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1969–2019 – Fifty Years of 
Communications Commitment 

Four public-service broadcasters launched the International 
Institute of Communications (IIC) in 1969 – ITN in the UK, CBC in 

Canada, NHK in Japan and ABC in Australia. In that year, audiences 
in the UK, for example, were able to watch three television channels 
within a regulatory framework of spectrum scarcity and a commercial 
reality of semi-monopoly. Now in 2019, UK audiences enjoy hundreds 
of television channels, broadcast from terrestrial and mobile antennae 
and satellites, and streamed via broadband over submarine cable, 
coaxial cable, copper and optical fibre – all within a regulatory 
framework of competitive profusion and a commercial reality of digital 
disruption. In this, its 50th anniversary year, the IIC no longer focuses 
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on just broadcasting but covers the whole converged landscape of 
technology, media and telecommunications (TMT).

Like the IIC, my career began in the 1960s in broadcasting and, fifty 
years later, has ended up across the gamut of the TMT sector. In 1969, I 
had just returned from two years in the USA on a Harkness Fellowship 
studying a range of innovative educational technology projects across 
the USA – projects funded by a Federal Government scared by Russian 
Sputnik dominance. To Champaign, Illinois, for Don Bitzer’s ground-
breaking computer-assisted instruction system for teaching childbirth 
to nurses, and in American Samoa – cathode-ray tubes glinting 
educational television through the twilight trees of a tropical island 
from wall-less houses. In America, I learnt such wonderful quips as: 
“Technology is the answer – but…what was the question?” That still 
resonates firmly today.

Fifty years ago Marshall McLuhan,1 the great Canadian thinker and 
media philosopher, was at the height of his considerable powers. When 
surrounded, in cities like New York or Chicago, with seemingly endless 
advertising via billboards, radio, television and newspapers, and 
ceaseless media messages from (by British standards) huge numbers of 
television and radio stations – McLuhan was instantly understandable. 
He was less understandable, less appreciated, in the London of those 
years – a capital city not yet awash with media messages. Jonathan 
Miller (of ‘Beyond the Fringe’ fame) wrote a rather critical book about 
McLuhan in 1971, but acknowledged his intellectual charisma: “I can 
still recall the intense excitement with which I first read McLuhan in 
1960. Not that I remember a single observation which I now hold to be 
true, nor indeed a single theory which even begins to hold water. And 
yet, as a result of reading him, I first began to look at print as a thing in 
itself; I became aware of the peculiar idioms associated with using the 
telephone.”2

1  For example, The Mechanical Bride, 1967, Boston: Beacon Press; Understanding Media, 1964, Signet Books, The New American 
Library Inc.

2  Jonathan Miller, 1971, McLuhan, Fontana, p. 132
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McLuhan was the first to talk of the ‘global village’ that was being 
created by communications media – an extraordinarily accurate 
prediction in 1968. The first packet-switched message was successfully 
sent over the ARPANET network in the USA on 29th October 1969 – 
an early technological foundation stone of the modern internet. The 
world wide web (www), invented by Tim Berners-Lee thirty years ago 
in 1989, sitting on the internet-technology platform, became a global 
communications system, careless of territorial boundaries, creating 
McLuhan’s global village. But autocracies today, like China, are 
moving against this globalisation with a ‘great firewall’ on the internet, 
blocking sites such as Google and Facebook. Balkanisation instead of 
globalisation. 

Reflecting these realities, the IIC in the 1980s and 1990s became a global 
village for professionals in the broadcasting and telecommunications 
space – and a social village, a social medium. Happy memories of 
‘spouses' programmes’ as part of the annual conferences, that relic of 
pre-gender-equality times when ‘spouse’ meant in 98% of cases ‘wife’. 
I think back to one splendid spouses' gathering high above Rome in 
Mussolini’s villa.

But McLuhan is best remembered for his cryptic, opaque words: “the 
medium is the message.” For me these five words proved to be the 
driving force for my career-long interest in communications. I took 
the words to mean that each medium of communication has different 
characteristics specific to its architecture. The artist Grayson Perry 
talks of “the materiality of objects.”3 Whilst Christian Dior stated “the 
grain of the fabric is the secret of couture.”4 I had learnt in my BBC 
radio traineeship in 1963 that writing for reading is different from 
writing for speaking.   

You may say that stating that each communications medium has 
different characteristics is obvious. But in fact it is not obvious – and it 

3  Grayson Perry exhibition, Sydney, 2017

4  Christian Dior exhibition, Victoria & Albert Museum, London, 2019
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certainly wasn’t obvious to me in 1969. The period of the 1970s onwards 
allowed me, armed with McLuhan's insights, opportunities for a close-
up look at the different characteristics of the mass media.  

The first key characteristic of the mass medium of broadcasting is 
economic. For example, the Crystal Palace transmitter, emitting 
broadcast signals across London, costs the same to operate whether 
one television set (or radio set) is tuned in, or if millions of sets are 
tuned in. The marginal costs of transmission per new additional user 
are zero. This economic fact should be at the heart of any understanding 
of broadcasting’s historic power and ubiquity, and commercial 
importance.  

Fast forward to the arrival of the mass medium of the internet in the 
1990s. The marginal costs of the next user clicking on a mouse to watch 
a live-streamed movie, are not zero. There are additional costs per 
new user in relation to bandwidth and website server capacity. I well 
remember a Royal Television Society conference at Cambridge a decade 
ago predicting the early death of television and its replacement by IPTV 
– internet protocol television. But those ‘Crystal Palace economics’ will 
keep traditional television and radio in business for a while to come 
(oft-forgotten radio is today doing, relatively, better than television in 
the survival stakes). Especially if broadcasters understand, and exploit, 
the unique characteristics of their medium – for example, the coverage 
of big live events leverages zero marginal costs, and can attract large 
audiences simultaneously (as in premium sport, with Tiger Woods 
winning the golf Masters in 2019). In 2011, half of the most watched 
television programmes in the USA were live sports events. In 2018 this 
had grown to 90%.5  

Rupert Murdoch’s career, from running the single evening newspaper 
in Adelaide, South Australia, to a global media empire spanning 
broadcasting and newspapers, almost matches the IIC’s fifty years. 
It is significant that he, historically a buyer of media assets, has just 

5  ‘Under the hood’, The Financial Times, 11/12 May 2019, p. 14
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sold much of his US business to Disney, and his European business, 
Sky Plc, to Comcast. The traditional television landscape is becoming 
dominated by Netflix, YouTube and Amazon Prime, making it tough for 
even big commercial players like Murdoch, let alone the public-service 
broadcasters, to compete. But in the USA, Murdoch is keeping his 
sports broadcast and news networks – being defined by big live events.

The second key characteristic of broadcasting is that it is one-way. 
Broadcast transmitters, like Crystal Palace, afford the audience no 
ability to communicate back.  The crucial characteristic of the internet 
is that it is two-way, carried on the modern packet-switched broadband 
telephone network. It is the ‘two-wayedness’ of the internet that has 
brought both the greatest revolution, and the greatest problems.  
Suddenly, service and content providers now know a lot about you: 
what you have googled; what videos you have watched all the way (or 
halfway) through; what adverts you have looked at; what products 
you have ordered online; who your friends are; and even your sexual 
preferences. This ‘two-wayedness’, we have learnt, is a source of good in 
the modern digital world – but also harm. 

Traditional broadcasting has given way to a profusion of distribution 
methods, as technology, broadcasting and telecommunications 
converged from their separate realms. The IIC was quick to embrace 
the theme of convergence – but many did not see it coming. In the 
early 1980s, I remember a very senior British Telecom (BT) manager 
explaining to me, then newly arrived in BT, that separate networks 
would always be needed for voice, data, video and telex so that they 
could be optimised in an engineering sense.

Convergence has developed many meanings. In the case of service 
convergence, consumers are able to receive pay-tv, broadband 
and mobile from the same provider. In the case of organisational 
convergence, AT&T, for example, from being just a traditional ‘pipes’ 
business, today owns huge amounts of content for transmission down 
those pipes. 
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But the technological heartland of convergence is the single TCP/IP 
digital language of the internet, capable of carrying voice, text, data 
and video over packet switches (replacing circuit switches) across the 
broadband network.6 The foundational protocols of the internet are the 
transmission control protocol (TCP) and the internet protocol (IP). 
The Broadband Stakeholder Group, which I chair in London, is busy 
working with Ofcom and the UK Government on ‘copper switch-off’ – 
first of all, switching off the public switched telephone network (PSTN) 
and moving to an all-IP phone service; and then on a longer timescale 
removing all the 100-year old copper wiring from the network and 
replacing it with optical fibre.

The IIC was also quick to embrace the topic of data. Attend any meeting 
of the IIC today and the huge focus is on data, the so-called ‘new 
oil’, mined from the convergence depths. Like the communications 
landscape it specialises in, the IIC has learnt to renew itself over fifty 
years. As a related chapter celebrating the IIC’s fifty years states:

The IIC had enjoyed some golden years during the 1970s, supported by 
generous grants from the Ford Foundation and others. But by the early 
1980s, the Institute faced a crisis. Funding had dried up, research had 
dwindled and the IIC found itself struggling for an identity in a world, 
described by a member at the time, as “stiff with consultants, research 
institutes, university media departments, in-company corporate planning 
departments and recently-fired industry executives, all proclaiming their 
expertise in what had been the IIC’s near-exclusive territory.” All the IIC 
really had left was its international network of experts, policy makers and 
academics and a great deal of good will. As it turned out, this was enough.7

The IIC came early not just to convergence and to data, but perhaps 
most importantly to regulation. In 1984, I was running the Value 
Added Services Division of BT, which contained Prestel, the world’s 

6  Calling from London to Sydney via circuit switches requires the whole line to be open end-to-end for the duration of the call. 
Packet switches chop up the message (voice or data or video), put addresses on the front of each packet, and send each packet 
separately, even by different routes, for reconstruction at the reception point

7  See 'Contexts', p. 203
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first commercial viewdata/videotex service and, as it turned out, the 
forerunner of the internet. In that year the Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher privatised BT, having argued that utilities like BT and water 
& energy should be taken out of public ownership. However, they were 
then to be regulated, not by politicians, but by independent economic 
regulators, thus increasing available capital, and enhancing confidence, 
from private-sector sources, and reducing political interference in day-
to-day management. This idea of independent economic regulation 
spread across the world. Reflecting this reality, the IIC’s annual 
conference has, for many years now, been preceded by a conference 
of global regulators. This year, 2019, the regulators’ conference is being 
hosted by Ofcom, an organisation that has become something of a gold 
standard in independent economic regulation. Well over a hundred 
different regulatory organisations from around the world have taken 
part in IIC events during the past year.

But there is one other important characteristic of broadcasting which 
complicates the policy debate in the TMT sector. Broadcasting uses 
spectrum, that is to say wireless frequencies ‘in the air’. Yet television has 
traditionally been fixed – the television set sits fixed in the living room. 
But television still uses valuable wireless spectrum.  Mobile phones, 
being mobile, absolutely need spectrum. So over the next few years, 
more and more fixed broadcasting is likely to transfer to the internet, 
freeing-up spectrum for mobile-phone operators, who need more and 
more of it each year as data usage grows faster and faster. In 2017, UK 
consumers’ data use per-active-mobile-subscription increased by 46% 
over 2016.8 Worldwide there are 7 billion mobile-phone subscriptions, 
a penetration rate of 97%, up from a penetration rate of around 10% 
in 2000. All of this needs more and more spectrum. We shall end-up 
with mobile operators providing our phone service and a lot of wireless 
broadband, and fixed optical fibre under the ground, providing ever-
faster broadband to fixed and mobile points. The fixed phone in the 
public space, circuit switching, the red telephone boxes, and copper 
will all be gone. Telex is already gone.

8  Ofcom’s The Communications Market, 2018
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Finally, when trying to understand the characteristics of media, it is 
worth thinking about how we consume media. Most of the time we are 
in one of two modes: information retrieval and/or browsing. 

Google and the internet are very efficient at information retrieval; 
beating, for example, encyclopaedias and the classified directory, 
'Yellow Pages', into commercial decline. I know, I was on the Yellow 
Pages board! When that rectangular search box first appeared on the 
Google homepage, allowing one to type in “Plumber Muswell Hill,” 
the days of the printed Yellow Pages directory were numbered. Before 
Google hit, Yellow Pages was a FTSE100 company.

I type “birth of International Institute of Communications” into that 
rectangular box. Within 0.39 seconds, and with 395 million results(!), I 
can find the answer from iicom50.org. Now this is information retrieval 
at its best.  

When we open the newspaper in the morning (assuming a printed 
newspaper is still being delivered) or switch on BBC Radio 4, we do not 
necessarily have specific information retrieval questions in mind. We 
often just want to browse. We want to say to the editor of the Financial 
Times or the editor of the Today Programme on Radio 4: suggest to us 
what we should read, listen to and think about today.  I believe that the 
traditional mass media from the analogue age are better at allowing us 
to browse serendipitously than the internet. Size of screen is one issue. 
The double-page spread of a broadsheet newspaper beats a mobile 
screen any day – for browsing but not, of course, for information 
retrieval. But that of course may be a generational comment!

Now a step change is happening in television consumption. The BBC’s 
iPlayer, along with Netflix and Amazon Prime, are leading that change. 
The vast majority of viewing is still live, and still has a browsing 
component. But we are beginning to seek out and watch only the things 
we want to watch when we have the time – information retrieval video-
style. And the streaming providers like Netflix, knowing a lot about 
us from their ‘two-wayedness’, are suggesting what we should watch 
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next, depending upon our profile. James Purnell, director of radio at 
the BBC, has “warned that the recommendation algorithms used by 
the likes of Spotify and Netflix risked eroding serendipity by giving 
users exactly what they want, rather than pointing them in interesting 
new directions.”9 We are beginning to watch more and more video on 
demand, using streaming technologies like the iPlayer. Streaming 
is the internet’s answer to broadcasting. This move to on-demand is 
even truer of the younger generation. We are no longer, as in 1969, all 
watching the same programme together, at the same time, in the same 
place. 

Inexorably, I believe, we are moving away from the traditional mass-
media world, characterised by browsing, one-way, passive, fixed in time 
and space, and moving towards a very different world which is much 
more information retrieval, much more individualised in character, 
much more mobile, much more active – family members watching 
different stuff on different screens in different places, not sitting 
together in the living room in front of the telly. A more fragmented 
world, very mobile, two-way, not fixed in time and space, and driven by 
smart data. Less mass medium perhaps.

But this new world, created by the internet using the digital language 
of 0s and 1s, is not to be embraced uncritically. Many things about this 
new world need open debate, not uncritical embrace. Difficult domestic 
and international legislation and regulation will be needed, much to 
the alarm of the digital enthusiasts and the proponents of freedom 
of speech: ‘my internet right-or-wrong’. As we all know, cyber attacks 
come from nation states, not just from the schoolchild in the bedroom 
next door. In April 2019, the British Government released a White Paper 
calling on social media companies to exercise “a duty of care” with 
user-generated content, enforced by independent regulation.

Googling IIC’s birth reveals 395 million results in 0.39 seconds. Are 
they all accurate? Highly unlikely. The Content Board of Ofcom (which 

9  ‘BBC Radio takes aim at streaming giants’, The Times, 14 May 2019, p. 8
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I chaired from 2002 to 2005) has long had a statutory duty to regulate 
on radio and television the six key issues – accuracy & impartiality, 
fairness & privacy, harm & offence. Can that be imposed on the global 
internet? Possibly, but in the meantime we perhaps look for trusted 
brands, ft.com for example. But then there is ‘phishing’ – when you 
get an email from a brand that turns out to be counterfeit and you 
unknowingly give up data to fraudsters. There is the even darker side 
of the internet, hugely assisted by the digital liking for- and acceptance 
of, anonymous authorship. Cyberterrorism. Cyber bullying of the 
worst sort leading to self-harm in young people, as well as child sexual 
exploitation. Then there are the complex issues about Big Data, privacy 
and surveillance.  

There are two types of surveillance. The state in a parliamentary 
democracy carries out surveillance in order to identify a small group 
of dangerous people amongst the wider populace. The UK’s intelligence 
agency GCHQ is one-hundred years old this year. But the internet tech 
companies carry out ‘surveillance’ on all of us, the wider populace, in 
order to find-out about our browsing histories and likes/dislikes – in 
order to keep us addicted to their screens, and to monetise us with 
advertisers.  Most of the internet is ‘free’ to be paid for by advertising – 
just like commercial television and radio. Privacy as we used to know 
it, is a relic of the past. Act on the assumption that nothing today in a 
two-way world is hidden from view, or will stay hidden from view.

But it is the speed of change that is so evident. We are living through 
Joseph Schumpeter’s “creative destruction”10 and at speed. Back to 1963. 
I remember at an editorial meeting of BBC Radio Newsreel suggesting 
a news item. It was turned down because “it is not in the newspapers 
today.” Before World War II, the BBC was not allowed to broadcast 
news until the evening, so as not to compete with newspapers. That 
staid hierarchical media world is gone forever. The great strength of 
the internet is that it is not a small elite talking one-way via mass 
media to the masses. Instead of one-to-many we have many-to-many, 

10  Joseph Schumpeter, ‘Creative destruction’, Wikipedia
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thanks to digital. It allows the democratisation of information. This 
brings incredible challenges. But, combined with other rights around 
freedom of information or open data, it means that citizen-journalists 
can make real change (often working in conjunction with traditional 
media). It also means that even in countries such as China, there is far 
more access to information around events such as Tiananmen Square 
– despite the censorship. 

The digital world is more transparent, less elitist, more competitive. 
News has become global and ubiquitous. But with it comes fake news, 
falsified numbers, manipulated results. And the celebrity footballer 
Cristiano Ronaldo has more Facebook followers than BBC News, CNN 
and the New York Times combined: 125-million followers.11  

The IIC was quick to grasp the significance of convergence, independent 
regulation and data. Looking ahead, the IIC will no doubt be early to 
the next big theme. What might that be? My hunch is that it will be 
artificial intelligence. 

11  The Economist, 20 April 2019, p. 85
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