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Delaying content leaves money
the table
BY MICHAEL D. SMITH AND RAHUL TELANG — 11/29/11 11:34 PM EST 

THE VIEWS EXPRESSED BY CONTRIBUTORS ARE THEIR OWN AND NOT THE VIEW OF THE HILL 

Just In...

Alex Trebek: There isn't 
enough humor in 
politics

IN THE KNOW — 3M 25S AGO

Former CNN host: Tom 
Cotton is ‘remarkably 
ignorant’

MEDIA — 5M 27S AGO

Ojeda announces bid to 
challenge Trump in 
2020

RISING — 6M 16S AGO

Sherrod Brown mulling 
presidential run in 2020

HOUSE — 16M 28S AGO

Defeated GOP 
lawmaker blames 
McCain for losing 
House — in Veterans 
Day op-ed

HOUSE — 20M 28S AGO

Want mass shootings to 
stop? Let’s talk cause, 
not motivation

OPINION — 24M 24S AGO

UN watchdog: Iran 
remains within nuclear 
deal restrictions amid 
new US sanctions

INTERNATIONAL — 38M 1S AGO

Give back Acosta's 
White House pass, 
along with rules of 
engagement

OPINION — 39M 59S AGO

VIEW ALL 

SHARES SHARE TWE

As the House Judiciary Committee moves ahead on the Stop Online Piracy 

Act (SOPA), with markup scheduled shortly, it is important to remember 

that while media piracy remains a major problem for Hollywood, it’s 

unlikely that enforcement alone is the solution. Instead, Hollywood should 

try to give consumers more and better ways to buy content legitimately. 

This advice stands in contrast to efforts Hollywood is making to lock some 

services and markets out of content access — efforts that could be 

costing the industry millions.

Studios have long released movies first in theaters in the United States, 

only later to be followed by video and international releases. In a pre-

Internet era, this made good business sense, as they could charge higher 

prices to different sets of consumers.

Today the value of this approach has run its course. Consumers expect 

ubiquitous, easy and immediate ways to buy: Consumers in international 

markets hear about blockbuster U.S. releases immediately, long before 

they can pay to watch them, and free pirated copies are available almost 

as immediately.

The industry has used lawsuits to try to stop piracy, but that only 

addresses part of the problem. Sure, piracy is driven in part because 

consumers love a free lunch, but that can’t be the sole motivation; 

otherwise, such services as iTunes and Netflix would never have made a 

dime. 

Rather, these services succeed because they help consumers 

conveniently buy content whenever, however and wherever they wish. 

Sweden is home to The Pirate Bay — yet, since 2009 and the rise of the 

innovative service Spotify, illegal downloading has dropped 25 percent. 

At the same time, global online music sales have grown to $4.6 billion, 

and Netflix is paying Hollywood billions in licensing fees.

Nevertheless, our research suggests that Hollywood is leaving money on 

the table — and is in turn failing to address a root cause of piracy — by 

preserving its separate release windows. Based on our analysis of seven 

large nations, we find that in most countries, every week customers have 

to wait before they can buy a DVD translates into, on average, 1.8 percent 

lower DVD sales. Given that good-quality pirated versions are available 

close to 14 weeks before the legal versions, the losses can be in the 

millions of dollars. Not surprisingly, a 14-week delay also translates to a 70 

percent increase in pirated movie downloads in those countries. 

Page 1 of 3Delaying content leaves money on the table | TheHill

11/12/2018https://thehill.com/opinion/op-ed/196051-delaying-content-leaves-money-on-the-table



THE HILL 1625 K STREET, NW SUITE 900 WASHINGTON DC 20006 | 202-628-8500 TEL | 202-628-8503 FAX

THE CONTENTS OF THIS SITE ARE ©2018 CAPITOL HILL PUBLISHING CORP., A SUBSIDIARY OF NEWS COMMUNICATIONS, INC.

View Latest Opinions >>

Related News

[Pics] Man Finds Old 

Flag At Garage Sale…
Sponsored | Relatively Interesting

Washington’s carbon fee 

defeat is an invitation…

Midterms exposed 

Dems’ big weakness…

Election security 

requires federal…

by

And there are similar trends in several other settings. When NBC removed 

its content from the iTunes store for about nine months in 2007 and 

2008, there was an 11.4 percent increase in piracy, but no increase in 

NBC’s DVD sales — a loss of close to $20 million, given 23,000 lost sales 

per day at an average price of $3. And when ABC added its content to 

Hulu in July 2009, piracy dropped by 30 percent. Likewise, when a major 

book publisher stopped selling new Kindle titles on Amazon in 2010, there 

was no increase in hardcover sales, and when the Kindle titles were finally 

made available, their sales were 50 percent lower than they otherwise 

would have been.

Together these results suggest that delaying content in the presence of 

digital channels is likely to cause consumers to lose interest in the 

product at best, and lead consumers to alternate pirated channels at 

worst. A better strategy would be to do the opposite: Make it easier for 

consumers to buy the content in physical and electronic channels. For 

motion picture studios this might mean selling content in theaters, on 

DVD and on digital services at around the same time, perhaps at different 

price points.

We don’t mean to blame the victims of piracy here, nor do we suggest 

that adjusting long-held release windows will be easy — to the contrary, 

it’s likely to be a wrenching shift in traditional business practices. But it’s 

the kind of shift that the media industries have weathered in the past. 

When VCRs first came on the market, they were initially lamented by 

Hollywood as tools of piracy. Then-Motion Picture Association of America 

President Jack Valenti said to Congress that “the VCR is to the American 

film producer and the American public as the Boston Strangler is to the 

woman home alone.” VCRs went on to enable the home video rental 

industry, which has accounted for the majority of Hollywood’s revenues 

over the years. 

More recently, we have seen significant shifts in release strategies in 

India, one of the world’s largest movie markets. The rise of digital film 

distribution has allowed Bollywood studios to save money — and fight 

piracy — by releasing movies simultaneously in large and small markets. 

In short, technology required the industry to adapt then, and it requires 

the same now. If Hollywood and publishers can do so, they stand a much 

better chance of thriving in a global digital marketplace.

Smith and Telang are professors at Carnegie Mellon University, Heinz 

College.
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