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PUBLIC BROADCASTING SERVICES IN THE UNITED
STATES AND BRAZIL.: history, funding and new technologies

Abstract

The paper presents the problem of the public broadcasting system in Brazil and
US, with regard to its financial model and policy, making a connection with the
new technologies in the industry and changes in the behavior of the population
in relation to the television media.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The goal of this study is to examine the public broadcasting
business models in Brazil and United States in order to understand
how access policy was established, how content is developed and
financed, and whether or not technology could lead to significant
changes.

Mass media is fundamental to a nations’ cultural diversity, its
freedom of information and speech, its education, and ultimately,
the strength of its democracy. Countries have developed different
models for the creation and distribution of public media.

In this paper, we contrast the history, development and bu-
siness models of the public broadcasting services of two countries,
Brazil and the United States, and the manner in which they are affec-
ted by technology.

Brazil is among the countries with the lowest access to pu-
blic broadcasting in the world, only accessible in a few cities. It is
surprising that a country that has continued to develop both econo-
mically and politically still has such poor access to free and public
information.

This stands in contrast to the United States, a developed eco-
nomy that has almost universal access to public broadcasting. Ac-
cording to the website for the Corporation for Public Broadcasting
(CPB, 2012), over 95 percent of the U.S. population is able to access
content from the public broadcasting service.

In spite of their economic differences, these two countries
share the same set of economic beliefs, specifically their support for
free markets.
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Examining the contrast between two nations with similar
economic philosophies can help us understand the different ways in
which the state and the private sector interact in the public broadcas-
ting sphere, the manner in which they are funded and how they are
affected by new technologies.

The next section reviews the history of the two systems. The
third section contrasts their business models. Section four provides
a brief review of new technologies and their impact on public bro-
adcasting. The fifth section presents the results of a survey of con-
sumers in the United States and Brazil, which was designed to get a
sense of the viewing habits of the populations of the two countries.
Based on these results and on the history and business models of the
public service content of these two countries, we then provide policy
recommendations.

2 ABRIEF HISTORY OF THE PUBLIC BROADCASTING
SERVICE IN THE UNITED STATES AND BRAZIL

The ways in which the U.S. and Brazilian public broadcasting
service develop content and finance their operations differ signifi-
cantly.

In the United States, public channels are available in all states
through local stations. Funding comes from the public and the priva-
te sectors, with small support from the government.

In Brazil, the public communication service is licensed and
regulated by the government to the communities, legislatures and
universities that run public TV stations. Funding for both content
and operations comes entirely from the state, which prevents local
stations from attracting additional funding from other sources. This
results in relatively unappealing content due to the limited resources
provided by the state.

2.1 The public broadcasting service in the United States

The North American model of communications emerged as a
free market enterprise that soon encountered difficulties, primarily
because of the scarcity of the radio spectrum. As Ramos (apud SAN-
TOS; SILVEIRA, 2007, p. 61) states:

In the beginning, the explosion in the number of radio stations cau-
sed chaos on the air. Until mid-1923 there were 500 stations in the
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United States, reaching two million people. In 1924, the number
grew to 1,105 radio stations, sharing the same 89 available fre-
quencies. The North American scenario frightened the English.
Opinions rejecting the American model were commonly heard,
such as that of the English radio pioneer R. N. Vyvyan, who was
horrified at the lack of regulation, the interference between radio
signals and the mass use for advertising purposes.

Broadcasters who wanted to maintain a market free of re-
gulation argued that having more stations was beneficial to the po-
pulation because it gave citizens multiple outlets to express their
opinions, while keeping them better informed. However, spectrum
interference was a serious problem that needed to be solved. There
was very little government regulation of broadcasting until 1927,
when the Federal Radio Commission was set up with very few po-
wers. (BAMOUW, 1966). There was, for example, no control over
content. Almost 100 percent of the radio frequencies had been allo-
cated to commercial stations, with a few left over for educational
broadcasters, many of them universities. (SHEPPERD, 2014). Unli-
ke the private sector, universities that operated stations believed that
the radio was a mechanism that allowed the public to be informed
and educated (WITHERSPOON et al., 1987). This view differed
from what private broadcasters such as National Broadcasting Com-
pany (NBC) and Corporation Broadcasting System (CBS) had in
mind, a national clear channel with little interest in developing civic
programming. (DOUGLAS, 1989).

Due to the prevalence of the commercial stations, there was
great concern about censorship of the new medium and potential
abuses from the state. (SANTOS; SILVEIRA, 2007).

It was thanks to John Studebaker, a former school superinten-
dent later to become the Commissioner of Education in 1934, that
federally mandated public service broadcasting was implemented in
the U.S. He was able to unify previously decentralized educational
broadcasting stations through the National Association for Educa-
tional Broadcasting (NAEB). (SHEPPERD, 2014). Through the Fe-
deral Radio Education Committee (FREC), which Studebaker had
helped to establish, the educational broadcasting efforts evolved into
the public broadcasting service we know today.!

During these early years of the sector, broadcasters partici-
pated in industry and government conferences that led to legislation
for broadcasting that would serve the public interest. (ROWLAND,
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1986). The notion of public Interest, which was being debated then,
was rather ambiguous. Public interest was understood as a conve-
nience with the market as the main organizing force to ensure equa-
lity in broadcasting, both in transmission and in reception. (SAN-
TOS; SILVEIRA, 2007). It was thus necessary to decide which of
these alternatives would best serve the public. The objective was
to establish a public broadcasting service to serve the interests of
the listeners, and not the interests, convenience or needs of the bro-
adcaster. At the time, there was a proposal to set aside 25 percent
of the spectrum for not-for-profit and educational programming, an
initiative that was never supported by the administration or the Con-
gress. (ROWLAND, 1986). As expected, commercial stations oppo-
sed this legislation, as they would have lost spectrum frequencies.
There was a belief that commercial stations would be able to coo-
perate with noncommercial and educational institutions to provide
public service-type content, a prospect that was never realized and
a failing that took time to be recognized. (ROWLAND, 1986). The
designation of noncommercial connoted an alternative of secondary
importance, and educational was equated with the extension of uni-
versity stations’ formal educational objectives, which in turn were
equated with boring and uninteresting programming. (ROWLAND,
1986). Over time, however, these noncommercial stations became
increasingly popular and gained the respect of the population and
the government, but in spite of this progress, the initial expansion of
these stations was limited to a higher spectrum frequency, and later
to FM, which, at the time, was not widely accessible because most
radios were designed to received only AM signals. As a result, they
could reach only a small audience. (ROWLAND, 1986).

The CPB was not created until 1967, with the passage of the
Public Broadcasting Act. Prior to that, many noncommercial licen-
ses operators began to pressure the government for more perma-
nent funding allocations, which led to the creation of the Carnegie
Commission, which served as the catalyst for the passage of the Act.
(ROWLAND, 1986). The term that was used for these stations shif-
ted from noncommercial educational to public. The Act led to an
expansion in the number of public stations, both radio and televi-
sion, and the creation of the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) and
National Public Radio (NPR).

This public broadcasting network is now composed of a com-
plex web of organizations operating Internet sites, and radio and
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television stations designed to be free from state intervention. Its
structure, present in all states, depends on local independent stations,
integrated by national networks responsible for the exchange of con-
tent through the national CPB, the PBS and NPR. The CPB, PBS
and NPR are independent of each other and of local public television
and radio stations across the U.S.

Public broadcasting in the U.S. has a universal service man-
date — to provide all Americans with free, over-the-air access to pu-
blic broadcasting’s programming and services. Today, the system is
changing in a process described on the CPB’s site (2016)

A dynamic public media is transitioning to meet the information
needs of, and connect with, a much more diverse America in ways
that honor our mission. A dynamic public media is working to rea-
ch and engage with audiences, when and where they choose, with
content important to their lives. A dynamic public media is part-
nering with entities that are bringing diverse new voices and new
ideas to the table.

According to the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967, the CPB
has the responsibility, among others:

* To encourage the growth and development of public radio
and television broadcasting, including the use of such media
for instructional, educational, and cultural purposes.

* To complement, assist, and support a national policy that
will most effectively make public telecommunications ser-
vices available to all citizens.

* To ensure that all citizens of the United States have access to
public telecommunications services through all appropria-
te available telecommunications distribution technologies.
(UNITED STATES, 1967).

The public broadcasting service in the United States differs
from that in other countries, as it relies primarily on non-state fun-
ding. The government prefers market solutions, and the discussion
on the issue is often about deregulation. Nevertheless, the public
communications service is found in all of the states, due to the pre-
sence of strong local stations.

Today, according to the CPB’s website, over 95 percent of the
U.S. population is able to access public broadcasting’s over-the-air
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signals. More than 118 million Americans tune into PBS stations
on a monthly basis, and 37 million listen to public radio each week.

The goal of the public broadcasting service in United States
is to develop culturally diverse programming with high-quality, en-
tertaining, informative and educational content.

Public broadcasting in the U.S. is controlled by local stations
that generate or purchase programming from other local stations.
They have the autonomy and authority to select content and sche-
dule programs. The CPB also provides programming and funds to
producing entities and independent producers.

Furthermore, local public television stations can obtain their
programming from other sources, independent of the CPB. Accor-
ding to the CPB website, PBS, American Public Television, the In-
dependent Television Service and the National Education Telecom-
munications Association are some of the alternative sources from
which local stations can get programs in order to build their own
programming, and they have the option to produce their own content
or access that of independent producers.

These organizations offer thousands of hours of primetime,
educational and cultural content for children, which they can access
via satellite stations nationwide or purchase on a title-by-title basis
from other member stations.

The system is thus diverse, with little funding from the gover-
nment, and it has been able to adapt to the needs of the population.

2.2 Public broadcasting in Brazil

The Brazilian communication service was consolidated with
a commercial format in 1950. The public service was born with the
same guidelines that were put in place for commercial stations, wi-
thout government or private financial support. Inspired by the Bri-
tish model, public communication in Brazil is conceived of as a
public service, which bestows greater responsibility on the state to
support it.

The Brazilian public television operator, Empresa Brasil de
Comunicagdo (EBC), was founded in 2007, a result of the merger of
two public broadcasters: Radiobras and TV Educativa (TVE). This
was the first time in the sector that the government attempted to cre-
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ate a network for public communications in the country, intended
to create a free space for the participation of various organizations
(foundations, community centers, universities and not-for-profit ins-
titutions) and society in general. It opened a forum for public con-
tent in a sector dominated by commercial enterprises. The network
of public broadcasters in Brazil is thus composed of a heterogeneous
group of stations with different purposes and characteristics. The
purpose of this service is

[i]ndependence from political intervention in the development of
programming and content as well as independence from econo-
mic interest exerted through advertising. It gives society control
of the programming and guidelines; it intends to be an agency of
representation with actual power; to have unique programming for
artistic, cultural, informative and scientific purposes, seeking to
strengthen citizenship and national identity; to have a light, flexi-
ble production structure, with low production costs by absorbing
regional and independent productions. (BRASIL, 1988).

Article 223° of the 1988 Federal Constitution of Brazil makes
it clear that it is the task of the executive power to grant and renew
concessions, permissions and authorizations for the broadcasting of
sounds and images, as long as they respect complementarity among
private, public and state services.

However, there are scholars in Brazil who argue that the
Constitution intends to create a balance in broadcasting between
the communications media managed by commercial enterprise and
the public or non-commercial sector. “Thus complementarity sug-
gests a change in infrastructure, which could harm the interest of
the hegemonic groups in communications.” (LOPES, 2011, p. 8). In
other words, this division into different categories of communication
would prevent domination by commercial interests.

The Brazilian Constitution divides the communication servi-
ces into three spheres that complement each other:

* private, which consists of commercial stations funded by
advertising,

* public, which is composed of community- and university-
-led stations,

* non-commercial, which consists of stations funded by the
state or foundations.

476 DOL: http://dx.doi.org/10.18764/2178-2865.v21n1p469-494



PUBLIC BROADCASTING SERVICES IN THE UNITED STATES AND BRAZIL:
history, funding an new technologies

The Constitution also dictates which stations are to show
programming from government entities like the legislature and the
courts, and establishes that funding shall come from the federal go-
vernment, states or cities.

The public communications service thus consists of channels
backed by government investment; together, they form a group of
educational, legislative, community and university channels that
are politically and conceptually independent, without government
or private sector intervention in editorial decisions. However, they
do not attract the same audience interest as the commercial stations.
The public channels are more constrained in their operations, as they
have to comply with laws and regulations that put limits on adverti-
sing and funding.

In Brazil, the spectrum is considered a public resource, which
obliges commercial stations to comply with public service obliga-
tions. This has led researchers such as Valerio Brittos and Murilo
César Ramos (apud LOPES, 2011) to argue in favor of the division
of the communication service into three spheres — state, private and
public — which would allow commercial stations to ignore the pro-
duction and distribution of public service programming. This loo-
phole, Ramos and Brittos (apud LOPES, 2011) beleive, will result
in commercial stations’ failing to produce educational and cultural
content. To them, the commercial sector exists because of the con-
cession that was granted to them by the state, authorizing them to
exploit the spectrum. For these scholars, the 233 Constitutional ar-
ticle also suggests the creation of a state category different from the
public category.

It should be stressed that Article 3° of the 233 Provisory Mea-
sure of the public TV law proposes fostering “[...] the development
of citizenship, the consolidation of democracy, and participation in
society, ensuring citizens’ right to information.” (BRASIL, 1967).
It requires that mass media, be it public or private, provide a pu-
blic service to society. It mandates that public service broadcasting
should abide by three rules: (a) continuous service, (b) flexibility,
requiring the continuous improvement of service, based on the as-
sessment of needs and technological progress, and (c) equal access
to all citizens. (JAMBEIRO, 2000).

The current status of public television in Brazil violates the
third article of the country’s Constitution, which says that citizens
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have a right to free public TV via all types of electronic mass media.
This is because the main public television channels owned by the
state do not reach the entire country with a free signal. Brazil has
27 states and 5,507 cities, but only in a few cities in five states and
the country’s capital does the population have access to a direct and
free public TV signal. Today, public stations use the infrastructure
developed during the first years of television broadcasting in Brazil,
which is now obsolete and incomplete. In seventeen states, transmis-
sion is conducted by state and municipal education television sta-
tions via a direct and free TV signal, but these do not always offer the
full menu of programs offered by the federal service because these
stations have their own local programming. Access to the complete
range of public TV programming is possible through private cable
or satellite services, but, according to Anatel (the Brazilian Telecom-
munication Agency), only 27 percent of the population in 2013 had
access to cable TV. This means that in most states citizens have to
pay for this public service. This is problematic because in Brazil the
majority of the population cannot afford to pay for TV services; the-
refore, there is room for the Brazilian state to expand access to free
public channels through investments. This could advance education,
culture and democracy through a widely accessible communications
service.

3 BUSINESS MODELS FOR PUBLIC BROADCASTING
IN THE US AND BRAZIL

3.1 Funding of public broadcasting in the US

The funding model for public broadcasting in the United Sta-
tes that prevails today emerged at a time when the universities ope-
rating educational radio stations provided funds for programming
and operations through their own budgets and through grants that
they obtained from entities such as the Rockefeller Foundation, and
when Studebaker was able to secure funds from entities such as the
Carnegie Corporation. (SHEPPERD, 2014). Funding from the go-
vernment began when President Roosevelt supported the funding
of three educational radio programs from the Educational Radio
Project, which, to everyone’s surprise, received 400,000 letters of
support from the public. (SHEPPERD, 2014).

478 DOL: http://dx.doi.org/10.18764/2178-2865.v21n1p469-494



PUBLIC BROADCASTING SERVICES IN THE UNITED STATES AND BRAZIL:
history, funding an new technologies

In fact, state funds for educational programming did not start
until 1958, when Title VII of the National Defense Education Act
(NDEA) provided $3 to $5 million a year for research and expe-
rimentation on the educational uses of film and broadcast media.
(BLAKELY, 1979).

In 1962, the All-Channel Receiver Act required television
sets to have VHF-UHF reception capacities, while the Educational
Television Facilities Act (ETFA) provided matching funds available
for the construction of new stations. These actions were made possi-
ble thanks to President Kennedy’s attention to the public interest of
noncommercial media. Throughout the 1960s, government funding
for these noncommercial educational stations came primarily from
state and local governments, but funding from foundations was still
an important source of revenue for them. (ROWLAND, 1986).

Something that has always prevailed in the United States pu-
blic broadcasting service is a minimalist policy towards public ser-
vice broadcasting, which poses a constant threat of its being aban-
doned in favor of a market-based service. (ROWLAND, 1986). In
1983, for example, the CPB lost 20 percent of its federal funding. In
1985, there were efforts to allow for the use of advertising to fund
public radio and television. (ROWLAND, 1986).

Even though the Carnegie Commission recommended the
allocation of permanent funds for public licenses, this was not ac-
tually realized. Stations became more efficient by implementing
national interconnections and programming agencies that improved
the technical deficiencies of program distribution and enabled the
simultaneous airing of programs.

As in Brazil, public broadcasting has never been a priority
in the United States communication policy. (ROWLAND, 1986).
Thus, the public communications service in the United States is su-
pported with funds from what are known as underwriters, which are
promotions of commercial entities.

The Public Broadcasting Service is a private, non-profit me-
dia enterprise owned and operated by member stations; it distributes
programming to 348 public television stations across the country
and is funded by the CPB and member stations. NPR is a not-for-
-profit radio enterprise that produces and distributes programs. It is
funded by member stations.
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The CPB, which does not transmit, produce or distribute con-
tent, is an independent entity created by the federal government in
1968, responsible for receiving financial resources from the gover-
nment to be transferred to local broadcasting stations. According to
the CPB’s website, 232 (40 percent) of the 577 stations are conside-
red rural; of these, 62 are public television and 170 are public radio.
(GRIFFEN, 2009). Rural stations rely more on CPB funding than
urban ones.

The circumstances of public broadcasting in the U.S. differ
significantly from those of other services in the world. The U.S. go-
vernment did not participate ostensibly in forming the system; it ac-
ted basically as a regulator, mediating interests and conflicts.

Gréfico 1 presents the amount of funding that the government
has provided to public broadcasting over the last 42 years. It shows
some increases in its early history, but funding has remained stable
for the last 20 years.

Grafico 1 - PBS funding from the state
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Grafico 2 shows the sources of revenue for public broadcas-
ting in the United States. As can be seen, the majority of funding
comes from non-government sources. The private sector’s contribu-
tions include both individual donors and corporations.
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Grafico 2 - Public broadcasting revenue by major source

= Subscribers

Business
= CPB Appropriation
= All Other

State governments
Foundations

= State colleges and
universities

Source: CORPORATION FOR PUBLIC BROADCASTING. Public Broadcasting Revenue Fiscal Year
2013. Washington, D.C,, 2013.

In fiscal year 2011, the CPB provided more than $103
million, which represented over 24 percent of total appropriations;
$413 million came from non-federal funds, including $115 million
in state funding; $57 million came from colleges and universities;
$18 million from foundations; $46 million from local businesses;
and $135 million from individual donors.

Today, the American public communications service is com-
posed of 1,300 non-commercial local radio and television stations,
which are supported by the CPB and others sources. They work
together, and with hundreds of national and local producers and
community partners, to ensure that Americans have universal high-
-definition access to non-commercial programming focusing on the
needs of the audience, including children, minorities and low-inco-
me citizens. The stations are locally managed and programmed, and
in some rural areas they are the only source of local, national and
international news and discussions of political and cultural topics.
Unlike the situation for other public communications services in
the world, the government is not the main source of funding. On
average, the federal resources correspond to less than 14 percent of
the broadcasters’ budget, and the rest, about 86 percent, comes from
local sources.

3.2 The Brazilian business model for public broadcasting

From the outset, Brazilian public radio and TV broadcasters
operated with insignificant budgets. In the 1960s, the debate about
the educational mission of broadcasting became stronger, with pres-
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sure from organizations such as National Educational Television
(NET) and the NAEB.

In Brazil, the business model relies almost exclusively on
funding from the state. The EBC is a public enterprise, and its re-
sources come from taxes and funds allocated for the development
of the country’s public communications. Others sources of revenue
that have been considered are the sale of programs to other TV sta-
tions, the sale of services to Executive Television (the government’s
television channel, which releases information from the federal go-
vernment), the sale of public service announcements, and the sale of
merchandise. These, as of now, are still insignificant.

An important transformation in the sector was the breaking
up of the state’s communications monopoly, and an even more sig-
nificant force for the sector now is the increasing convergence of
information and communication technologies (ICTs), such as the
internet, telecommunications and broadcasting. ICTs have been res-
ponsible for the emergence of new information services and the In-
formation Society.

4 THE IMPACT OF TECHNOLOGY

Over the last decade, changes in conventional media (news-
paper, television, radio and magazine) have led to changes in consu-
mer behavior. Digital media has made possible new ways of acces-
sing content that can be transmitted and distributed much more ea-
sily. The population can now watch content anywhere and any time.
(KATZMAN, 1974). We can also observe growing investments in
Internet TV and online media, because audiences and revenue are
migrating to these new outlets.

In fact, according to Hoynes, “[...] in much the same way
that television was in the 1960s, new digital media are now heral-
ded as potential sites for enhancing our communication environment
by providing opportunities for citizens to participate in public life.”
(MCCAULEY etal., 2002, p. 42). These changes give public broad-
casters the possibility of thinking about the future of the sector in an
era of multimedia conglomerates. In 2011, Internet access in Brazil
reached 46.5 percent of the population, which will give rise to new
possibilities in the Brazilian media. (INSTITUTO BRASILEIRO
DE GEOGRAFIA E ESTATISTICA, 2012).
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The Internet is changing people’s behavior regarding media;
everyone can create and distribute content. They can also go to the
websites of established newspapers and television and radio stations,
as well as to new outlets such Netflix, Hulu, Vimeo and YouTube,
which are available on the Internet. Attractive and interactive digital
media is a challenge for public broadcasters because their audiences
have many more media options. (ENLI, 2008). In this respect, Enli
is concerned that public service content delivered digitally over the
Internet may have the capacity to reach an entire nation, and thus
limit the commercial potential of a channel’s more targeted broad-
casting. Given all these technological changes, governments need to
change as well to take advantage of these technologies for the cultu-
ral and educational wellbeing of the population. The countries with
high communication revenues and a more organized public broad-
casting services are also the countries that show significant growth
in the digital media field. Governments today need to consider the
possibility of supporting multi-platform formats to fortify their pu-
blic broadcasting program offerings in the age of convergence.

The United States, for example, has a digital communication
policy with strategies aimed to grow Digital Public Television. (NG;
NAN; VAN MALSSEN, 2010). Their goal is to offer the American
population free access to a wide variety of content that could be ar-
chived and searched for reference/research purposes through of va-
riety of platforms. The government, in collaboration with industry,
expects the service to be interactive, to grow, to survive these new
technologies and to be more attractive to the population.

In the presence of convergence and technological advances,
how will public media content in the U.S. and Brazil be affected?
This is an important question and we will present some data about
the manner in which the population is now accessing content and
how that might affect the manner in which governments should pro-
vide and finance educational, cultural and state content.

YouTube is a good example of how the ways in which people
consume video content have changed. Because of online video hos-
ting sites like YouTube and Vimeo, for example, we can now find
a new generation of users who exhibit different viewing behavior.
These sites can be used for research and community building and
as spaces for self-expression. They host videos produced by users
and other enterprises that can be categorized into channels. Netflix,
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another new media outlet, is now developing television series avai-
lable to consumers, who are charged a monthly fee. The consumer
can instantly watch unlimited movies and television episodes stre-
amed over the Internet. According to its website, Netflix has appro-
ximately 26 million subscribers in the U.S., and 37 percent of the
data circulation on the American Internet tracks through this outlet.
(STATISTA, 2016). Certainly, this new service can negatively im-
pact a traditional cable television company, because with this new
technology, a consumer can get any movie (for the most part) any
time they want.

Another example is Hulu, created by NBC and Fox, with the
goal of making movies and series available on the Internet. On this
website, all of the content of both companies can be watched any
time and anywhere, sometimes requiring the user to pay a fee.

In the U.S., Roku, Chromecast and Amazon’s FireTV are
options that enable viewers to watch Internet videos on their tele-
visions. With a small amount of equipment connected to the user’s
television, consumers have access to numerous Internet video chan-
nels. They can also buy or rent movies and TV series from multiple
content sites, from traditional, as well as new, producer and distri-
butors of content, including users. The users need only to buy the
equipment and subscribe to the content they want.

For public broadcasters to survive the digital revolution, they
will need to adapt, by investing in the technologies that suit their
audiences.

5 TECHNOLOGY AND VIEWING HABITS OF THE U.S.
AND BRAZILIAN POPULATION

In this section, we present the results of a survey of users that
was conducted in both Brazil and the United States. The objective
was to determine the extent to which users in both countries have
adopted technologies that deliver video content. The construction of
the survey was based on well-known technology adoption theories.
It should be noted, nonetheless, that the objective of the survey was
not to test the validity of the theories, but to get a sense of where the
populations of both the U.S. and Brazil stood with respect to their
ability and desire to transition to an online venue for public televion.
The following discussion briefly describes each of the theories and
the results of the survey for both countries.
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* Technology and digital divide issues (TDD)

Research in this area focuses primarily on access to infras-
tructure and users’ ability to use it.

With the increasing use of the Internet for social, economic,
educational and government services, it has become a priority for
governments to expand access. However, some governments have
been more successful than others. For the purpose of this paper, we
focus on two types of video access: broadband and mobile.

Broadband access in Brazil reaches 10 percent of the popu-
lation, through a fixed network. . In the United States, broadband
access reaches approximately a third of the population. (INTER-
NATIONAL TELECOMMUNICATION UNION, 2014). Because a
wired broadband infrastructure is much more expensive to construct,
many developing countries rely much more on their mobile infras-
tructure. In Brazil, people typically have more than one phone, and
penetration has reached 135 percent because some people have more
than one sim card. (INTERNATIONAL TELECOMMUNICATION
UNION, 2014). Developed nations have also embraced cellular te-
chnologies; in the United States, penetration is 95 percent.

However, having access does not mean that people know how
to use a technology. This is particularly important because there are
specific applications and sites that people need to be aware of to be
able to watch video on their computers or mobile devices. Grafico 3
shows the results of our survey regarding access and digital literacy,
which we believe are both necessary if people are to feel comforta-
ble watching programs online.

Answers to the surveys were based on a five point Likert sca-
le from strongly agree (SA = 1) to strongly disagree (SD =5). As can
be noticed from the questions we developed, we wished to determi-
ne whether users not only have access, but also have the ability to
find content. As can be seen from the results, we found that the ma-
jority of the respondents in the United States owned a computer (100
percent agreed or strongly agreed). In Brazil, even with the signifi-
cantly lower penetration, a great percentage of the respondents indi-
cated that they also owned a computer (88 percent agreed or strongly
agreed). This shows, to a certain extent, that computers are reaching
commodity status in Brazil, a trend that is likely to continue.
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However, having a computer is not enough for people to wa-
tch video content. For public channels to be effective at reaching
audiences online, people need access to the Internet at home. In our
survey, the majority of respondents in the U.S. indicated that they
had access to the Internet at home (100 percent); the number is not
much different in Brazil, where 88 percent of the respondents indi-
cated that they had access at home.

There is another important component to consider regarding
online television, and that is users’ knowing how to do it. In our
survey, two items tried to capture this notion: (1) I know how to find
TV news on the Internet, and (2) I know how to find educational
programs on the Internet. Please note the emphasis on educational
programming and news, as we assumed that public television in-
volves a public benefit component. In the United States, all of the
respondentes strongly agreed or agreed with those two statements.
In Brazil, we also found evidence of good digital literacy, with 75
percent strongly agreeing or agreeing with the first statement, and
75 percent of the respondents strongly agreeing or agreeing with the
second statement.

Grafico 3 - TDD model question and results
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Source: Prepared by the authors.
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* The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)

The Technology Acceptance Model has a long history, and
many scholars have used it to determine whether or not a technology
will be successful and how popular it will be. The theory origina-
ted with. (DAVIS; BAGOZZI; WARSHAW, 1989). It included two
main components: perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use.
In our case, we wanted to determine the effects of ease of use, as
regards the use of mobiles and computers for watching TV. Useful-
ness, the extent to which watching TV online is helpful to people,
would normally be determined in terms of the attributes of the tech-
nology. In this case, we were trying to capture the ways in which TV
can be useful on a computer, which gives people the ability to watch
programs at any time, from anywhere they have connectivity.

To some extent, a few components of the Technology Ac-
ceptance Model overlap with the access and literacy framework we
presented before. For example, when we asked about users’ ability
to operate their computers and mobile devices, we found that in the
U.S., most respondents agreed that it was easy to watch TV on their
computers (71 percent) and more than half (55 percent) agreed that
it was easy on their mobile devices. From these responses, if we
assume that both are easy, the respondents seem to prefer the larger
screen. In Brazil, the results reflect the manner in which the popu-
lation accesses the Internet. The majority of respondents indicated
(42 percent strongly agreed and 15 percent agreed) that it was easy
to watch TV on their mobile devices. The opposite was the case for
computers, where the majority disagreed (42 percent strongly disa-
greed and 18 percent disagreed) that it was easy to watch TV on their
computers. It is possible that this is because the population has more
access to mobile networks than to broadband.

Regarding the helpfulness of the ability to watch TV on their
computers or mobile devices, the vast majority of respondents in the
U.S. strongly agreed or agreed (17 percent and 69 percent respec-
tively). In Brazil, we still found that the respondents did not find it
helpful to watch programs on their mobiles (37 percent strongly di-
sagree and 18 percent disagree) or their computers (47 percent stron-
gly disagree and 19 percent disagree). This could be a reflection of
the fact that content in Brazil has not yet reached a critical mass on
the Internet. However this may change, as companies like Netflix
launch their services worldwide.
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Another factor in the Enhanced Technology Acceptance
Model (TAME) is the influence of friends on a person’s decision
to adopt a certain technology, or not (see Grafico 4). In the United
States, most people have family or friends who watch TV on their
computers or mobile devices. In Brazil, the opposite is the case. The
vast majority strongly disagreed or disagreed with the statement that
friends or family watch TV on their computers (44 percent and 24
percent, respectively) or on their mobile devices (44 percent stron-
gly disagreed and 21 percent disagreed). Given that there is high
penetration of both mobile and broadband networks in the U.S., it
is not surprising that more respondents there know people who use
computers and phones to watch TV. In Brazil, while mobile penetra-
tion is high, this is not yet the norm.

Grafico 4 - TAM model questions and results
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¢ The Innovation Diffusion Theory (IDT)

Up to this point, we have described two factors that can affect
a person’s willingness to adopt a technology: access (TDD), and
elements of the technology that can make it useful and easy to use
(TAM). Using the Innovation Diffusion Theory as a framework, we
wished to determine users’ preferences for the future. In this case,
this theory tries to capture the preferences of a people and their desi-
re to use a technology. This is important for us because our ultimate
objective is to present policy recommendations on the basis of the
history of public broadcasting in these two countries, while taking
into consideration future trends.

Here, the most significant factor is not whether people are
watching television on their mobile devices and computers, but
whether they prefer watching them with these technologies rather
than on traditional television. It is this preference that will determine
whether the digital world prevails.

The data we collected from the survey (see Grafico 5) indica-
tes that most US respondents liked watching TV on their computer
(77 percent strongly agreed or agreed) and their mobile phone (70
percent strongly agreed or agreed), and preferred watching TV on
their computer (54 percent strongly agreed or agreed) and mobile
phone (53 percent strongly agreed or agreed) compared to watching
on conventional television sets.

Preferences and desires, however, differed in Brazil. While
most respondents still did not like watching TV on their computer
(66 percent strongly disagreed or disagreed) and mobile phone (57
percent strongly disagreed or disagreed), and did not prefer watching
TV on their computer (90 percent strongly disagreed or disagreed)
or mobile phone (29 percent strongly disagreed or disagreed), the
trend may be changing, because there was also a good number of
respondents who indicated that they would like to watch TV on their
computer (34 percent strongly agreed or agreed) or mobile phone
(34 percent strongly agreed or agreed) or who would prefer to watch
TV on their computer (10 percent strongly agreed or agreed) or mo-
bile phone (71 percent strongly agreed or agreed). This shows that
there is at least a desire for respondents in Brazil to watch TV on
their mobile devices.
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Grafico 5 - IDT model questions and results
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The trend that we observe in the data matches the trend on
Netflix in Brazil, which has grown since its introduction in 2011 at a
rate of more than 200 percent (see Grafico 6).

Gréfico 6 - Netflix subscribers in Brazil
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Source: STATISTA. Number of Netflix paying streaming subscribers in Brazil from 2011 to 2020.
New York, 2015  Disponivel em:<http://www.statista.com/statistics/324073/brazil-netflix-
-subscribers/>. Acesso em: 3 feb. 2016.
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6 IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKING

In the United States, it is clear that the population is already
experiencing changes in behavior regarding their viewing habits.
Access to broadband and the ability to operate ICT make it easier for
them to watch television from the Internet. In Brazil, the main pro-
blem is access, and even though the majority of people interviewed
were still not used to the idea of watching TV on their computer or
phone, there are some signs of change.

Given these results, it would be desirable for governments
and entities that operate public television and radio stations to invest
not only in broadband access, but also in the creation of social servi-
ce content that can be distributed and viewed through mobile phones
or computers.

The policy, nonetheless, should be slightly different in the
United States and Brazil. In the United States, the government needs
to think about the value of keeping TV broadcasting, as people are
begin to watch programs on demand from the Internet. The biggest
concern for regulators is making sure that people have affordable
and high-quality access to broadband.

In Brazil, the government will need to invest much more in
broadband, but given the fact that Brazil still has limited public bro-
adcasting as well as limited wired broadband, it may need a transi-
tion technology that will give the population access to public TV
through other means, taking into consideration the fact that it will be
a few years before the population has access to broadband and feels
comfortable watching television on those devices. It might want to
experiment above and beyond traditional media and allocate some
of the broadcasting spectrum to Internet access and, in that way, ac-
celerate access to the Internet.

7 CONCLUSION

The United States and Brazil have taken completely different
approaches to access to public content. The United States govern-
ment, faithful to its reliance on markets, provides little support for
public television, which has forced stations around the country to
rely on other sources of funding, such as foundations, underwriters
and members of the public. The U.S. government, nonetheless, will
have to make sure that broadband access is affordable and reliable.

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.18764/2178-2865.v21n1p469-494 491



Melissa S. Moreira Rabelo | Martha Garcia-Murillo | Carlos Agostinho Couto

Brazil, although it is also moving towards a more market-
-based economy, provides almost total funding for public television.
This is problematic because a lack of resources has prevented the
government from fulfilling the mandate in its Constitution to provi-
de free public television content to the entire population.

It is clear, nonetheless, that content is shifting onto the In-
ternet in both countries. The U.S. population, as represented by the
people we surveyed, prefer to watch programs on their computers or
mobile phones. However, there are early signs that Brazil is moving
in that direction as well. Given these trends, it will be important for
the Brazilian government to continue to embrace free public televi-
sion for all and to begin to invest in broadband access, as well as su-
pport the production of digital content that the population can access
for free. It could potentially take advantage of the spectrum to do so.

The governments of both countries should realize the impor-
tance of broadband Internet access as a means to provide their popu-
lations with high-quality public television.
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