 
be in the advertising business. What Google’s engineers came up with was the AdWords system, where 
advertisers bid on the rights to advertise next to search results. The advertisers buy certain keywords 
that they want their ads to appear next to. But Google requires that the ads that appear be relevant to the 
people doing the search. So, for example, advertisers can’t buy the word chocolate and use it to put up 
links selling cars. But the words “helicopter parts” would be perfect for someone wanting to sell tools for 
repairing helicopters. Advertisers are only charged when audience members click on their ads.

Google’s second big advertising product was AdSense, which places ads on blogs and Web sites that 
match the ads with the content of the site. Then Google splits the revenue, with about two-thirds of the 
money going to the owner of the Web site. This put Google in the position of collaborating with a lot of 
smaller, independent sites and being seen as a benefactor. This not only made Google quite profitable; it 
allowed lots of small sites to make money as well.

SECRETS 2 AND 6pupAll this brings us back to Secret 2—There are no mainstream media. We 
have lots of different media out there, ranging from the legacy corporations, to new media giants, to 
individuals sharing their work through services like YouTube. And they are all our media. It also reminds 
us of Secret 6—Online media are mobile media—given that Google makes the mobile operating system 
Android that powers huge numbers of phones, and that Apple has defined the mobile market with its 
iPhones and iPads.

WHO ARE OUR MEDIA?

A 
lthough consumers have vastly 
more media choices than they 

did in the past, the number of 
companies providing those choices has 
declined substantially.

Media critic and Pulitzer Prize–winning 
journalist Ben Bagdikian wrote that in 
1983 the media business was dominated 
by fifty corporations that controlled 
more than half the newspaper, 
magazine, television, radio, and music 
output in the united states. By 1987, 
this number had shrunk to twenty-nine 
companies, and as of 2004, only five 
companies controlled a majority of the 
media output in the united states: Time 
Warner, disney, Viacom, Bertelsmann, 
and news Corporation. a sixth company 
could be added to this list: General 
electric, which until recently owned 
nBCuniversal.80 But that picture of six 
conglomerates controlling american 
media does not work anymore. To be 
sure, disney and Bertelsmann are still 
single-corporation media giants. But 
news Corporation has now split into 

news Corporation and 21st Century 
Fox; Time Warner has split off into 
several divisions and is now a much 
smaller company than it was in 2008; 
and Viacom split into two corporations—
Viacom and CBs—back in 2005, with 
CBs handling broadcasting and Viacom 
handling movies and cable. in the most 
dramatic change, cable giant Comcast 
acquired nBCuniversal from General 
electric, so one of the original Big Three 
broadcast networks is now being run 
by a company whose major business is 
running local cable systems. and as this 
is being written, Comcast is attempting 
to purchase dreamWorks animation, 
one of the biggest animation studios in 
the country.

Perhaps the biggest changes of all 
have been with new media companies 
coming to the forefront. search giant 
alphabet/Google, which draws 96 
percent of its revenue from advertising, 
makes more money than disney, the 
biggest of the old media companies. 
in addition to being in the search 
business, Google distributes an almost 

unimaginable amount of video through 
YouTube. and how does one even 
attempt to classify a company like 
apple? While it clearly generates most 
of its income selling hardware, much 
of that hardware is related to media 
consumption and production. apple 
is also the largest music retailer in the 
united states. it’s no accident that 
apple dropped Computer out of its 
corporate name back in 2007.81

DO you think of apple as a media 
company? Why or why not?

SHOuLD we be concerned that one 
company might control cable access 
for one-third of all subscribers in the 
united states?

WHiCH companies do you think of as 
major media? do you think much about 
where you get your media?

DO you worry about who controls the 
media you consume?

(Continued)
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While in retrospect using search as an advertising medium 
seems really obvious, Google was founded on the idea of mak-
ing the best possible search engine, not making money. The 
founders figured that if they built a great product, they would 
eventually come up with a good source of revenue.

Unlike so many of our legacy media, Google has been 
unafraid of the massive changes taking place in the media 
business. At a time when the music and movie industries are 

terrified of their fans/users/customers and are taking them to court for being “pirates,” Google is trying 
to figure out how to better serve them. Google cofounder Larry Page told media journalist Ken Auletta, 
“[Thinking that] your customers or users are always right, and your goal is to build systems that work for 
them in a natural way is a good attitude to have. You can replace the system. You can’t replace the user.”82

Apple: Reinventing the Media
Although Apple is best known as a technology company, it has done as much as any corporation to 
change the media business in the twenty-first century. A quick check of Apple’s balance sheet shows 
that in 2015 the California company sold $155 billion worth of iPhone products; $23 billion worth of 
iPads; $25 billion worth of more conventional computer equipment; and $30 billion worth of iTunes, 
apps through the App Store, iPods, Apple TV, software, and other services. Apple also has gone through 
incredible levels of growth. Apple had $66 billion in revenue for 2010, which grew to $234 billion in 
2015. That’s close to quadrupling its income over five years.83 And if you look carefully at the numbers, 
computers are only a small part of the company’s business. That’s why these days the company’s name 
is Apple, not Apple Computer.

Steve Jobs cofounded Apple back in 1976 with his friend Steve Wozniak. “Woz” was the inventor, 
and Jobs was the businessman and visionary. Wozniak left the company in 1983, and Jobs was forced 
out by Apple’s board of directors in 1985.84 After leaving Apple, Jobs founded NeXT Inc., which built an 
innovative UNIX-based computer that was used by Tim Berners-Lee to create the World Wide Web.85 
(You can read more about Berners-Lee in Chapter 10.)

Then in 1997 Apple had a change of heart, bought out NeXT Inc., and brought Jobs back as its interim 
CEO. The NeXTSTEP software morphed into OS X, Apple’s radical and successful remake of its computer 
operating system. By 2001, Jobs had dropped interim from his title and started Apple on the path to its 
current success, in which the Mac is not just a computer, but rather a “digital hub” for all types of media 
and entertainment content. It was also in 2001 that Apple introduced its iconic media player, the iPod.86

With the iPod, and its accompanying iTunes software, Jobs solidified his company as a player in the 
new media business. Jobs did numerous things people told him he couldn’t do. He persuaded the major 
recording labels to offer their music through Apple’s iTunes Store. He persuaded the major broadcast 

and cable networks to sell their television shows through the iTunes Store. He persuaded 
major movie studios to sell and rent their movies through . . . oh, you get the picture.87

In addition to running Apple, Jobs took Pixar, a computer graphics company 
he bought for $10 million from Star Wars director George Lucas, and turned it into 
America’s leading animation studio, valued in excess of $7 billion when he sold it to 
Disney in 2006.88 Upon the sale of Pixar, Jobs became Disney’s biggest stockholder and 
a member of the company’s board of directors, thus cementing an already strong rela-
tionship between Apple and Disney.89 Disney CEO Robert Iger depended on Jobs for 
guidance on how his company could avoid the problems the music industry faced in 
dealing with the Internet. Iger’s response was to license his studio’s content to Apple’s 

iTunes Store so that customers could legally buy and watch Disney entertainment on their computers 
and mobile devices.90

When Jobs lost his long battle with pancreatic cancer in 2011, the response from fans and the news 
media—from Facebook to cable news—was at a level you might have expected from the death of 
Prince or David Bowie, not from the head of one of the world’s most valuable corporations. But then 
few companies inspire the level of intense loyalty that Apple does, and few companies have been 
more associated with the personality and identity of its founder.91 Tim Cook took over as Apple’s CEO 
in 2011 after Jobs stepped down due to his illness, and Apple initially continued its rapid growth under 

pp Apple CEO Tim Cook 
introduces the Apple Watch at 
one of the company’s highly 
anticipated media events. 
While Apple is primarily in 
the hardware business, it’s 
transformed how people 
consume media in the twenty-
first century.

Read a remembrance  
of Apple co-founder  

Steve Jobs.

pp Video Case 3.3: Long 
tail growth at ComicCon.
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Cook’s leadership. But in 2016, Apple had its first decline in revenue in more than a decade—not so 
much because people no longer loved their Apple products but more likely because everyone who can 
afford an iPhone or iPad already has one and sees little need to immediately replace it with a new one.92

Media Economics and the Long Tail
Lists of major media companies generally include those such as cable television company Comcast, mag-
azine publisher Meredith, or the movie and music divisions of Sony. What don’t show up as often are the 
independent artists, writers, and videographers whose works appeal to a relatively small group of consumers. 
But when those many small groups (such as Wild Ponies whom you met at the start of the chapter) are added 
together, they become an audience big enough to rival those being attracted by Big Media.

The world of Big Media is the world of blockbusters—selling a lot of copies of a limited 
number of products. Blockbusters include the big summer movies that cost more than $100 
million to produce and require the sale of millions of tickets to be a financial success. They 
are novels by Nicholas Sparks and E. L. James. They are albums by Beyoncé, Taylor Swift, 
and Justin Bieber. They are the common media products, the common culture we all share.

Despite the consolidation of the media business and the ever-growing emphasis on the 
importance of blockbusters to Big Media, a strange phenomenon has been taking place. 
The annual box office has been falling for movies, broadcast television has lost one-third 
of its audience, and sales of CDs are plummeting, yet people seem to be consuming more 
media content than ever.

The Short Head Versus the Long Tail
Chris Anderson, in his book The Long Tail, argues that we are leaving the era of mass culture and entering 
one that is vastly more individualistic and much less mass oriented. He writes that, when he was growing 
up, the only alternatives to Big Media were the library and the comic book store. But today there are vastly 
more choices at both the commercial and noncommercial levels. Take Apple’s iTunes music and video 
store. Through it, you can buy current blockbuster songs, movies, and television shows, but you can also 
find rather obscure materials, such as the songs of indie music duo Pomplamoose (pamplemousse means 
“grapefruit” in French), who have built a following through videos on YouTube. Or an EP by the Arizona-
based band Calexico. Or the crowdsourced dance film Girl Walk // All Day that was posted serially online 
over a month and a half. Or you could take a look at the gross-out horror film The Human Centipede from 
mail-order DVD rental/streaming video company Netflix.

This is how Anderson describes the shift that has taken place as consumers 
turn from the mass content produced by broadcasters and publishers to the 
more focused content provided by broadband connections to the Internet:

The great thing about broadcast is that it can bring one show to millions of 
people with unmatchable efficiency. But it can’t do the opposite—bring 
a million shows to one person each. Yet that is exactly what the Internet 
does so well. The economics of the broadcast era required hit shows—
big buckets—to catch huge audiences. The economics of the broadband 
era are reversed. Serving the same stream to millions of people at the 
same time is hugely expensive and wasteful for a distribution network 
optimized for point-to-point communication.93

In short, our mass communication is becoming less mass, and we have 
new media companies that specialize in providing narrowly focused content. 
Anderson uses the statistical term the long tail to refer to this phenomenon.

Figure 3.1 depicts this phenomenon as a distribution curve showing that a relatively limited number of 
media products—books, songs, DVDs—sell the most copies. This area of a limited number of products and 
high sales on the left—the short head—is where Big Media companies like to live. When a movie comes 
to a local theater, it needs to attract about 1,500 people over a two-week period for the run to be a success. 
That means that you won’t see a lot of the more obscure movies in your local theater. A CD has to sell at least 
four copies a year to justify the shelf space it takes up—that is, to pay the rent on its shelf space. Even if it sells 

Do you think that these new players in 
the media world have more or less 
influence on us than the traditional 
media companies we previously 
discussed? Why? Before reading this 
chapter, did you view Google or Apple 
as media companies? Why or why not?

QUESTIONING 
THE MEDIA

 FIGURE 3.1

The New Media Marketplace

Products

Long tail

Short head
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Read Chris Anderson’s 
article on long tail.
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five thousand copies nationwide, if it can’t sell four copies in your local store, your local store can’t pay the 
rent on the half-inch of shelf space the CD takes up. So Big Media are all about finding the limited number 
of hits that will appeal to the most people. As Anderson observes, that’s what they have to do to survive.94

To see the short-head portion of the demand curve, look at Walmart, the United States’ biggest music 
retailer. As recently as 2013, the discount giant carried about 3,500 different CDs in its stores. Of those, 
200 CDs accounted for more than 90 percent of its sales. But in 2014, Walmart cut its selection of discs by 
40 percent, offering only about 2,100 titles.95 But what about the remaining thousands and thousands of 
songs that a limited number of people are interested in buying? They constitute the long-tail portion of 
the graph that extends off to the right. This is where a limited number of people are interested in buying 
a lot of different products (as opposed to the short head, where a lot of people are interested in buying a 
limited number of products).

In contrast to Walmart, Anderson uses online music service Rhapsody as an illustration of the 
long-tail portion of the demand curve. As of 2015, Rhapsody offered approximately thirty-two million 
different music tracks to download. Not surprisingly, the big hits sell a lot of copies. But if you move 

beyond the big hits—the top twenty-five thousand tracks—
you find that Rhapsody still sells a lot of music. From the 
twenty-five thousand best-selling tracks to the hundred- 
thousandth best-selling track, sales of each song are at least 
250 copies a month and make up nearly a quarter of Rhapsody’s 
downloads. From the hundred-thousandth to the eight- 
hundred-thousandth most popular songs—and that’s a long 
way down the popularity chart—Rhapsody is still selling 
enough to make up 16 percent of its business. How does 
Rhapsody do this? Two factors come into play: (1) Its cost of 
inventory is minimal—it just has to store the songs on a big 
array of hard drives; it doesn’t have to physically stock the 
music, and (2) it does business over the entire country with 
a single store, so it doesn’t need a lot of consumers in a single 
location who want to buy something. If they live anywhere in 
the United States, that’s good enough.96

Characteristics of the Long Tail
Anderson writes that the biggest players in the long tail 

include Apple, the largest seller of legal music downloads; Netflix, which offers hundreds of thousands 
of different movies through online streaming and by DVDs sent through the mail; and Amazon, with 
its Amazon Prime streaming service and sales of books, movies, and CDs. These companies can offer 
selection far beyond the current hits. Anderson argues that there are six principles that drive the success 
of the long-tail portion of the media marketplace:

zz High number of goods—There are far more niche goods than hits. This means that if you can sell 
enough different niche goods, you can get as many sales as if you were selling a limited number 
of hits.

zz Low cost of reaching markets—The cost of reaching niche markets is falling dramatically, thanks 
to the ease of access provided by the Internet and the ability to—in many cases—sell a digital 
download rather than a physical product.

zz Ease of finding niche products—Consumers need to be able to find these niche products. This 
means there need to be tools—Anderson calls them filters—that allow consumers to search 
through a huge selection of media content to find the particular material they are looking for. This 
is something Internet movie rental store Netflix excels at. Netflix has consumers rate a series of 
movies and then provides recommendations based on those ratings.

zz Flattening of the demand curve for mainstream hits—Once consumers can find their niche 
products, the demand curve tends to flatten. Now that consumers can find the full range of products 
available, there will be relatively less demand for the hits and more demand for the niche products. 
This will make the long tail longer and lower the demand for the hits.

pp Amazon Prime has an 
estimated 60 million members 
in the U.S. and reaches 11 
countries as of 2016.
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zz Size of collective market—There are so many niche products that they collectively can have as 
big a market as the hits do. In other words, you can sell as much focusing on the long tail as on the 
short head if you can offer enough choices.

zz Tailoring to personal tastes—Once niche products become available, findable, and affordable, 
consumers will choose to go with media content that fits their personal wants and needs 
rather than consuming the hits that hold a mild appeal to so many. Media hits will become less 
important because consumers can get what they want rather than what happens to be available 
locally.97

Consequences of the Long Tail
Anderson says that a number of consequences arise out of a shift to the long tail from traditional 
mass media:

zz Democratization of the means of production—It used to be that to record a CD you needed a big, 
expensive recording studio. Now anyone with a laptop computer and some inexpensive software 
can put together a multitrack recording or edit a short video. You can publish a professional-
looking book without the benefit of a major publisher using a laser printer and a local copy shop. 
The development of the powerful home computer has made it possible for anyone to be a media 
producer.

zz Democratization of the means of distribution—Through the Internet and sites such as eBay 
and Amazon, anyone can open a national, or even international, sales channel. YouTube gives 
ordinary people a place to distribute their home-produced videos. I even run a tiny media-oriented 
bookstore using an Amazon partnership. As Anderson puts it, “The PC made everyone a producer 
or publisher, but it was the Internet that made everyone a distributor.”98

zz Greatly reduced cost of connecting suppliers and consumers—Sellers and consumers can now 
find each other through tools such as Google Search, iTunes, YouTube, and blogs.

Big Players in the Long Tail
Our twenty-first-century media world has room for a wide range of distribution channels. 
For the hits, there is nothing like Big Media for distribution. Movie theaters, bookstores, big-
box retailers (such as Walmart), broadcast network television, and magazines do a great 
job of selling or distributing media content that appeals to a large group of people. Second 
are the hybrid retailers—companies such as Amazon and Netflix that have no brick-and-
mortar retail stores but have to send out a physical product, such as books, CDs, or DVDs. 
The hybrid retailers can have national distribution and serve niches, but they still deliver 
a physical product. Finally, the digital retailers, such as Apple iTunes and Rhapsody, sell 
downloads with no physical product. Any store that sells a virtual rather than a physical 
product handles the farthest end of the long tail.99

One of the most successful providers of long-tail content has been Google’s video service YouTube. 
While YouTube started as a way to make video easy to share, it quickly grew into a major alternative 
source of video entertainment. “We are providing a stage where everyone can be seen. We see ourselves 
as a combination of America’s Funniest Home Videos and Entertainment Tonight,” cofounder Chad Hurley 
told Associated Press reporter Michael Liedtke.100

Unlike the infamous site Napster, which used to share music files, YouTube has not been con-
frontational with Big Media. It has always promptly removed any content at the request of corporate 
copyright owners, but it has also pursued extensive revenue-sharing projects with those same compa-
nies. It also limits clips by users to ten minutes, which helps prevent large-scale copyright infringement 
from users posting entire movies or television shows.101 (YouTube has entered into contracts with Big 
Media companies to stream longer videos of professionally produced content.)102

As of the spring of 2016, YouTube reported having one billion monthly visitors and $4 billion in annual 
revenue. In addition to its longtime offerings of home-brew video, it now offers the YouTube Red sub-
scription service for $9.99 per month featuring content from social media stars like PewDiePie (whom 
we talked about in Chapter 1) and Gigi Gorgeous.103

What kinds of long-tail media content 
do you consume on a regular basis? 
Are there any long-tail artists/authors 
you like better than short-head/
mainstream media? How did you 
discover them?

QUESTIONING 
THE MEDIA
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SECRETS 1 AND 6 upWith approximately two hundred million viewers 
in the United States per month, YouTube has a bigger audience than most 
cable channels.104 But YouTube differs significantly from cable television.  
A television channel decides to put up a limited amount of programming 
each day and hopes that an audience will look at it, whereas YouTube puts up 
lots of content produced by both professionals and amateurs and then sees 
what the audience decides to look at. Unlike traditional television, YouTube 
is capable of delivering programming that reaches audiences that range in 
size from dozens to millions. “We accept everyone that uploads video to our 
site, and it’s the community that decides what’s entertaining,” Hurley says.105 
YouTube’s expansive approach is a prime example of Secret 1—The media 
are essential components of our lives. YouTube combines the roles of creator, 
program manager, and viewer into a single person. YouTube is an expression 
of the audience’s interests with almost unlimited levels of choice. Given that 
half of all YouTube views are done on mobile devices, this is also a prime 
example of Secret 6—Online media are mobile media.

Diane Mermigas of the Hollywood Reporter sees the merger of Google 
and YouTube as “the first viable new-media successor to broadcast and cable 

television.”106 She says the combination provides the tools needed to post, view, find, and place advertis-
ing on both amateur and professional video programming over broadband channels. She sees the pair 
leading the charge to have the “eyeballs, ad dollars and creative content that have sustained traditional 
television” move over to online video.107 This is also why the late Steve Jobs succeeded in making Apple 
a success in the online media world. Apple understood that consumers needed an easy way to find and 
then use digital content, providing both the online iTunes Store and the various iPads and iPhones to play 
back the downloads. Using Apple’s products, a consumer can download, transport, and access content 
anywhere and at any time.108 The new media companies that are becoming significant and growing 
players understand the nature of the long tail and will deliver what consumers want.

SECRET 6 upMobile and landline phone provider Verizon is also making a big play for a 
move into the world of mobile media content. In the summer of 2015, Verizon announced 
it had completed its purchase of AOL for $4.4 billion. (To provide a little perspective, in 
2000, AOL was in a position to buy Time Warner for $162 billion. The media world is a 
constantly changing one.) Verizon bought the former online giant to help provide video 
services, online advertising, and mobile technology. While Verizon has had a presence 
in the fiber-optic cable television business, it’s now trying to make that same material 
available in the mobile market.109

Who Controls the Media?
Despite the growing presence of the long tail, the news and entertainment business is still dominated by a 
small number of highly profitable big businesses. This is clearly a source of concern for those who worry 
that only a limited number of interests control what is being presented to the public at large. But media 
scholar Michael Schudson argues that, even though the media are run by profit-seeking capitalists, the 
media do a good job of providing responsible journalism. The New York Times still views its primary respon-
sibility as providing readers with an accurate reporting of the day’s news. Furthermore, the media present a 
variety of viewpoints, even if they tend to focus on the middle ground rather than the extreme left or right.110

SECRET 7 upIt is easy to view the media giants as powerful forces (the “they” of Secret 7—There is no 
“they”) that control the lives of their audiences. While it is true that there is no “they,” reality is far more 
complex than that. Numerous pressures on the media influence what they deliver—pressures that come 
from owners, stockholders, advertisers, or even the audiences. Companies seek profits, but they must 
also seek credibility, largely because their credibility gives value to the product they are selling. As long 
as a wide range of audiences exists, the media will strive to carry a diversity of content.

pp Steven Chen (left) 
and Chad Hurley launched 
the video sharing Web site 
YouTube in 2004. It has 
since become one of the top 
locations on the Internet for 
user-generated video.

pp Video Case 3.4: Google 
and investing.
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Bob Herbold of Microsoft told Advertising Age that the media landscape is being changed radically 
by the rise of broadband networks, which are high-speed channels for sending data and video into 
the home via cable or wireless connections. No longer can the networks dictate what people will 
view. As Herbold puts it, “One of the things that will be dramatically different than the past is that your 
ability to capture the individual for a period of time and almost force them to watch something will be 
greatly diminished.”111

Consumers now have the option of going to traditional Big Media companies or viewing events 
directly. Those with the time and inclination can watch the actions of the U.S. government on three sep-
arate C-SPAN networks. Anyone who can afford a high-speed Internet connection can receive virtually 
an unlimited array of media choices.

SECRET 1 upCritics often ask whether Big Media control society. This is a worthy question, but it is 
overly simplistic because it assumes that a single force runs these powerful institutions. The media-
literate consumer will remember Secret 1—The media are essential components of our lives—and ask 
a somewhat different question: “Who controls the media and their content?” It’s not an easy question 
to answer. The influence of media owners is limited. If people don’t want to watch a certain movie, no 
amount of promotion can get them to go see it. If a television show is offensive, few major companies 
will want to advertise on it. So the list of those who control the media needs to include advertisers, 
governments, pressure groups, news sources, and audience members themselves.

Owners
Owners of the media have ultimate control over the content their newspapers, Web sites, or television 
stations carry. Critics charge that corporate owners may attempt to control the news that is reported 
by the news organizations they own. There is rarely a direct order from headquarters to kill a story, but 
that doesn’t mean the owners don’t exercise control over content, either directly or indirectly. In the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, financiers such as J. P. Morgan and the Rockefeller family 
bought controlling ownership of magazines that had been harassing them, such as Harper’s, Scribner’s, 
and Century, and simply stopped the unflattering exposés. It wasn’t so much censorship as new owners 
taking the magazines in safer directions.112

Perhaps the biggest issue is how news organizations cover stories involving their owners. In the case 
of ABC News, that owner is the Walt Disney Company. Disney’s tight control of all aspects of its properties 
is legendary. For example, in 2011 Johnny Depp’s contract for Pirates of the Caribbean 4 prohibited ABC 
affiliates from interviewing or videotaping the actor at the premiere of his non-Disney movie The Rum 
Diary.113 Former Disney president Michael Eisner told National Public Radio, “I would prefer ABC not to 
cover Disney. . . . I think it’s inappropriate for Disney to be covered by Disney. . . . ABC News knows that 
I would prefer them not to cover [Disney].”114

But the potential for conflicts of interest may be more hypothetical than real. General Electric, former 
owner of the NBC broadcast network, was frequently cited as an example of a company that might try 
to control how its news operation would cover its parent company. In a story about consumer boycotts, 
NBC made no mention of boycotts against its parent company, GE. Nor did it mention GE in a story about 
defective bolts in nuclear reactors. But media critic Todd Gitlin writes that since 1990 NBC News has 
“routinely” covered scandals involving GE.115

Advertisers
With the exception of books, CDs, and movies, American commercial media are supported largely by 
advertising revenue. As a result, advertisers have a major influence on the types of news and entertain-
ment presented in the media. They can threaten to withdraw their advertising if they don’t like a story; 
they might even suggest that a particular topic should be covered or not covered. Some companies simply 
don’t want to have their ads associated with controversial material, whereas others may be trying to stop 
the media from running stories that would be directly damaging to the company.116 Tobacco companies 
have long punished magazines that run antismoking stories by withholding ads from those publications. 
But the influence of advertisers can be subtler. For a period during the 1990s, automaker Chrysler asked 
magazines to alert the company if controversial articles would be appearing near its ads.117

Who owns the media  
you’re consuming?
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There is no question that television programming is pro-
duced to attract the specific audiences that advertisers want 
to reach. A group of advertisers has even established a fund 
to promote the development of “family-friendly” television 
programs—that is, programs designed to attract the kind of 
audience the advertisers want to target.118 For further discus-
sion on this, see Chapter 11.

Government
Governments around the world influence how media com-
panies operate. When Comcast made its bid for NBCU, it 
had to go through more than a year of governmental review 

before it was allowed to complete the deal, and when AOL and Time Warner merged, they faced eleven 
months of review by the FTC.119 The companies had to deal with a similar review by government regula-
tors in Europe as well.

Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation and 21st Century Fox, whose satellite services provide television 
to much of Europe and Asia, have had to make compromises in the content they provide. For example, 
objections by the Chinese government led Murdoch to drop the BBC from his Star satellite system in 
China. Although he wasn’t happy with the decision, he says it was the only way he could sell television 
services in China.120 Similarly, Google has faced extensive criticism for censoring its search results on 
the Chinese version of its search and news sites. For example, a search for pictures of Tiananmen Square 
on Google in London will produce the iconic photo of a man in a white shirt blocking the path of a tank 
headed toward the protesters. The same search in China produces a photo “of happy smiley tourists.”121

While the United States has a relatively unregulated media marketplace, the government still places 
numerous controls on the broadcast industry. These are discussed in depth in Chapter 13.

Special Interest Groups
Special interest groups often put pressure on the media either to avoid dealing with particular topics in what 
they consider to be an offensive manner or to stay away from certain topics altogether. For example, when the 
Philadelphia Inquirer made the decision to reprint controversial Danish cartoons that portrayed the prophet 
Muhammad in an offensive way, Muslims in the Philadelphia area responded by picketing the paper. The 
cartoons also ran in the University of Illinois student paper, the Daily Illini. Publishing the cartoons sparked 
a debate about the issue on campus, prompted peace protests, and started a public dispute by the staff of 
the paper as to whether the cartoons should have run.122 For more on the Danish cartoons, see Chapter 15.

News Sources
Among the strongest influences on the news media are the people who provide stories. Those who are 
available to provide information or be interviewed will determine what kinds of stories are reported. In 
general, the views that are most likely to be reported come from people who are in positions of authority 
or have institutional connections. These people are often government officials, business executives, or 
experts in a specialized field. They can choose with whom they will speak, and they are able to negotiate 
ground rules for interviews.

In contrast, ordinary people, poor people, and the disadvantaged typically have little influence on 
the media or how stories are covered.123 For example, in 1992 Zoë Baird was nominated to be attorney 
general of the United States. It soon became known, however, that she had hired two Hispanic domestic 
workers to take care of her children and had not paid Social Security taxes for them. Baird eventually 
had to withdraw her name from nomination. The story received extensive coverage both because of 
the political implications and because of the likelihood that other professional women would run into 
similar problems. But most of the news media ignored the plight of Latino domestic workers who weren’t 
receiving Social Security benefits. Because they were not in positions of power, domestic workers such 
as those Baird had employed weren’t seen as sources and hence had no influence. The one exception 
was the Spanish-language television network Univision, which reported the story from the point of view 
of low-paid immigrant workers.124

pp This image of a man 
standing up to the tanks in 
Tiananmen Square came to 
symbolize to the world the 
protesters against the Chinese 
government. A Google search 
of images from the Tiananmen 
Square protests will bring up 
this photo most anywhere in 
the world other than China.
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When a magazine is planning to run a story about a major celebrity, it must negotiate who the photo-
grapher will be, who the writer will be, and how much control the source will have over photo selection 
and article content. The negotiations involve not just the particular story being run, but also whether the 
celebrity will be available for future articles for that magazine and other publications handled by the same 
company. Since many magazines depend on newsstand sales, and having a top celebrity on the cover can 
make the difference in an issue’s success, the magazines are often willing to negotiate. Not all magazine edi-
tors are satisfied with the practice, however. Bob Guccione Jr., founder of Spin, says, “Access to stars today 
is so controlled. In the ’60s and ’70s, there was a fresh reporting that was honest and frank. Today, readers 
can sense this is propaganda, just a stage in a marketing campaign.”125

In 2007, the magazine GQ killed a lengthy, unflattering story about the Hillary Clinton presidential 
primary campaign. At about the same time, the magazine was also working on a story about the chari-
table work being done by former president Bill Clinton—a story that was scheduled to run on the cover. 
According to the Washington, D.C., news Web site Politico, the Clinton campaign “pulled a page from 
the book of Hollywood publicists and offered GQ a stark choice: Kill the piece, or lose access to . . . Bill 
Clinton.”126 Why would the magazine agree to do this? Primarily because the former president’s face “is 
viewed within the magazine industry as one that can move product.”127 GQ editor Jim Nelson denies that 
there was a connection between the killing of one story and the former president’s willingness to pose 
for the magazine’s cover.

Audiences
The power of audiences comes primarily from their willingness to read a particular book, watch a par-
ticular movie, or listen to a particular CD. Nothing can make audience members pay attention to media 
content. If the audience is not there, the media are not likely to carry the programming.

In an attempt to gauge their audiences’ interests, the major media companies conduct continual 
research. Sports Illustrated used a Facebook poll to have fans from around the world pick the cover for 
the 2011 end-of-the-year issue. This was the first time that the cover was picked by fans 
rather than by SI editors. (In case you were wondering, the cover featured injured Rutgers 
football player Eric LeGrand returning to the field in a motorized wheelchair.)128

Movie producers and directors routinely make changes in their films on the basis of test 
audience research. The 2006 independent film Little Miss Sunshine grossed eight times its 
cost of production after incorporating edits to the movie based on the results of a small test 
screening. Audience members had liked the movie but had been confused about where 
the family was traveling in the road trip at the center of the film.129

Focus group research sometimes affirms what the director already wanted to do. When 
Warner Bros. questioned whether young people would sit still for a two-and-a-half-hour ver-
sion of the movie Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, producers showed it to a children’s focus group. 
Members of the test audience reported that the length was not a problem; in fact, they wanted to see 
more details from the book in the film.130

Who do you believe controls the 
media? What evidence do you have of 
their influence? Has this chapter 
changed your understanding of who 
runs the media?

QUESTIONING 
THE MEDIA

CHAPTER REVIEW
CHAPTER SUMMARY 

The american media industry, the largest in the world, is run by 
private business with only minor government control. having got-
ten its start in the 1640s, it was among the first industries in the 

american colonies. however, media business did not become big 
until the 1830s, when high levels of literacy and the development  
of the steam-powered printing press allowed for the mass  
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production of newspapers, books, and magazines. The growth 
of the electronic media in the second half of the twentieth century 
helped create a national media culture, as the same content 
became available simultaneously throughout the country.

For many years, six large media conglomerates dominated 
the american and much of the global media. They own the 
major television networks, broadcast stations, cable channels 
and providers, newspapers, magazines, record labels, movie 
studios, and internet services. These companies tend to be 
vertically integrated—producing, promoting, and delivering 
content to the consuming audience. But there are a number of 
new players in the media business who are also significant. They 
provide cable television and internet services, online search and 
content, and integrated media content and hardware. among 
the biggest media companies operating in the united states 

are Time Warner, disney, news Corporation, 21st Century Fox, 
Viacom/CBs, Bertelsmann, Comcast/nBCuniversal, Google, 
and apple.

Widespread access to the internet has brought about the rise of 
smaller-scale new media companies that specialize in providing 
a wide range of media content that appeals to relatively small 
numbers of consumers. When combined, these niche markets, 
known as the long tail of media, can rival the size of the markets 
for blockbuster media content.

While the media industry is dominated by a limited number of 
companies, these companies have to please a wide range of 
groups in order to operate successfully. Those groups include 
the companies’ owners, advertisers, government, special inter-
est groups, news sources, and audience members.
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REVIEWS QUESTIONS 

1. how do musicians doug and Telisha Williams 
measure their success as professional musicians? 
how does their approach differ from fans who say,  
“i hope you make it”?

2. how is media ownership different in the united states 
than in much of the rest of the world?

3. What do the “legacy conglomerates” have in common 
as media companies?

4. how do the new Big Media companies differ from the 
older legacy companies?

5. how do long-tail media differ from short-head media?

6. Compare and contrast the power wielded by at least 
three of the groups who your book suggests control 
the media in the united states.
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