
Consumer issues and pay TV
^  W h a t w o u ld  concern m e is that, the w eek after I subscribe to the ice hockey channel, I w o u ld  start g e ttin g  

things from  [a sports store ] te llin g  m e a b o u t their ice hocke y stu ff...It's  the on -selling  o f  in fo rm a tio n  that 

I object to ...l certa in ly d o n 't  w a n t a n y m ore ju n k  m ail in m y le tte r b o x?

This w as  just o n e  co m m e n t m ad e  

b y  a p a r t i c i p a n t  in a s m a ll  
research  p roject co n d u cted  by the  

ABA. S om e o f  the m ajo r findings o f  this 

re se a rch — w h ich  e x p lo re d  co m m u n ity  

co n ce rn s  an d  e x p e cta tio n s  in relation  

to  h o w  c o m p la in ts , fau lt re p a ir  an d  

c o n su m e r p riv acy — will b e  co n sid e re d  

by the n ew  p ay  TV industry in A ustralia.

An o n g o in g  ca b le  television  trial, the  

T e le c o m  C en ten nial P ark  R esidential 

V ideo Pilot, b eg an  in A ugust 1993- At the  

tim e o f  the A B A ’s rese a rch , T e le c o m  

A ustralia p ro v id ed  a ran g e  of ch an n els , 

free o f ch arg e , to a p p ro x im a te ly  4 5 0  

h o u seh o ld ers  living in C en ten nial Park , 

Sydney. C h an nels in clu d e U nited  States  
b ased  services  CNN, NASA and W o rld n et  

as w ell as a co m m u n ity  ch an n el, an  

ed u catio n  ch an n el an d  a Ja p a n e s e -p ro ­

d u ced  ch an n el.

In N o v em b er 19 9 4 , Linda S heldon , 

Steph en  N u gen t an d  M argaret C upitt 

from  th e A BA  c o n d u cte d  four fo cu s  

grou p  discussions w ith 29 o f th ese h o u se ­

h old ers. ‘T he trial p re se n te d  an o p p o r­

tunity for the A BA  to  e x p lo re  a ran g e  o f  

c o n su m e r issues w ith a g ro u p  o f p e o p le  

w h o  alread y re ce iv e  a cab le  television  

s e r v ic e  in th e ir  h o m e s ’, o b s e r v e d

M argaret Cupitt, o f  the A B A ’s R esearch  

section .
‘Q u alitative research  u ses in -dep th  dis­

cu ssio n  w ith a sm all n u m b er o f p e o p le  

an d  it is n o t p ossib le  to  gen eralise  ab ou t 

all 4 5 0  h ou seh old s in volved  in the trial 

o r to the w id er A ustralian  co m m u n ity ,’ 

ex p la in e d  M argaret. ‘T h e  trial o p e ra te d  

in a sm all a rea  o f Sydney, w h ich  in turn  

is n ot n ecessarily  a m o d el of future p ay  

TV sy ste m s.’

W hile a ck n ow led gin g  th ese limitations, 

the A B A ’s findings h av e  allo w ed  the  

identification  o f a ran g e  o f c o n su m e r  

attitudes w h ich  co n trib u te  to  an u n d er­

stand ing o f  c o n su m e r issues to b e c o v ­
ered  in the Subscription T elevision  C odes  

o f P ractice . T h e Broadcasting Services 
Act 1992  req u ires th e p ay  TV industry, 
like o th e r b ro ad castin g  se cto rs , to d e ­

velo p  industry c o d e s  o f  p ra ctice  in c o n ­

sultation  w ith  the A BA. T h e industry  

m ust tak e into a c co u n t any relevant 

research  co n d u cte d  by the ABA.

Handling com plaints

H o u seh o ld ers  in this stud y e x p e c te d  a 
c o - o r d i n a t e d  a p p r o a c h  b y p a y  T V  

co m p a n ie s. Such an  a p p ro a ch  required :

■  a s im p le  a n d  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  

com p lain ts  p ro ce d u re ;

■  th at if th e re  w e re  m o re  th an  o n e  
co n ta c t p oin t for d ifferent com p lain ts , 

it m u st b e c le a r  to c o n su m e rs  w h ich  

o rg a n isa tio n  c a n  so lv e  th eir sp e c ific  

p rob lem s;
■  c le a r  an d  ap p ro p ria te  in form ation  for 

c o n s u m e r s  a b o u t  th e  c o m p l a i n t s  

p ro ce d u re ;

■  tra in e d  p e rs o n n e l e x p e r ie n c e d  in 

r e s p o n d i n g  to  c o m p l a i n t s  in  a 

p ro f e s s io n a l  a n d  c o n s u m e r -f r ie n d ly  

m an n er; and

■  an a p p ro p ria te  and  fast re s p o n se  to  

com p lain ts  an d  inquiries.

Fault repair

T h e re  w as a g re a t deal o f  c o n se n su s  

b etw een  h o u seh o ld ers  c o n ce rn in g  their 

e x p e c t a t i o n s  a b o u t  f a u l t  r e p a i r .  

P articip an ts’ e x p e cta tio n s  w e re  sim ilar 

and  ce n tre d  o n  co n su m e r n eed s:

■  a fast resp o n se  to req u ests for repairs, 

w ithin 24 h ou rs, w as co n sid e re d  to be  

acce p ta b le ;

■  tech n ician s should  rep air faults at a 

p re -a rra n g e d  tim e to  suit th e cu sto m e r ^  

an d  arrive on  tim e; an d
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■  technicians should be efficient, 
competent and professional in their 
work.

Expectations about fault repair were 
strongly influenced by the fact that con­
sumers would pay for programs and 
channels. Participants generally expected 
a very high standard of service from pay 
TV companies.

P rivacy

Discussion about privacy covered the 
compilation of lists and the distribution 
of those lists to other organisations 
about household viewing habits and 
other personal details. Direct marketing 
was seen as the main reason for 
compiling and distributing personal 
information.

Participants distinguished between the 
use of information by the pay TV pro­
vider who collected the information and 
the use of that information by other 
organisations. Generally, there were no 
objections to pay TV organisations us­
ing personal information to handle cus-

P a y  T V  c o d e s  o f  p r a c t ic e

■ consumer issues covered by the 
codes of practice for pay T V ;are: 
subscriber rental options; fault repair; 
privacy; and credit management and 
billing.

■ the final draft of the pay TV codes 
of practice is being discussed by the 
ABA and the C on fed eration  o f 
Australian Subscription Television 
(CAST), following consideration of 
public submissions.
■ the ABA will only register the codes 
of practice when it is satisfied that: 
appropriate community safeguards are 
adequately covered; that the code has 
been endorsed by a m ajority of 
providers of pay TV services; and that 
the public has had the opportunity to 
comment.
■ the ABA conducts ongoing research 
which the industry must take into 
account when developing its codes.
■ a cop y  o f  the rep ort on the 
Centennial Park research project has 
been provided to CAST.
■ consumer legislation relevant to pay 
TV subscriber issues is applied by the 
ABA and other regu latory  
organisations.

tomer accounts and to provide informa­
tion about pay TV channels and associ­
ated services.

Most participants responded over­
whelmingly against the distribution of 
personal details to other organisations 
for direct marketing purposes. How­
ever, some people saw benefits to dis­
tributing personal information for mar­
keting purposes, saying it might be 
helpful to receive information that is 
relevant to personal tastes and interests.

Many participants agreed that options 
be given up-front at the time when an 
initial contract or agreement was signed 
and on the bill allowing consumers to 
change the option at a later time. In 
order to protect subscriber privacy, par­
ticipants expected to be:
■ fully informed about what personal 
information would be collected and how 
it would be used;
■ given the option to indicate whether 
their personal information could be used 
by other organisations; and
■ given the opportunity to indicate what 
type of information they want to receive.

Consumer inform ation

Consumer information was seen as an 
important aspect of the complaint 
handling and privacy processes. In fact, 
receiving comprehensive information 
about these matters was just as important 
as receiving information about the price, 
content and the channel classifications 
of pay TV services, at least initially.

Participants identified requirements for 
information covering privacy, fault re­
pair and complaints procedures. These 
were that:
■ the information be provided in written 
form. For exam ple, an agreement, 
publication or advice on the television 
bill that could be easily referred to if 
needed; and
■ information be given on-screen.

‘The participants in this small study did
not want pay TV operators passing on 
their personal information to other or­
ganisations without their permission’, 
concluded Linda Sheldon, the ABA’s 
research manager.

‘The ABA’s research indicated that the 
needs, views and expectations of con­
sumers must be taken into account for 
the subscription television codes of prac­
tice to be a success.’ gjj

ABAj^lUpdate

Australia's first ever 
contemporary music summit 
was held at Parliament House 
in Canberra on 27 April 1995. 
Drawing together a broad 
range of artists, managers, 
producers, union officials, 
promoters, journalists, 
broadcasters and arts 
administrators, the summit 
discussed present and future 
issues affecting the 
contemporary music industry. 
Andrew  Poole of the ABA's 
Standards section, reports.

Australian music:

M ich ael Lee, M inister for 
Communications and the Arts, 
gave the opening address 

w hich raised many of the issues 
discussed at the summit, including the 
need:
■ to address questions of copyright;
■ for more new Australian music on 
radio;
■ to see Australian performers be 
supporting acts for foreign tours;
■ to ensure a fair return to artists and 
record companies from radio broadcasts 
of their recordings;
■ to develop a national scheme for artist 
and repertoire development;
■ to keep Australian recording studios 
open; and
■ to m eet the challenges o f new 
com m unications technology which 
could change the way music product is 
distributed.

General concern for the health of the 
industry was expressed by a number of 
delegates. Keynote speaker, Mushroom 
records managing director, Michael 
Gudinski, said that new music is the 
basis of the industry and a quota should 
be introduced to ensure a higher repre­
sentation of new music on radio.

A recording studio was set up in front 
of Parliament House to demonstrate that 
Australian artists use some of the most 
up-to-date music technology available 
in the world. Australian musicians per­
formed in a variety of combinations and
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