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BROADCASTING: TURNING AUDIENCES INTO CONSUMERS 
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Abstract 
In its April 2008 Review of Australia’s Consumer Policy Framework, the Productivity Commission 
identified problems with the coverage of the various schemes for handling consumer complaints 
about communications services. It raised a number of longer-term possibilities, including ‘a single 
consumer entry point for communications services complaints’, or an ‘umbrella arrangement 
encompassing all individual dispute resolution services in this area’. Drawing on a study of future 
broadcasting consumers for the newly-established Australian Communications Consumer Action 
Network, ACCAN, this paper explores the issues that might be addressed by such a ‘one-stop shop’. 

It identifies them in three ways. First, we create a compendium of the many issues about TV and 
radio services that are currently covered by legislation, co-regulation and self-regulation. These 
issues are summarised into five categories. Second, we summarise complaints data to see what 
issues TV and radio audiences complain about and where broadcasters fall short of the standards set 
for them or which they set for themselves. Third, we examine the terms and conditions set for the 
video download services now offered by all free-to-air television broadcasters, a relatively new kind 
of service that blends broadcasting and telecommunications. These provide an indication of the 
issues that are already significant for consumers of rapidly-developing services. Finally, we look at 
whether and how these issues are addressed under telecoms regulation and industry practice, before 
making some brief concluding comments about the implications of the transformation of 
broadcasters’ audiences into consumers. 

Introduction 
In its April 2008 Review of Australia’s Consumer Policy Framework, the Productivity Commission 
identified problems with the coverage of the various schemes for handling consumer complaints 
about communications services. It recommended immediate expansion of the Telecommunications 
Industry Ombudsman (TIO) Scheme to cover pay TV services, ‘because they share so many 
features with standard communications services and are often bundled with them’. In the longer-
term, it proposed ‘transition to more integrated complaint arrangements’. Options would include ‘a 
single consumer entry point for communications services complaints’, or an ‘umbrella arrangement 
encompassing all individual dispute resolution services in this area’, such as it also recommended 
for financial services (Productivity Commission 2008: xxiii, 202–4). 

This paper explores the issues that might be addressed by such a ‘one-stop shop’ for consumers of 
broadcast and broadcast-like services. It doesn’t look at the institutional options — such as whether 
the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) or the TIO should be the main 
complaints-handling institution — just the issues that any one-stop shop might be charged with 
considering. These issues are identified in three ways. First, we create a compendium of the many 
issues about TV and radio services that are currently covered by legislation, co-regulation and self-
regulation. These issues are summarised into five categories. Second, we summarise complaints 
data to see what issues TV and radio audiences complain about and where broadcasters fall short of 
the standards set for them or which they set for themselves. Third, we examine the terms and 
conditions set for the video download services now offered by all free-to-air television broadcasters, 
a relatively new kind of service that blends broadcasting and telecommunications. These provide an 
indication of the issues that are already significant for consumers of rapidly-developing services. 
Finally, we look at whether and how these issues are addressed under telecoms regulation and 
industry practice, before making some brief concluding comments about the implications of the 
transformation of broadcasters’ audiences into consumers. 
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The paper draws on a study for the newly-established Australian Communications Consumer Action 
Network in mid-2009, commissioned to inform ACCAN’s strategic direction (Given and 
McCutcheon 2009). For that project, we were asked to investigate and report on broadcasting, 
especially the new issues posed at the intersection of digital broadcasting and telecommunications: 

 emerging consumer issues in digital broadcasting, such as new services and contracts in pay 
television and digital television rollout; 

 organisations addressing consumer issues in broadcasting, issues not being addressed, and 
ACCAN’s possible role in this arena; and 

 future trends in broadcasting, such as the possibility of broadcasting moving to a ‘watch it when 
you want to, how you want to’ model, and the implications for regulation and policy for 
consumer protection and disadvantaged consumers. 

Several broader developments in media and communications policy and regulation provided 
important context for this work — the merger of the telecommunications and broadcasting 
regulators in 2005 to form a single regulator, the Australian Communications and Media Authority 
(ACMA); the demonstrated limits of self-regulatory or co-regulatory models pioneered in the 
Broadcasting Services (BSA) and Telecommunications Acts (TA) of the 1990s; and the reassertion 
of the state’s role in communications policy, through the funding of the National Broadband 
Network, the proposed structural changes to Telstra (Conroy 2009a and 2009b) and the switchover 
from analogue to digital television. 

What issues matter for broadcasting regulation? 
For most of their history, TV and radio services have been provided free-to-air. Listeners and 
viewers were conceived as audiences rather than consumers. For the commercial broadcasters that 
dominate viewing and listening hours, programs are not final products but essentially intermediate 
ones ‘supplied to audiences in exchange for the audiences’ time and attention’. The final product, 
sold by broadcasters to advertisers, is ‘access to the audiences generated by the programs’ 
(Papandrea 1997). This is no longer the case. Pay TV, audio- and video-on-demand services and the 
many ways audiences now interact with broadcasters, from talkback radio and online discussion 
forums to SMS voting and user-generated content, mean the audiences for TV and radio are already 
consumers. This creates contractual relationships and expectations about broadcasters and the 
quality of their services that are familiar to consumers of voice and mobile telephony and internet 
access services. 

The non-contractual relationship between free-to-air broadcasters and audiences has always been 
heavily regulated, reflecting the perceived social and cultural significance of the services. 
Requirements are set out in licence conditions, standards and codes of practice developed by 
sections of the broadcast industry and registered with the specialist regulator, ACMA. Appendices A 
(Radio) and B (Television) summarise the regulations that currently apply to different types of 
broadcasters in each of these areas, organised into five categories: advertising; programming; 
accessibility; relationship with audiences; technical, legal and financial matters. 

Some of the regulatory measures are positive, requiring broadcasters to act in certain ways, while 
others are negative, prohibiting or restricting particular actions. To some extent, the regulatory 
requirements can be seen as protection for consumers against broadcasters’ commercial incentives. 
Commercial, subscription community and national public broadcasters all make money, either for 
shareholders or to re-invest in the service (Owen and Wildman 1992: 5). The need to attract 
audiences to maximise those returns can conflict with the desire to provide their audiences, or 
particular members of them, with the programs they most want to watch or listen to — and what 
they would rather not.  
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Looking at each of the five categories in turn, we can speculate about how relevant the policy 
concerns that motivated these kinds of regulation might continue to be in the future. Broadly, it 
seems likely that many will continue to matter to consumers, but they will acquire new dimensions 
and may be supplemented by others. 

Advertising 
Advertising is limited in many ways. The ABC is not able to advertise at all on its domestic free-to-
air TV and radio services, the SBS can advertise up to five minutes an hour, community 
broadcasters can transmit sponsorship announcements but not advertisements. The Commercial 
Television Codes of Practice allow licensees to broadcast up to 16 minutes of advertising an hour in 
certain circumstances, while the Commercial Radio codes only limit the time devoted to advertising 
where a licensee operates as a near monopoly. 

Advertising for particular products is also restricted: tobacco advertising is banned; individual 
advertisements for therapeutic goods require government approval; political advertising, advertising 
for alcoholic beverages and advertising in children’s programs are restricted. Broadcast industry 
codes refer to advertising codes developed by third parties, including the Federal Chamber of 
Automotive Industries Code of Practice, which forbids advertisements showing dangerous, illegal, 
aggressive or reckless driving. 

In the future, restrictions justified by the limited numbers of media services may be harder to 
sustain. For example, restrictions on the amount of advertising time on commercial services may be 
loosened further, or lifted altogether, as a wider range of competing media services give consumers 
more ways avoiding advertiser-supported content. Concerns about advertising potentially dangerous 
products, however, may grow, as young audiences increasingly control their own media 
consumption, often within their own private space. Advertising of junk food, ‘the new tobacco’ for 
some, is a good example. 

Programs 
A threshold requirement for programming is that it be distinguishable from advertisements. Deep 
integration of selling messages into programs challenges this separation, making it difficult to judge 
the appropriate standards to which the content should be held accountable. This issue was 
highlighted in the ABA’s Cash for Comment Inquiry in 1999–2000 (ABA 2000). Commercial radio 
services are required by licence condition to disclose commercial relationships and ensure that 
advertisements and promotions are readily distinguished from program material. Similar 
requirements are included in the commercial television codes of practice. The Internet and mobile 
communications services are not currently bound by requirements to separate program content and 
advertising. Increasing use of these services may make this difference in regulatory treatment harder 
to justify, although because the services are not licensed like most broadcasters, it may not be 
possible to simply replicate the regulatory schemes. General consumer protection regulation, 
targeting misleading and deceptive conduct, may be a more effective tool than special rules for 
certain broadcasting services. 

A major policy concern about television and radio content has always been the ‘classifiable 
elements’ addressed under the national classification scheme — themes, violence, sex, language, 
drug use and nudity. Other rules ensure the availability of minimum amounts of program types 
vulnerable to substitution, either with cheaper content or content likely to attract audiences more 
highly valued by advertisers. Commercial television services are required to broadcast minimum 
amounts of Australian content, and subscription television services are required to spend a 
minimum amount on Australian drama. Commercial radio services must broadcast minimum 
amounts of Australian music under their code. Commercial television broadcasters must also 
provide minimum levels of age-appropriate programs for children. Regional commercial TV and 
radio services are required to transmit minimum amounts of local news and information 
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programming. All broadcasters’ codes commit them to different degrees of fairness and accuracy in 
their news and information coverage.  

The availability of a larger number and wider range of services is unlikely to end the policy concern 
about classifiable elements. The convergent content scheme set out in Schedule 7 of the BSA shows 
successive governments’ determination to ensure regulation in this area is applied consistently 
across existing and emerging platforms (see Lawrence and Grant 2007; Lindsay, Rodrick and de 
Zwart 2008). Similarly, concerns about Australian and children’s content will not disappear, 
although changes in the practices and economics of production, distribution and consumption may 
require modification of the policies designed to deliver these types of programs to audiences. The 
recent overhaul of film assistance arrangements, substituting tax-based assistance for the budget-
funded subsidies, and the funding of the dedicated children’s channel, ABC3, demonstrate the 
durability of the policy concerns alongside the scope for policy shifts. 

Accessibility 
Obligations to make broadcasting services universally accessible fall some way short of the kind of 
‘universal service obligation’ set out in Part 2 of the Telecommunications (Consumer Protection and 
Service Standards) Act 1999. Commercial broadcasters are required to provide a service that 
contributes to the provision of an adequate and comprehensive range of broadcasting services in 
their licence area. Introducing digital terrestrial TV and radio, commercial and national broadcasters 
have been required to ‘achieve the same level of coverage and potential reception quality’ as for 
analogue transmissions.  

Separate obligations are imposed for audiences with disabilities. For analogue TV broadcasting, 
captioning of programs for the hearing impaired is dealt with under codes of practice and the 
Disability Discrimination Act 1992, as well as in broadcaster codes of practice. Expanded 
requirements for digital television services, including simulcasts of analogue services, are set out in 
legislation and due for review before 1 January 2010. 

The digital TV and radio ‘same coverage’ obligations, the substantial Commonwealth funding 
provided to extend coverage of existing analogue services even after digital versions had launched, 
and the huge commitment to the National Broadband Network, show how important a political 
priority universal access to communications services continues to be. Ensuring that all consumers, 
including those with disabilities, are encompassed by the practical measures developed to deliver on 
the rhetoric of universal access, seems likely to be as testing a challenge in the future as it has been 
in the past. 

Relationships with audiences  
These are regulated in different ways for different types of broadcaster. Community broadcasting 
licences are based on the premise that users can also be creators of radio and television, and these 
services must encourage community participation in operations and program selection. Unlike free-
to-air broadcasters, subscription services have a contractual relationship with their audience, and 
must have policies in place about contracts, fault repairs and customer privacy. All broadcasters are 
required to have processes for handling complaints. Generally, aggrieved consumers must complain 
first to the broadcaster, but can complain to ACMA if the matter is not handled to their satisfaction. 

For the future, government regulation of the internal operations of community media services will 
probably seem out of place for services that do not require access to spectrum. As broadcasters’ 
audiences become consumers, however, the regulation that has applied to the relationships between 
communications consumers and service providers, such as for fixed and mobile telephony and 
internet access, will probably seem increasingly appropriate. For example, the Australian 
Subscription Television and Radio Association (ASTRA) Subscriber Code already has provisions 
about subscriber options, fault repair, privacy, credit management and billing. 
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Technical, legal, financial matters  
Existing rules include many that exist only to ensure other regulatory requirements can be enforced, 
such as requirements for licensees to provide accounts to ACMA and to remain suitable licensees. 
These become irrelevant if the new services are not licensed. 

What do broadcast audiences complain about? 
To supplement this identification of issues, we examined the issues that broadcast viewers and 
listeners choose to complain about, and when those complaints are upheld. Tables 1 and 2 
summarise the complaints processed and investigations initiated by ACMA and its predecessor the 
ABA in recent years. In the three years to 2007/08, ACMA processed an average of about 
800 complaints triggering around 140 investigations each year. Most investigations were about 
breaches of codes of practice. Of the roughly 40 breaches each year, most related to the way 
complaints were handled, the accurate representation of material and advertising on community 
broadcasting services. 

Table 1: Summary of complaints and investigations 

 2003–04 2004–05 2005–06 2006–07 2007–08

Agency ABA ABA ACMA ACMA ACMA 
Complaints received     737 886 793 
Investigations completed 106 153 142 136 136 
Investigations resulting in breach findings 27 59 34 45 47 

 
Investigations regarding compliance with 
 the BSA 1 1 1 0 1 

 
Investigations regarding compliance with  
licence conditions 7 7 15 13 23 

 
Investigations regarding compliance codes  
of practice 19 48 18 32 23 

 Code of practice & licence condition  3    
Investigations resulting in non-breach findings     100 86 84 

 
Investigations regarding compliance with  
the BSA   0 3 0 

 
Investigations regarding compliance with 
 licence conditions   16 15 21 

 
Investigations regarding compliance codes  
of practice   84 68 63 

Investigations concluded (eg. complaint withdrawn)     8 5 5 
Sources: ABA and ACMA Annual Reports 2004–05 to 2007–08. 
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Table 2: Breach findings by year and licence type 

 2005–06 2006–07 2007–08 

Commercial television    
Advertisement during ‘C’ and/or ‘P’ time (BSA)   2 
Captioning 1  1 
Classification and consumer advice 7 4 6 
Complaints handling 4 3 14 
Depiction of suicide   1 
Election advertisement during blackout period (BSA)   1 
Fair and/or accurate representation of material 2 5 8 
Invasion of privacy   1 
Use of material relating to children   1 
Commercial radio    
Classification and consumer advice 1   
Complaints handling 2 2 2 
Disclosure of relationship between announcer and third party   1 
Fair and/or accurate representation of material  3  
Inappropriate language  1  
Tobacco advertising (BSA)  1  
Vilification, inciting violence  3  
Community radio and temporary community radio    
Broadcasting advertisements (BSA) 11 4 9 
Community participation, volunteer guidelines (BSA) 1 4 6 
Complaints handling 1 1 1 
Compliance with licence conditions regarding content   1 
Conflict resolution policy (BSA) 2 3  
Exceeding sponsorship announcement limits (BSA) 3 3 5 
Failure to retain record 1   
Fair and/or accurate representation of material  1  
Vilification  1  
Community television    
Broadcasting advertisements (BSA)  3  
Complaints handling   1 
Exceeding sponsorship announcement limits (BSA)  1  
ABC television    
Classification and consumer advice  1  
Fair and/or accurate representation of material  2  
ABC radio    
Fair and/or accurate representation of material  1  
SBS television    
Classification and consumer advice  1 1 
Subscription television    
Classification and consumer advice  1  
Open narrowcast radio    
Providing a commercial broadcasting service (BSA)   1 
Sources: ACMA Annual Reports 2005–06 to 2007–08. 
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TV broadcasters’ video download services 
The next way we went about trying to identify the issues that might matter for future 
communications consumers was to look at an emerging service type — video downloads — to see 
what kinds of issues are already important enough for service providers to include them in their 
terms and conditions of service, privacy statements and FAQs. (HIRO 2009; ABC 2009b; SBS 
2009; Ten 2009a; Ten 2009b; Yahoo!7 2009). 

Audio- and video-on-demand services offered by TV and radio broadcasters include streaming and 
downloads (podcast and vodcast), as well as related sales of physical CDs and DVDs. Streaming 
and downloads are marketed as ‘catch-up’ TV and radio, clearly identifying their relationship to the 
broadcast service. They encourage or require users to opt-in to a contractual relationship with the 
content and application provider, such as by registration or clicking approval of terms and 
conditions when downloading player software, even where no direct payment is made for the 
content. Because the services themselves are not broadcasting services, they have been beyond the 
regulatory ambit of the BSA, although consumers may see them as integral parts of a broadcast 
service. They are now covered by the BSA Schedule 7 convergent content regulatory scheme, but 
they raise a significant number of consumer issues beyond the general classifiable elements 
addressed by that scheme.  

Issues already included in terms and conditions of service, privacy statements and FAQs are: 
registration, privacy of personal information, technical requirements for use, limits on the functions 
performed by the services and the programs available, age verification, content metering, the 
availability of help services and complaints-handling. These are discussed in turn. 

Registration: No service makes registration compulsory but users that do register get ‘a greater 
level of personalisation of content and promotional elements’ (Nine), such as social networking 
features, competitions and email (Yahoo!7 and Ten). 

Privacy of personal information: Provisions range from Ten’s generally worded commitment to 
comply with the National Privacy Principles to Yahoo!7’s more detailed statements about what it 
will and won’t do. It ‘will not sell or rent your personally identifiable information to anyone’. It will 
use information ‘for three general purposes: to customise the advertising and content you see on our 
pages, to fulfil your requests for certain products and services, and to contact you about specials and 
new products’. Nine expressly indicates that personal information can be used to customise the 
advertising served into the content requested. 

Technical requirements for use: Nine uses the HIRO platform, developed by an Israel-based 
company to enable video downloads and streams with advertising inserts. The ABC uses its own 
iView to deliver streamed video for free, full-screen viewing and ABC Shop downloads. Some 
content is also available for downloading to mobiles. Yahoo!7, Nine, Ten and SBS use players 
embedded in internet browsers. The ABC iView player operates as a standalone player. The SBS 
player can also operate standalone. Specifications for the user’s equipment are set or recommended, 
including the platform that the services are available for, other software required and desirable 
minimum broadband access speeds. At present, all the networks’ services are available for both 
PC/Windows Media Player and Mac/Quicktime but only the ABC offers a Linux option as well. All 
require a version of Flash. The ABC’s iView streams at 650 kbits/sec and recommends a broadband 
connection of at least 1.1 Mbps. Yahoo!7 and the SBS suggest at least 128 kbits/sec. Ten says its 
player ‘requires very high bandwidth’. 

What the applications don’t do: Nine’s player doesn’t install pop-ups or spyware and doesn’t permit 
ad-skipping. 

Programs available: Not all broadcast programs are available on demand and the duration of 
availability varies. ABC programs are generally available the day after broadcast and remain 
available for 30 days. This reflects storage costs and rights arrangements. Its services are 
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geo-blocked so they are only accessible to users in Australia. Some of Nine’s videos are not 
available in some territories. 

Age verification: Not all broadcasters refer to this in their terms and conditions although the 
convergent content regime clearly imposes obligations in this area. Nine says it will not play 
restricted videos to young audiences that are not permitted to view them. Age restrictions are set 
according to broadcast classification codes. Yahoo!7 requires users to warrant that they are of legal 
age to form a binding contract and are not barred from receiving services. It says under-18s are 
barred from viewing adult content. 

Metering of content streamed or downloaded: Nine and the ABC both have arrangements with 
particular internet service providers that allow their customers to stream and download content 
unmetered.  

Help and complaints: Information available online ranges from limited technical assistance to the 
detailed online FAQs provided by Nine and the ABC. None of the networks indicate whether 
consumers can make use of established broadcasting complaints processes if they are dissatisfied 
with aspects of these services. 

Does telecoms regulation deal with the issues identified? 
Our final task was to ask whether these issues are addressed under other regulatory schemes that 
might provide models for dealing with them. Given the Productivity Commission’s proposed one-
stop-shop for complaints about communications services, we were especially interested in how well 
prepared telecommunications industry practice and regulation might be for consumer complaints 
about the issues mentioned in the terms and conditions, privacy statements and FAQs covering 
broadcasters’ video downloads. These are discussed in turn. 

Registration: This is a crucial feature distinguishing broadcasting, where the identities of individual 
audience members are not known to the broadcaster, and telecommunications, where on-going 
contractual relationships are typical, though not universal (eg. pre-paid services). The market place 
has recognised the attraction of pre-paid services that do not require on-going relationship with 
service provider, exemplified in Vodafone’s ‘No Plans’ campaign. At this stage, broadcasters are not 
attempting to compel consumers to register with them, but are encouraging consumers to register by 
conferring extra benefits on those who do. 

Privacy: This is a major issue not just in telecommunications but across the whole economy and 
extensive federal and state privacy laws are already in place. While arguments persist about their 
adequacy, they are clearly sufficient to catch the activities of broadcasters who once dealt only with 
anonymous audiences but who now routinely gather personal information from the users of video 
download services. The regulatory questions are whether broadcasters comply with the legislative 
requirements and where it is most appropriate for complaints to be brought. 

Technical requirements for use: ACMA has extensive powers to make and enforce technical 
standards for customer equipment, cabling and interconnection of facilities (Telecommunications 
Act 1997 Part 21) and radiocommunications devices and transmitters (Radiocommunications 1992 
Act Part 4.1). So far, the range of technical requirements set by the different broadcasters for their 
download services show most recognise the value of making their video download services widely 
available to users with a range of equipment.  

Governments have shown themselves highly sensitive to limits on the accessibility of services and 
prepared to intervene in particular circumstances to upgrade the technical capabilities of existing 
users, especially where they feared consumers would not voluntarily take the action needed to 
prevent losing access to valued services. The risk that digital TV switchover will leave some 
viewers without broadcast television is drawing government into research about households 
unprepared for the change and funding programs to assist vulnerable consumers to make it. The 
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shutdown of the analogue and CDMA mobile phone networks attracted tough intervention to 
minimise those who lost services. In summary, the regulator and government have a range of legal, 
fiscal and other tools available to ensure the technical requirements of emerging services do not 
place them lastingly beyond the reach of many consumers. 

Limits on the functions performed by the services and the programs available: Once broadcasters 
worked out business models to support video downloads, they have enthusiastically encouraged 
them. Downloads expand and intensify the use of government-funded broadcasters’ services; ad-
inserted downloads earn revenue for commercial broadcasters; paid downloads earn revenue for 
both. But the services are still relatively new, audience expectations are evolving and it is difficult 
to predict whether the limits on the functions, the content available for streaming and/or download, 
and the duration of availability will seem reasonable in the future. 

These are imposed as a result of the business strategies of the many program rights holders as well 
as the strategies and costs incurred by broadcasters. As the practice of downloading grows, any 
limits might be harder to explain, especially for public-funded broadcasters. There is no obvious 
precedent in broadcasting or telecoms for regulation of this kind except perhaps the anti-siphoning 
regime, designed to ensure particular programs remain accessible to free-to-air audiences. 

Age verification: Like privacy, this is an area where laws already exist. The convergent content 
regime under Schedule 7 of the BSA covers broadcasters’ video downloads, giving ACMA power to 
investigate complaints and issue take-down, service-cessation and link-deletion notices if satisfied 
that age-restricted content (MA15+ and R18+ content) is being provided directly or via links 
without the access and other controls required. The regulatory question, at this stage, is whether 
broadcasters’ video download services comply with these legislative requirements. 

Content metering: This is a controversial issue attracting both market place and policy responses. 
Australia is one of the few OECD countries where usage caps are universal (OECD Broadband 
Statistics 2009). Many argue this is why broadband services in Australia are over-priced. Telstra, 
however, argues that universal ‘volumetric pricing’, together with competitive retail broadband, 
explain why net neutrality has not become a major issue in Australia as it has in the United States, 
where uncapped broadband plans dominate. Capped plans mean ISPs have no incentive to block or 
throttle content unaffiliated to the ISP or generated by users, but do have an incentive to encourage 
extra use of content from any source and to upgrade facilities (Endres 2009 and see Kelso 2009).  

One result of Australia’s predicament is the National Broadband Network, a huge government 
investment in new infrastructure to be operated in a new way, as an open access network by a 
company without retail interests. Another result is that ISPs are differentiating their services by 
making unmetered content available from some sources, such as the ABC’s iView. Internode’s 
Simon Hackett argues that much more content could be offered unmetered to Australian broadband 
subscribers if content providers reshaped their content delivery networks (Hackett 2009). The 
publicly-funded national broadcaster, the ABC, argues that the publicly-funded NBN should carry 
‘publicly-funded content and services’ and make it freely to the Australian people (ABC 2009a). 
There is clearly a good deal of negotiation still to come about how government and industry deal 
with this issue. 

Availability of help services and complaints-handling: As broadcast audiences become consumers 
of services delivered by broadcasters over a wider range of platforms, it seems likely that they will 
expect customer help and support services to be offered as they are for services like fixed line and 
mobile telephony and internet access. As with privacy issues, one of main regulatory questions will 
be about where it is most appropriate for complaints to be brought. 

Conclusion 
The once anonymous audiences of radio and television broadcasters, identified only as members of 
particular demographic groups, are becoming individually-known consumers of services, with 
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relationships to service providers more like those prevailing for telephony and internet access. This 
has important implications for policy and regulation. Broadcasting services have been extensively 
supported and regulated to serve a wide range of policy objectives. This paper has explored, in 
limited ways, the issues that will matter for consumers of broadcast and broadcast-like services in 
the future and the regulatory models for dealing with them. 

Some policy objects currently served by broadcasting regulation seem likely to remain highly 
relevant. These include concerns about the advertising of particular products; about classifiable 
elements like violence, sex, language and drug use, especially in programming accessible to 
children; and about economically-vulnerable content with special resonance for local audiences, 
like drama, documentary and local news and information. Other policy objects served by 
broadcasting regulation, such as the integrity of the licensing scheme, self-evidently do not migrate 
to new, unlicensed services. Still other objects seem likely to endure, but require different 
responses, such as a greater role for general consumer protection legislation in dealing with 
misleading and deceptive content.  

The brief analysis of one emerging broadcasting-like service, video downloads, has identified 
several consumer issues. For some, industry practices so far seem to be dealing reasonably well 
with potential consumer concerns (registration, technical requirements, service functionality and 
content availability). Others demand and fit well within existing regulatory responses (privacy, age 
verification). Others still highlight the timeliness of government initiatives or contemplated 
initiatives although the outcomes are far from clear (content metering, help services and complaints-
handling). 

Two central themes emerge. First, the perceived social and cultural significance of broadcasting 
means a lot of special laws and regulation apply to it. A key question for future consumers is 
whether radio and TV are becoming less special, so the rationale for special rules melts away, or 
whether some of their special qualities are shared or even exaggerated by emerging media forms 
that bring audiovisual content and communications closer to individuals, so the rationale for special 
rules extends to them. 

Second, the lack of a direct customer relationship between free-to-air broadcasters and their 
audiences means that some of the normal elements of relationships between service providers and 
consumers have not existed. Equipment manufacturers, retailers, installers, regulators and especially 
government, rather than broadcasters, have carried considerable responsibility for some issues that 
matter a good deal to consumers. This emphasis may shift as broadcasters are forced closer to their 
consumers. New possibilities and practices might bring new expectations. 
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