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The Next Big Thing? – A Short Story of Failures in the Communications Industries
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Success stories are always attractive, and there are some good 
reasons for that. Failures  do not usually achieve the same …success. 
Nevertheless, if the explanation for success stories is never exactly 
straightforward, this is also the case for failures or missed attempts, 
and lessons can certainly be drawn from these cases as well. We have 
selected a sample of cases in various segments of the communications 
industries: broadcasting (mobile TV), cable networks (Warner’s 
QUBE and the French national cable plan), manufacturing (Nokia), 
and telecommunications (WAP). This sample is not comprehensive, 
certainly not representative, probably biased and subjective. This 
chapter considers some cases picked from the author’s own experience 
over the last forty years, working as a consultant, or within the industry 
(newspapers & telecommunications). This chapter builds on some 
earlier papers, books or reports, and notes (whenever spotted). Besides, 
it focuses only on a kind of industrial failure and not at all upon related, 
but broader issues, such as financial bubbles, the telecoms bust or the 
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dotcom bubble, as they have already triggered a lot of often highly 
relevant literature.

Nokia Stumbles… on a Success Story

The Finnish company Nokia has a long history dating as far back as 
1865, and first began developing what would later become modern 
mobile phone technology in the 1960s. At the time of the introduction 
of Apple’s iPhone, in the third quarter of 2007, Nokia’s global market 
share was 48.7%; by the third quarter of 2012 it had slipped to just 3.5%,1 
and then became almost unnoticeable, eventually returning to 9th 
position in the market, but with a mere 1% market share, as of 2018.2 In 
2000, Nokia had a market capitalisation of $208.1bn; by 2012, the value 
of the company had plummeted to $20.4bn.3 As of 2014, its market 
capitalisation was $27.8bn, compared with a market capitalisation of 
$46bn for the then four-year old Xiaomi that same year. The Finnish 
company was not only a global leader with strong investments in 
research & development (R&D), but also an acknowledged innovator 
with a good marketing experience, and an impressive number of 
patents. 

The Nokia Communicator, released in 1996, marked the beginning of 
the smartphone era, a smartphone being then a still loosely defined 
category of mobile telephone with extended capabilities and some 
PC-like functionalities. Later, Nokia released its second-generation 
smartphone, the innovative 7650, for around €600. The phone was 
referred to as a ‘smart phone’ in the media, and kept its supremacy with 
the N-Series of 3G. It was notable for a number of firsts: the first Nokia 
smartphone with the Symbian operating system (OS) (version 6.1); the 
first Series 60 platform device; and the first Nokia device with built-in 

1  Statista, 2015, ‘Global market share held by Nokia smartphones from 1st quarter 2007 to 2nd quarter 2013’, http://www.
statista.com/statistics/263438/market-share-held-by-nokia-smartphones-since-2007/

2  Nayan, 2019, ‘Nokia was 9th top smartphone brand in 2018 with 17.5 million shipments’. https://nokiapoweruser.com/nokia-
was-9th-top-smartphone-brand-in-2018-with-17-5-million-shipments/

3  P. Curwen, B. Sadowski, J. Whalley, 2015, ‘Where are the Europeans? A longitudinal analysis of the world’s largest TMT 
companies’, Info, vol. 17(5), pp. 1–19, http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/info-02-2015-0016
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camera (in 2001). The Nokia 1100 and 1110, two bar phones released in 
2003 and 2005 were the best-selling mobile devices, with 250-million 
units sold for each. Nokia broke the news when it put the 1970s video 
game ‘Snake’ on some of its earliest phones.

In 2008, while Google released the cross-platform OS based around 
Android, Nokia bought the independent non-profit organisation 
Symbian Foundation, supporting the deployment of the Symbian 
OS,4 which was royalty-free, open-source software. Symbian was at 
that time the most widespread operating system for smartphones. 
Symbian had given Nokia an early advantage; however, it was a device-
centric system in what was becoming a platform- and application-
centric world. Unfortunately, despite the early introduction of such a 
new device in the 1990s, Nokia did not manage to grapple with new 
competitors. Indeed, Nokia “botched” the launch of its new device, the 
smartphone.

Forge and Blackman5 spotted a number of failures:

• Failure to develop touchscreen technology.

• Use of proprietary operating system (like Apple) – Symbian – 
which had not been widely adopted as an industry standard. Nokia 
was thus trapped by its reliance on this unwieldy operating system.

• Failure to enter into the online music-store field.

• Failure to enter into internet services.

Nokia missed the shift toward applications (Apps) pioneered by Apple. 
As the importance of App-ecosystems was becoming apparent, Nokia 
lacked the skills, and inclination, to engage with this new pattern of 
work, even as a dominant industry leader. While Nokia still posted some 
of its best financial results in the late-2000s, the management team 

4 Symbian OS was developed by Nokia, Sony, Ericsson, Motorola, and Samsung  

5  S. Forge, C. Blackman, 2011, The Role of Government Policies in the Evolution of Technological Sub-Sectors. The Case of the Web, 
Interim Report for IPTS, pp. 37–38.



166

IIC – The Last 50, and the Next

was already struggling to find a response to a changing environment. 
Software was taking precedence over hardware as the critical 
competitive feature in the industry. With 2G, the top-tier manufacturers 
(Nokia, Ericsson, and Motorola) served as catalysts for the entire 
industry. However, with 3G, the migration of value to software shifted 
this role toward IT players, gaining strategic advantages through the 
setting-up of a new value chain. Nokia, just like Motorola, failed to 
challenge its own mobile industry business model. Instead, the Finnish 
company was attempting to compete with IT leaders while maintaining 
its legacy approach. One may suspect that a rather homogenous 
Finnish management may have been sceptical about the new trends 
coming from California, just after the burst of the dotcom bubble.

In 2013, Microsoft, acquired Nokia’s phone business for $7.2bn.6 For 
instance, the Nokia Lumia 900 was one of many Windows Phone 
devices built by Nokia. However, it did not help; neither Nokia nor 
Windows benefitted: Windows Phone’s share of the mobile OS market 
kept on dwindling.7 Google’s similar bet on mobile hardware in August 
2011, buying Motorola Mobility and its patent portfolio for $12.5bn, tells 
a similar story. Three years after this acquisition, Motorola was sold 
to Lenovo for a mere $2.91bn. These two symmetrical failed attempts 
reveal how difficult it was to blend different cultures and different core 
businesses, hardware and software.

The Early WAP Debacle – 2000

With 2G, direct phone access to the internet did not scale well for 
mobile. The wireless application protocol (WAP: the original mobile 
web service) standard was the first European Union (EU) industry8 

6  M. Dano, 2017, ‘The 10 worst telecoms business moves of the past 10 years’, https://www.fiercewireless.com/special-report/10-
worst-telecom-business-moves-past-10-years

7  Microsoft’s CEO Steve Ballmer once said there was “no chance the iPhone is going to get significant market share” (quoted 
by M.A. Azevedo, 2018, ‘Citi Ventures believes these are the next disruptive technologies’, https://news.crunchbase.com/news/
citi-ventures-believes-these-are-the-next-disruptive-technologies/) 

8  During the middle of the 1990s, Nokia and Ericsson were competing to set-up an industry standard. In 1997 the WAP forum 
was founded by the two EU manufacturing companies, together with the US Motorola and Unwired Planet, a smaller US mobile 
software company. http://inspiredbloggers.blogspot.com/2004/12/brief-history-of-wap_110252445307049372.html 
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attempt to introduce some mobile equivalent to the internet, based 
on a common industry standard. WAP was a stripped-down version 
of the hypertext transfer protocol (HTTP), the basic protocol of the 
world wide web (www). WAP browsers were designed to run within the 
memory and bandwidth constraints of the phone. The WAP solution 
was attractive for handset manufacturers and they left it to developers 
to come up with the content users would want. They could maintain 
their protectionist policies regarding handset design. The lure for 
mobile operators was to provide a custom WAP portal which would 
direct their subscribers to selected content, and wallow in the high 
data charges associated with browsing. Operators could maintain their 
‘walled garden’ model.

WAP-enabled handsets became available in 1999, wireless services 
followed between 2003 and 2004.9 However, WAP fell short of 
commercial expectations, except in Japan and a few other places. 
Developers and content providers paid lip-service to the new protocol 
but did not deliver, except in a limited way. The user experience was 
not exactly compelling. It was lampooned as ‘Worthless Application 
Protocol’ or described in derogatory phrases like ‘Wait and Pay’, as 
WAP services were not included in monthly tariff costs, and because 
the connection speeds were far too low. Handset screens were too small 
for surfing. Reading a sentence, a fragment at a time and then waiting 
seconds for the next segment to download ruined the user experience; 
besides users resented being charged for downloading. In addition, 
there was not much of a mobile web in place save for some basic news, 
sports and stocks pages, plus simple email access. The only popular 
WAP Apps were simple ones like wallpaper and ringtone catalogues.

The EU environment was not conducive. EU telecoms operators for 
whom the upfront cost of acquiring bandwidth had been dramatic, 
would not experiment with 3G networks. They were grappling as well 
with new business models in order to accommodate an emerging 

9  J.F. Clark, 2012, History of Mobile Applications. http://www.uky.edu/~jclark/mas490apps/History%20of%20Mobile%20Apps.
pdf. Vodafone, 2013, ‘A brief history of mobile data: the road to the next generation…’, http://blog.vodafone.co.uk/2013/01/21/a-
brief-history-of-mobile-data/
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data consumption that did not fit their former voice-centric metered 
business model. Operators were reluctant to introduce flat-fee data 
plans.

Although vendors and operators in the EU were, according to Steinbock,10 
best positioned in the global systems for mobile communications 
(GSM) path toward the next generation (multimedia cellular, ie. 3G), 
they lost most of their competitive edge through misguided efforts to 
sell new technologies, instead of services competing against Apple or 
NTT Docomo, in “the early WAP debacle”.11 By the same token, Weber et 
al.12 put the blame on an over dependence on GSM-related technologies 
(the ‘ransom of success’ so to speak) such as short messaging services 
(SMS) and multimedia messaging services (MMS), and the subsequent 
lack of competition between technologies. Besides, most of the pieces of 
an effective ecosystem were missing: the networks were inappropriate 
(not allowing for more bandwidth); the devices were not satisfactory; 
content providers and developers were not really involved; and, an 
adequate charging scheme for data was lacking. By contrast, Apple 
traditionally focuses on closed and proprietary technologies but also, as 
in the case of the Japanese iMode,13 invests in the shaping and creation 
of an appropriate ecosystem based on a user-friendly device and access 
to a broad variety of content.

Mobile TV – Expectations Never Fulfilled, So Far?

On the back of its ability to stream, on the move, content from 
television, the global mobile TV market was expecting significant 
growth over the first decade of the present century. Around 2007–8, 
a new mobile TV phenomenon became a hot topic. Mobile TV had 

10  D. Steinbock, 2002, ‘What happened to Europe’s wireless advantage?’, Info, vol. 4(5), pp. 4–11, http://dx.doi.
org/10.1108/14636690210453181

11 Ibid. p. 8

12  A. Weber, M. Haas, D. Scuka, 2011, ‘Mobile service innovation: a European failure’, Telecommunications Policy, vol. 35(5), pp. 
469–480, http://www.itas.kit.edu/pub/v/2011/weua11a.pdf

13  S. Lindmark, E. Bohlin, 2003, ‘The i-Mode success story. Towards a system explanation’, Communications & Strategies, 52(4), 
pp. 193–213
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benefitted from strong and rapidly developed standardisation support, 
since 2007 (digital video broadcasting - handheld [DVB-H]), especially 
in the EU, but has since been in “limbo.” It was expected that mobile 
TV could potentially develop a market of up to €20bn by 2011, reaching 
500-million customers worldwide. Despite attempting to use major 
events (the Olympics, UEFA Euro 2008 in Switzerland & Austria) for 
commercial launches, the output remained modest with a limited 
response from EU markets (63 mobile TV platforms were available in 
the EU, serving around 5-million users in 2010). Italy was some kind of 
test bed: mobile TV, launched in June 2006, reached 1.2-million mobile 
users in 2007. However, the hype petered-out as the scope remained 
limited, and customers did not follow. Some modest success stories are 
to be found (Japan and South Korea), but also notorious failures (the 
British Broadcasting Corporation [BBC] in 2008, British Telecom [BT] 
after less than a year in 2006). 

This “impasse” stems from divergent technological options 
(broadcasting vs mobile communications). Even if the European 
Commission (EC) was pushing for the adoption of DVB-H standards, 
the situation was a mess of competing standards globally, coming from 
different horizons and regions: broadcast (DAB, DVB families), mobile 
(OMA Bcast, UMTS, MediaFLO, WiMAX).  DVB-H, DMB and MediaFLO 
all shared some similar flaws and were doomed to follow similar paths: 
technically they worked as mobile broadcast solutions using costly 
dedicated spectrum, a separate infrastructure that meant costly build-
outs in order to achieve coverage levels that made services a viable 
proposition. The content producers were facing an intricate complexity 
of layers of standards: modulation layer (DVB-H, MediaFLO, ISDB-T 
etc.); service layer (EPG, rights management, streaming, download); 
middleware layer (API) (interactive services, recording, sharing, 
replay, repurposing, games, trick modes). The regulatory regime 
was unclear in spite of some attempts by the EC: there were pending 
regulatory issues such as spectrum allocation, digital dividend, privacy, 
interoperability and shared usage of networks. 
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The impasse also stems from a lack of perceived value and usefulness 
from users. The unexpected behaviour of users (at home, after prime-
time, long time view etc.) is another part of the explanation. Business 
models were also an issue. It was also striking that, at that time, most 
players were looking at mobile TV “through a rear glass”: applying the 
business model of the previous decade (pay TV). In the mid-1960s, 
Marshall McLuhan had identified that same trend of filling new media 
with content from earlier media.14 The legacy players did not notice 
that the mode of accessing and interacting with content had changed. 
Only a few players introduced user-generated content and social 
networking as a way to bridge the gap between different patterns of 
use (mobile / internet / TV). Again, the change came with Apps. The 
role of user-generated content intensified sharply with the creation 
of a channel dedicated to amateurs’ short videos, YouTube, in 2005. 
The fact that anyone could, with the help of Twitch or even Periscope, 
become a ‘broadcaster’ meant that older models needed to adapt to 
retain consumer interest. ‘YouTubers’ like PewDiePie, NerdCubed 
and Squid, with amongst the most popular YouTube channels, reach 
millions of subscribers.

To sum it up, the main constraints were the following: a maze of 
standards, interoperability issues, battery duration, in-door coverage 
limit, screen size (at a time when people were watching TV at home on 
huge screens), and costs (not tailored for young people). Nevertheless, 
in the wake of this early deployment some start-ups, like the Italian 
‘Buongiorno’, managed to devise a business model, moving from mobile 
TV to Apps. In a way, the App disruption came at the right moment 
to boost the mobile-content market. Indeed, streaming content did 
explode later. Livestreams on mobile now far surpass television shows, 
in terms of frequency and availability on a global scale, but mobile TV 
never made it.

14  M. McLuhan, 1964, Understanding Media. New York: McGraw Hill 
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The Future of Cable

A franchise showcase for Warner – QUBE, Columbus, Ohio, 1977 

In the US, the 1970s saw a fast growth of cable markets, from less than 
10% of TV households in 1970, up to over 20% in 1980.15 Cable networks 
were expanding from rural markets, where they initially started as 
community antenna television (CATV)16, to wealthier suburban areas. 
The cable industry was looking for new attractive ways to market its 
product. More channels and more services were an option. QUBE was 
an experimental two-way, multi-programme cable-television system, 
reaching some 30,000 homes scattered around the city of Columbus, 
Ohio and its suburbs. It was launched, on 1 December 1977 by Warner 
Cable, then a small division of Warner Communications. The initial 
QUBE service debuted with 30 channels (a large number of cable 
channels at the time), including 10 pay-per-view movie channels 
(a then-new feature for cable TV); 10 broadcast channels (from 
Columbus, Cincinnati, Indianapolis, Canton, Akron, and Cleveland); 
and 10 community channels for an initial $10.95 per month. Premium 
channels were charged between $1 and $3.50.

Any of these channels could be made computer-interactive (electronic 
question & answer: ‘Question your Tube’). Thanks to its sophisticated 
(at that time) computer equipment and two-way cable system, its 
interactive capability allowed customers to take part in opinion polls; 
participate in competitive quiz-show games; choose sport events; order 
pay-tv; and rate performances. The QUBE customers were equipped 
with a set-top box with five knobs. It was, as described by Warner 
Cable chairman, Gustav Hauser, as a way to leave the age of passive 
television and enter the age of participatory television (quoted by the 

15  J.P. Simon, 1991, L’esprit des règles. Réseaux et réglementation aux Etats Unis: câble, électricité, télécommunications, Paris : 
L’Harmattan, coll. Logiques Juridiques, p. 321

16  The first CATV was set up, in 1947, in Mahoney City (Pennsylvania) by John Walson, a TV dealer in a rural area without any 
TV reception! 
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QUBE report).17 However, the attractiveness of participatory television 
was not that high, with the exception of games. Typically, classical 
cultural performances were a failure. The budget for the interactive 
programmes was low, making it difficult to compete with fully fledged 
broadcasting programmes (see Jensen, p. 4).18 

The system never managed to become economically sustainable: it was 
expensive to run from a technical viewpoint. New formats required 
expertise, while users balked at rates. The company was expecting new 
streams of revenues from advertising or direct marketing that never 
materialised. It was closed in 1984 after accumulating losses. Other 
attempts followed, the same company Time Warner launched a ‘Full-
Service Network’ trial in Orlando, Florida, in late 1994 offering a high-
end interactive TV service with shopping, news, banking and games as 
well as video-on-demand movies. This service was not viable either. In 
1990, the Canadian cable operator Videotron experimented with some 
interactive television (‘Vidéoways’19) ...with the same (lack of) success. 
As noted by Carey:20 “False starts and overly optimistic forecasts are 
frequently associated with the introduction of new communication 
technologies.” Business models are most often poorly conceived and 
flawed: with the revenues generated by QUBE, Warner Cable was 
expected to outdistance all other divisions within Warner, in profits 
(quoted by the QUBE report).21 Companies tend to systematically 
overestimate demand, what Katz22 labelled the “myth of unmet 
demand.”

17  Videocassette and CAT&V Newsletter, 1978, ‘Special report: Warner Cable’s QUBE’, p. 6, http://www.qube-tv.com/qube-tv/
QUBE-REPORT.pdf

18  J. F. Jensen, 2008, ‘Interactive Television – a brief media history’. In: M. Tscheligi, M. Obrist, A. Lugmayr (eds), Changing 
Television Environments: Proceedings of the 6th European Conference, EuroITV 2008, Salzburg, Austria, 3–4 July 2008, pp. 1–10, 
Berlin: Springer, https://books.google.com/books?id=XL1-fymmtXMC&lpg=PA10&ots=Gc62bWCSz3&dq=Winky%20Dink%20
To%20Stargazer%3A%20Five%20Decades%20Of%20Interactive%20Television&pg=PA4#v=onepage&q&f=false

19 Claiming to be the first in North America: http://corpo.videotron.com/site/entreprise/historique/evolution-services-par-
cable.jsp 

20  J. Carey, 1999, ‘Winky dink to stargazer: five decades of interactive television’, p. 18, https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/f0c0/31
8181542868a8aab84e24e8641b20f03155.pdf

21 Videocassette and CAT&V Newsletter, 1978, p. 21

22  R.L. Katz, 2003, ‘Irrational exuberance: how the telecoms industry went astray. What happens when demand myths, 
faulty forecasts, and financing traps converge’, Strategy + Business, Issue 31 (Summer), https://www.strategy-business.com/
article/21873?gko=52471
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However, from the viewpoint of the company, it was also meant as 
a way to enter into the fast-growing cable markets of the 1970s: to 
acquire valuable cable franchises. As noted by Carey:23 “QUBE had 
served as a franchising showcase for Warner.” Indeed, Warner QUBE 
was awarded cable franchises in cities such as Houston, Milwaukee, 
Dallas, Cincinnati, St. Louis and Pittsburgh. At the end of the 1980s, 
Time Warner was ranking number two, behind the industry leader 
Tele-Communications Inc. (TCI).24 It also provided a useful field trial 
for all the industrial partners involved. But above all, it triggered the 
birth of several innovative cable-television networks, such as MTV 
and Nickelodeon. In other words, the venture paved the way for other 
innovations in the television industry.

National cable plans25 – the case of France and the Biarritz trial,26 
1982–1986

After the launch and deployment in France of the Minitel,27 the videotext 
system created by the Direction Générale des Télécommunications 
(DGT, a department of the Post and Telecommunications Ministry), 
ambitions grew, aiming at a high-capacity network able to transmit, 
not only telecommunications services, but also television channels and 
other wideband services (ISDN28 was a buzzword at that time). It was 
designed to form the basis of the communications network of the future, 
to stimulate French capacity in the field of ‘opto-electronics’. In other 
words, an industrial policy to provide a window of opportunity to the 
French equipment manufacturers (Alcatel, Thomson, Philips, Velec, 
CGCT) after the end of the deployment of the telecommunications 

23 J. Carey, 1999, p. 6

24 J.P. Simon, 1991, p. 324

25  Similar plans were launched in Germany and the UK but not of the same scope. See P. Humphreys, 1985, ‘Cable: the heroic 
French experiment examined with the British and German examples’, Journal of Area Studies, no.12, pp. 15–19

26  This section is based on J.M Charon, J.P. Simon, 1989, Histoire d’enfance. Les réseaux câblés audiovisuels en France, Paris: La 
Documentation Française, Coll. Cnet/ Enst

27  The Minitel service was rolled out experimentally in 1978 in Brittany (France) and throughout France in 1982. It is 
considered one of the world’s most successful pre-world wide web online services. The service was discontinued in 2012

28  Integrated Service Digital Network. The acronym was translated as ‘Innovation Subscribers Don’t Need’ by opponents, and 
“I Smell Dollars Now” by proponents
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network (Plan telephone of 1975). While, on the content side, cable 
networks were thought of being more protective of French programmes 
than satellite broadcasting: cultural policy (“exception culturelle”).

In November 1982, the socialist minister of Postes, télégraphes et 
telephones (PTT) revealed a national programme of deployment of 
an optical fibre cable network: 1,400,000 households were to be wired 
as of 1985, one-third of French households by 1992.29 It was designed 
as a decentralised audiovisual plan. The infrastructure remained 
within the hand of the DGT. The public operator kept a monopoly over 
any telecommunications services. The other services, and especially 
television channels, were not left to the market but allocated to an 
ad hoc “société locale d’exploitation commerciale” (SLEC), a kind of 
public–private partnership left within the hand of the local authority 
initiating the cabling of its territory. The new entity was supposed to 
manage the cable services, collect the subscriptions, and pay the rent 
to the DGT for the network. This was the initial scenario, but some 
of the players were not too happy with the script and quickly rewrote 
their part. As it was a very rigid and centralised model, the cable policy 
quickly seemed to dissolve into a complex warring set of bureaucratic 
interests.

It was launched at a time where the government was in the process 
of a major reform of the national/local relationships, increasing the 
power of local authorities: decentralisation. If local authorities were 
supposedly taking the initiative, in practice their freedom was subject 
to a quite astonishing degree of control. Local authorities resented 
being cornered in a national scheme that prevented them from, either 
direct operation through municipal networks, or selecting a private 
partner through a franchising process.30 Local authorities would rather 
rely on their usual private partners, ‘protective external figures’ like the 
powerful water companies, Compagnie Générale des Eaux, Lyonnaise 

29  J.P. Simon, 1988, ‘New media policies and the politics of central-local relations in France’, In: K. Dyson et al., Broadcasting 
and New Media Policies in Western Europe, London: Routledge & Kegan, (coll.), pp. 161–184

30 Ibid. p. 169



175

The Next Big Thing? – A Short Story of Failures in the Communications Industries

des Eaux and SAUR (a subsidiary of the leading French contractor 
Bouygues), and even the Caisse Nationale des Dépôts et Consignations 
(CDC),31 the main public funder of local authorities. These companies, 
with deep pockets, could invest in such networks. They did. One of 
the unexpected effects of the plan has been to trigger the entry of 
these companies into the communications industry. The Compagnie 
Générale des Eaux became Vivendi in 1998, Bouygues acquired TF1, the 
leading French channel, when TF1 was privatised. They have remained 
major players in the communications industry since, investing in 
telecommunications with the liberalisation of the market: Vivendi with 
SFR, and Bouygues with Bouygues Telecoms.

The costs turned out to be much higher than anticipated and some 
technical issues with the opto-electronic equipment had been 
underestimated. The DGT was split between ‘utopians’, promoting the 
“network of the future,” and ‘realists’ willing to allow municipalities to 
develop whatever services they wished, as long as the DGT remained 
responsible for the network’s construction, technical management, and 
ownership. Indeed, the financial department was not particularly happy 
with the size of the investments, as the business plans were not obvious 
and the future services rather vague. The expected outputs did not seem 
sufficient to justify such a large telecommunications investment. This 
led to a progressive abandonment of fibre optic. After the conservative 
party took over, the DGT monopoly over the building and operation of 
cable networks was terminated. As cable networks were not profitable, 
it ended de facto the cable plan. As of 1990, cable networks were small, 
mostly using coaxial cable, and delivering standard television channels.

The timing did not fit the decentralisation reform of the French 
administration, in addition it was out-of-sync with the progressive 
liberalisation of broadcasting in Europe, with the introduction of a 
bunch of new channels, including pay TV channels. The 1982 law on 
audiovisual communications put an end to the state monopoly of the 

31  Deposits and Consignments Fund: a French public sector financial institution developing territories alongside local 
authorities, among other missions of general interest
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programming side of the French public-service television, while trying 
to prevent the formation of private commercial networks. The policy 
of the French administration was lacking any coherence; different 
channels were introduced at the same time: two new over-the-air 
channels and a pay TV one, Canal Plus. Canal Plus was a success 
story of the 1980s but it may have crowded out other pay TV options 
including cable. Cabling France did not work, however – ironically 
twenty years later, France became the number one market for IPTV 
(internet protocol TV; distributing TV programmes through wirelines: 
18-million subscribers in 2009), with most of the growth of the pay-TV 
market generated by subscriptions to pay TV during the first decade of 
the present century.

The plan was bundled with a field trial of an advanced fibre-optic 
network in Biarritz, involving an integrated transmission system that 
anticipated the Orlando trial. The chosen architecture, a remote switch-
star configuration, allowed on-demand video programming, although 
the service was not introduced on a real commercial basis. Officially 
launched in 1984, the network was reaching 1500 subscribers (out of 
which 1300 were residential) offering two kinds of services: switched 
services of telecommunications, a point-to-point picturephone service 
(‘visiophone’ of television quality, coupled with a Minitel), videotext, 
and video conferencing; and distributed services such as television, 
FM stereo, and access to a video database. Here the lessons are a bit 
different from the failure of the Cable plan (‘Colbertism high tech’ 
according to Cohen)32 since, as a field trial, it enabled checking of the 
technical feasibility of an earlier version of fibre-to-the-neighbourhood 
(FTTH) and gauging of the steps needed to reduce costs for a future 
massive deployment. However, beyond the mere technological trial, 
testing new services would have required a population of early adopters, 
rather than the well-off retirees of the residential area.33 Biarritz was a 

32  E. Cohen, 1992, Le Colbertisme high-tech: Économie des Télécom et du grand projet. Paris: Hachette

33  From that angle some of the services developed during the earlier trials of 1973 were much more innovative, like in 
the city of Villeneuve les Grenoble, a ‘new town’ with quite different demographics (D. Populus, 1974, ‘L’épreuve du réel : la 
télédistribution dans quelques nouveaux ensembles urbains’, In: G. Friedmann (ed), La télévision par câble : une révolution dans 
les communications sociales?, Communications, 21, pp. 136–143, DOI: https://doi.org/10.3406/comm.1974.1325). During that 
experiment, Jean-Luc Godard, then a resident, shot “Numéro 2” in his flat.
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technical showroom but never a lab for innovating social uses. 

Conclusion

This subjective sample of case studies is too limited to allow some 
robust conclusions. Nevertheless, they do point to some lessons. All 
of these stories we have recounted are ‘supply-side driven’: with WAP 
the telecommunications industry was trying to sell a technology not 
a service, the same with mobile TV. The ‘demand side’ is most of the 
time poorly estimated, by the industry or policy makers (mobile TV), 
which leads to demand overestimation. An overestimation that most 
of the time results from ignoring basic sociodemographic information 
– particularly regarding disposable income, the willingness-to-pay of 
users, and their actual patterns of consumption. There are a number 
of different ways by which demand may be miscalculated, but probably 
a combination of poor policies and poor industrial strategies (Cable 
plan, Mobile TV) deserves a special note. To mitigate this risk of 
ignoring the demand side, the notion of ‘stakeholder’34 was introduced 
to involve more players, as stakeholders are supposedly the bearers 
of externalities. For instance, the EC started using multi-stakeholder 
consultations in the early-2000s.

Using a new technology to supply more of the same, may not be 
attractive enough to lure in customers; reformatting legacy content 
is not sufficient, neither is the reformatting of the legacy experience 
(mobile TV). The paradoxical, in a way, “Brechtian” view of an 
interactive viewer in a capitalist country did not work (QUBE). Cable 
television was often perceived, in the 1970s, as a potential agent of social 
changes,35 triggering misplaced expectations about its role. However, 
‘couch potato’ viewers remained ‘couch potato’ viewers. Nevertheless, 
customers did interact with each other as soon as the devices needed 

34  It was first introduced in management science in the early-1960s. It gained a wider acceptance initially in business practice, 
and later was extended to other area of management, then started being used in public consultations by governments and public 
administration.

35  G. Friedmann (ed), 1974, 'La télévision par câble : une révolution dans les communications sociales?', Communications, 21, 
pp. 136–143, DOI: https://doi.org/10.3406/comm.1974.1325
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were available within a user-friendly environment and ecosystem. In 
addition, over the last decades such a mismatch between supply and 
demand ignored the drastic changes in the patterns of consumption, 
and especially the move toward consumerisation. Customers were 
using their new devices to produce and exchange their own content.36

On the positive side, some of the trials have been important stepping 
stones for further developments, real testbeds of innovations: failures 
as “business as usual.” QUBE paved the way for other innovations in the 
television industry. Jeff Bezos, Amazon’s CEO, stressed the importance 
of large-scale failures: “As a company grows, everything needs to scale, 
including the size of your failed experiments. If the size of your failures 
isn’t growing, you’re not going to be inventing at a size that can actually 
move the needle” (quoted by Gassée).37

Indeed, the story of Nokia illustrates how success breeds conservatism 
and routine thinking, generating poor strategic decisions. This is not 
unusual with mature, successful companies.

36  J.P. Simon, 2016, ‘User generated content. Users, community of users and firms: toward new sources of co-innovation?’ Info, 
vol. 18(4), pp. 4–25, http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/info-04-2016-0015

37  J. L. Gassée, 2019, ‘A CEO who can write  –  part II”. Monday Note #539
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