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Uncritical media scholars, Indian as well as western, keep delineating a rosy picture when it comes to India’s media and entertainment (M&E) industry. They are mystified by mind-boggling statistics. 

The Indian M&E sector, worth Rs821 billion ($15 billion), is indeed huge. While Bollywood springs to mind when it comes to Indian media and entertainment, it is the Indian television industry one should count as Indian M&E’s flagship. 

Taking into account two major sources of TV income – advertising and subscriptions – it is an INR37000 crore ($6 billion) industry with 845 licensed channels. Compared to that, India’s film and newspaper industries are worth INR112 billion and INR224 billion respectively.

Even after the pessimism that followed the global economic crisis, overall future projections remain optimistic. M&E pundits expect an uninterrupted growth across the sector. Again, the TV medium (18 percent projected growth) is likely to remain the most promising by 2017 when it will be INR847 billion business.

What explains this phenomenal growth in TV? Also, how realistic are projections for 2017?The conventional explanation is the size of the Indian television market. After the US and China, India – with 730 million TV viewers – constitutes the third largest TV market in terms of consumers. This explanation, however, only partially explains the TV growth in India.

It is Indian backwardness that is paradoxically contributing to this growth. This backwardness-and-growth paradox is physically visible in the uneven development that marks the Indian economy if one travels from New Delhi to ‘Film City’ by the Delhi Metro.

A 100-acre sprawling Film City in the Noida district on the outskirts of Delhi houses dozens of TV channels and media production houses. Delhi Metro, as modern and efficient as any metro in European metropolitans, is the best way to reach Noida from New Delhi. On reaching Film City, one finds equally modern TV offices ornamented with hi-fi equipment. However, one often, if not always, reaches high-tech TV channels on board a cycle-rickshaw pulled by a skinny migrant worker from the countryside.

In a country of 1.2 billion, there are only 179 million internet users. According to a 2013 research report, “Across the world, technology futurists envisaged that the explosions in new media would drive audiences away from traditional media. However, India remains a growth market for ‘traditional’ media evidenced by the growth last year in TV audiences, radio listenership, and footfalls in theatres. India is an outlier country where print is still a growth market”.

On the other hand, the revenue collected by the TV industry owes to institutional coercion in the name of the digital switch. By December 2016, all of India should shift from analogue cable to digital distribution. The four-phase process is already underway and in major cities, the traditional cable system has been replaced. 

Consequently, the subscription revenue now contributes INR12,500 crore to 37,000 crore ($6 billion) TV income. By 2017, subscriptions will generate INR24,000 crore. Media houses have lobbied hard for this switch. This is because advertising revenue is declining not merely because of the bleak economy but also because more channels are now vying for the share in the advertising pie. 

How long will the media boom in India continue? At present, it is relatively promising. However, the average revenue per user (ARPU) in India is $3.5 ($45 in the USA, $60 in the UK). Forced to choose between bread and Big Brother, Indian workers will go for the former. 

Therefore, in another ten years, the TV market will see another ‘switch’, from digital to a new technology. And each new switch will increase India’s dependency on the west. The story of Indian media and entertainment is not all that fancy.

