Digital Doubts
Digital television with its better picture quality and wide choice of channels has been hailed as a great improvement. However, it will not prove to be the great improvement in broadcasting that many claim.

Evidence from China suggests that, although watching television is an extremely popular activity there, only 5% of households have bothered to switch to a digital service. This suggests that the Chinese do not feel a digital service is an improvement, in spite of mass popular television being a recent development in China relative to the Western world.

Enthusiasts for digital television point to the better picture quality produced in comparison with ‘analogue’ television. However, people are not that bothered about picture quality. Developers of video recorders (VCRs) were worried that the poorer picture quality would mean people would be reluctant to use them. The subsequent boom in VCR sales shows that poorer picture quality was not a deterrent.

There is also the question of programme choice. Whilst many see the huge range of programmes available on a digital television service as an advantage, it could in fact be off-putting to viewers. Already people complain about too much choice in supermarkets when looking for things like a can of tomatoes or washing-up liquid; people are bewildered rather than helped by too many products on offer - they do not want a huge range of products from which to choose.

People like to talk about ‘what they saw on the television last night’. This shared experience will decline as people have the choice of watching many different channels. An important part of cultural and social life will disappear. People will be reluctant to embrace this change and will therefore resist a multi-channel broadcasting system.

The multi-channel aspect of digital television also threatens ‘public service broadcasters’ like the BBC. The BBC has struggled to compete with commercial channels financed through advertising in offering programmes of high quality minority interest, e.g. opera. Governments will find it difficult to justify the television licence fee in a world where the BBC is only one of many programme providers. Digital technology will see the triumph of those who want to use television only as a way of making money.

Moreover, digital television makes a major contribution to the decline of family TV viewing. In the early days of television the family would gather round to watch their favourite programmes. With the growth of different channels a situation has grown up where children and even husbands and wives tend to have their own television set. Digital television has, therefore, been a major factor in causing the break-up of the family.

1
The author uses the evidence about the low take-up of digital television services in China to strengthen his case that digital television will not be an improvement to television broadcasting. Give two possible weaknesses in this evidence.
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2
The author draws the conclusion that the growth in the use of VCRs shows that people are not bothered about picture quality when viewing television.

What other conclusions could be drawn from this evidence?
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3
The author gives an account of the experience of buying goods in a supermarket in order to argue that people do not want a large number of different television channels to choose from. What problems are there in using this analogy to draw this conclusion?
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4 
In Paragraph 5, the author focuses on the implications of digital television for shared viewing experience.

(a)
What assumption is the author making in his argument here?


[1]
(b)
Explain why the reasoning in this paragraph could be considered contradictory.
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5 
In Paragraph 6 the author uses an argument about the implications of digital television for public service broadcasters like the BBC. Give two assumptions the author is making here. 
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6
In Paragraph 7, the author comments on the effects of digital television on the family. Give two weaknesses in the author’s reasoning.
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