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Abstract The study shed light on how the TV station
executives balance the entertainment needs of its audience
and the producers' expectations within a changing digital
broadcast environment. The study is anchored on uses and
gratification and the encodng and decoding theories. The
research employs a mixedmethod design by using survey
questionnaires (415), FGDs and in-depth interviews with 5
TV station executives and serial drama fiction producerdn
Kenya The results indicate that the station executive takes
centre stage to fulfil the urban audiencé sieeds and the
producersd needs respetively. The station executives
contextualize the viewers andthe serial drama producers as
opr of i tandg ang deeidorsndade towards them should
culminate in economic benefit to the station.

Keywords: TV station executive, serial drama producers,
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Abstrak Studi ini menjelaskan bagaimana eksekutif stasiun TV
menyeimbangkan kebutuhanhiburan pemirsa dan ekspektasi
produser program dramadalam era perubahan siarardigital.
Studi ini memakai teori uses and gratification serta teori
encoding-decoding dengan dasain mixed-method. Teknik
pengumpulan data dilakukan melalui survei pada 415
responden,  focus group discussion dan wawancara
mendalam pada 5 produser stasiun TV dan produser serial
drama fiksi di Kenya Hasil penelitian menunjukkan bahwa
pengelola stasiun mempunyai peran sentral dalam memenuhi
kebutuhan penonton urban dan kebutuhan produsen serial
drama. Produser eksekutif stasiun TV mekgntekstualisasikan
pemirsa dan produser drama serial sebagad pr o f / ¢ vessel sé
yang mengarah pada keuntungan ekonomi stasiun TV.
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Introduction

The television station executive is considered the fulcrum of
audience entertainment, by their position as critical decision-makers in
television programming production and scheduling. However, the
technological innovation and disruptions in the broadcast systems
across the globe are undermining their traditional role as the central
determinants of audiovisual consumption to the larger public TV
viewers. Kenya is a member of the International Telecommunication
Union (ITU) which mandated all its member states to migrate to
digital transmission platform by June 2015 (Oxford Business Group,
2014). In February 2015, the national regulator, the Communication
Authority of Kenya (CA) discontinued the analogue transmission to
force all broadcasters to migrate to the digital platform. In protest,
three main popular TV stations, i.e. Citizen TV, KTN and NTV, with
over 55% of audience share (KARF, 2016) switched off their signals
for a month over the uncertainty and disquiet over their content
control and distribution by a third-party licensee.

The Communication Authority of Kenya indicates that the
digital signal now covers 78% of the Kenyan population (CA, 2017).
They further observe that the cumulative number of digital set-top
boxes purchased as at 30th June 2017 stood at 729,477 for free-to-air
set-top boxes (FTA-STBs) and 3,788,417 for pay-tv (CA, 2017).
Other market studies seem to reinforce the changing trend in the
broadcast industry. The ownership of set-top boxes (STB) now stands
at 56% countrywide, while the digital TV sets which do not necessarily
require STBs now stands at 27% (KARF tracker, 2017). Digitalization
is hailed as a game-changer; that it will guarantee a better quality of
reception, choices in programming and thus freedom to the viewers
(Ugangu, 2018). However, Steemers (2014) argues that digitalization
and its accompanying technologies like the internet is creating an
unprecedented impact in the old broadcast model of production and
distribution. The analogue system structure has been the backbone for
many TV station executives and their shareholders. Doyle (2016)
observes that emerging platforms like the subscription video on
demand (SVOD) such as Netflix is steadily shifting audiences and
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economic power away from broadcasters and creating opportunities for
independent creators. In the Kenyan context, startups like Viusasa, a
video aggregate and distribution company plays a similar role as
Netflix. They seek out a variety of video content genres from
independent producers and repackage them for download resales at a
discounted fee. For close to 30 years, many forms of electronic
information and entertainment were under the state-controlled
broadcaster. First, the Voice of Kenya (VOK) and later Kenya
Broadcasting Cooperation (KBC). The media was liberalized in 1991
(Nyabuga & Booker 2013). Within a short period, 66 free to air TV
stations were licensed (Opanga, 2015). The establishment of a myriad
of stations and the innovation within the digital broadcast industry has
brought into focus the role of the TV station executive on how to
balance the viewer's needs and negotiate desirable programmes with
the producers.

There are 5 leading free to air TV stations in Kenya, namely,
Citizen TV, NTV, KTN home, K24 and KBC with an accumulative
national audience share of 64% ( KARF, 2019 ). Similarly, there has
been growing concern over the kind of content broadcast across the
increased channels. In this regard. For instance, the CA (2016) has a
policy that mandates all the free to air (FTA) television stations, to
programme a minimum of 40% of locally produced contents in their
first year of operations and cascade it to 60% in their fourth year of
broadcasting. The policy is meant to promote and support the growth
of domestic productions and safeguard the local cultures (CA, 2016).
Thus the station executive is a pivotal link in this demand as they
balance their organizations’, and viewers’ interest. They make critical
decisions in programming and linkages with the content creators.
Nevertheless, in the ubiquitous television entertainment industry, one
popular programme genre in all the five local TV stations is the serial
drama fiction. A competitive arena where the domestic productions are
playing catchup in popularity with their foreign versions and more so
in the primetime hours of 8-9 pm. This is significant because the
dearth in local content consumption and production has been
established as a point of concern and the country is yearning to find a
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solution (Mutunga & Wagumba,2019) This further reinforces the
vantage position of the station executive as decision-makers to provide
insight and possible direction to the industry.

To understand their viewers, the station executive borrows from
the uses and gratification framework which focuses on how people
actively seek out specific media to satisfy specific needs (Blumler, &
Katz 1974; Abelman, & Atkin, 2011). In this connection, the
executives rely on audience media surveys confluence, conducted by
third-party institutions to understand their audiences and programme
preferences. Estibals (2000, 81) argues that the European and
American TV stations prioritize programmes with better ratings for
schedules.

The second theoretical framework to guide the study stems from
the cultural studies domain. Hall (1980) advanced the audience
reception theory perspective. Within the discourse, the encoding and
decoding model (Hall,1980) explains how the media producer
develops an idea with shared rules and symbols with the intension of
positive reception without any distortion. However individual
receiver's background and disposition create varied meaning which
could be dominant, negotiated or oppositional reading of the
message.Davis (2004) supports Hall’s line of thought by encouraging
the need to recognise the connection between media producers and
media receivers. The media producer, in this case, is the serial drama
fiction producer and the receiver is the station executive.

In the study, the station executive is defined as the person
appointed by the station managers to determine appropriate
programmes and their schedules using agreed and intuitive perimeters.
Other television organizational structure could refer to them as
programme managers or controllers. The references for audiences and
viewers are used interchangeably and are those who are targeted/ and
watch television programmes. The producer here could represent
writer-producer or the director. The person with the final decision in a
serial drama production. And digitalization embodies the modern
digital broadcast transmission and accompanying production
infrastructure.

176 | Jurnal Komunikasi Islam | Volume 10, Nomor 02, Desember 2020



Balancing Audienceds Needs

The Station Executive and the Viewers

Television is regarded as a 'producers medium' (Newcomb &
Alley, 1983) implying a free reign for the producer or creator of
television programmes and that three of the significant creative parts of
television series production, i.e. 'story, casting and editing are under
the producers’ control' (Cantor cited in Thompson 1990,.7).
However, this is not so; television executives could hold sway on
programming and even productions. Television series balance the
delicate need to turn a profit to remain on the air and also meet the
audiences' recreational needs (Ang, 1991; Brinker, 2015). Gray, &
Lotz, (2012) further argue that it is critical to understand the television
institution, why new programmes are created, scheduled within a given
timeframe while others are rested. The station executive holds a pivotal
position in this structure.

Lallo (2014) argues that the executive producers and their analysis
of programmes hold sway in serial drama productions. He further
quotes Francesca James, the executive producer, director and an actor
in the TV serial drama A/ My Children, saying that "Focus groups are
the killers of daytime television". These controls are under the station
executives and marketing departments, so writers and producers have
little say. Hill (2010) observes that their intervention could, in some
instances be in order; she cites the case of the pilot episode of Desperate
Housewives (2004), a one-time popular soap opera. The suggestions of
the executive producers, at an advanced screening, partly contributed
to its success. This further reinforces the power of the station
executives

The foremost interest of television station executives is to
entertain the audience and further retain them for advertisers. In the
context of innumerable TV stations and fragmentation of the
audience, Mareno, Serrano & Garcia-Uceda (2013) developed an
audience satisfaction model, referred to as a cognitive-affective model
for the consumption of television programmes. The model measures
the quality of the programme as perceived by the programme
consumers of entertainment, news and cultural programmes. Quality
here is assessed as interest in the programme, the suitability of the
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programme to the viewers' tastes and utility. The authors conclude that
there is a causal relationship between the quality of the programme and
audience satisfaction. And to adapt the programme to the viewers'
demands, they suggest that the audiovisual programmers; the role the
station executives play to consider the dimension of a programme to
interest the audience, suit their tastes, entertain or inform them and
appeal positively to their emotions while watching. These findings
closely relate to an earlier observation by Perse & Rubin (1988) that
the critical predictors of soap opera satisfaction include watching to
seek exciting entertainment and escapist relaxation. It is emerging that
satisfaction is a core component of the viewers' consumption of
entertainment programming,.

These findings could be of interest to the station executive
operating in a competitive multi-channel operation where the viewers
are spoilt for choice in programme selections (Blumler, & Katz 1974;
Abelman, & Atkin, 2011). In this study, the audience gratification can
also be understood by their response towards the station executives
acquisition and scheduling their favourable serial drama programmes.
However, the commercial pressure in audiovisual productions is an
overbearing factor in many a drama production (Allen, 1985;
Caldwell, 2008; Okwuowulu, 2012). Thus, the station executive
closely monitors the marketing/commercial department. Wamuyu
(2018) argues in an empirical study of two long-running domestic TV
drama productions- Inspekta Muwala and Machachari on Citizen
Television that there was a disconnecting between the creative
production team and the marketers. The marketers were unaware of
the content they were to sell; similarly, the producers were also
oblivious of their viewers' and advertisers' reaction to their
productions. In a fast-changing digital environment with multiple
options, does such a disconnecting influence the viewers' perception of
the station executive? Therefore, this study attempted to know what
are the audiences’ responses towards the station executive
programming of serial drama fiction in the competitive digital
broadcasting environment; how do the station executives respond/meet
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the audiences entertainment needs in a serial drama fiction genre in the
new digital broadcast dispensation.

The Serial Drama Fiction Producer

The television medium is regarded as the producer's creative
domain, more so the drama productions (Newcomb, & Alley, 1983).
However, within the Kenyan changing digital broadcast context no
study has scrutinized the relationship between the producer and the
station executives, especially in a liberalized competitive broadcast
environment. Additionally, the digitization and innovation in
infrastructure like the internet have blurred the boundaries between
media production and consumption (O’really, 2007). The prevailing
digital environment enables the viewers to ‘produce’ and distribute
their content even through social media platforms (Bruns, 2012).
Television station programmers further operate in an environment
where the selection, scheduling and retention of programmes are
highly dependent on audience ratings (Estibals, 2000). This suggests a
delicate balance to the producer to navigate in the dynamic production
environment and meet the station executives programming needs.

Cantor and Pingree (cited in Allen, 1985, p. 50) observe for
instance, that 'no soap opera writer operates under the delusion that
the soap opera is a canvas upon which to bear his/her creative soul. The
writer's job is to generate the largest possible audience of consumers of
the sponsor's product. Thompson (1990, p. 1) agrees that 'creation in
television is an issue of power, not just imaginative power or
intellectual power but organisational, occupational and entrepreneurial
power as well; or a producer has to go the extra mile to mobilise a team
to bid on their behalf and a clout to talk to station executives'.
Henderson (2007) points out that when there is contention between a
producer, script or an actor, it is evident that the executive producer's
decision will override the rest.
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