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Preview 
Review 

Cable's big three pay companies take a fresh 
look at a tried and true marketing tool. 

BY RICHARD KATZ 

Free previews have been an ever- 
green marketing device for pay 
cable services since the early 
days of the pay -television in- 

dustry. In those early days, however, 
pay didn't have to contend with the 
VCR, basic cable and pay -per -view. 
With the fight to add new subscribers 
fiercer than ever, HBO/Cinemax, 
Showtime/The Movie Channel and The 
Disney Channel have all stepped up 
their investigations of how best to run 
free preview campaigns. 

In the past year, the big three pay 
companies have been refining their indi- 
vidual techniques. Marketers want to 
pinpoint what promotional support will 
maximize the number of new sub- 
scribers, when to run previews and for 
how long. Disney, HBO and Showtime 
have kept their research departments 
busy trying to figure out what tactics 
work best. 

The major pay services agree that the 
free preview, unscrambling a pay signal 
for all basic subscribers, is one of their 
most effective marketing tools. The 
concept is simple. If basic subscribers 
get a sample of what they've been 
missing on pay channels, many will be 
convinced to upgrade. 

The pay services also deem free pre- 
views cost-effective. Says The Disney 
Channel's v.p. of consumer marketing 
Tom Wszalek, "They give us the chance 
to run promotional spots and to show 
people why The Disney Channel is im- 
portant. When you weigh that against 
going out and buying all that national 
media to create the same impact, pre- 
views are a pretty powerful tactic." 

The big three differ in the details. 

Each service puts a different spin on the 
preview concept. 

Wszalek says that Disney has four 
previews, one per quarter, set for 1990, 
and after much experimentation, eight 
days of unscrambling, Sunday through 
Sunday, seems right. "Sunday is a big 
viewership day for families," he says, 
"so it allows us to capture people early 
on and then promote the programming 
that's coming up the other seven days." 
Wszalek also praises the retention rate 
of the subs Disney gets from previews. 
Research found that 72 percent were 
still subscribing six months after the 
1988 Disney holiday preview. 

Showtime/The Movie Channel favors 
three previews in March, July and 
October/November for each of its ser- 
vices, varying in length from three to 
five days and splitting weekends with 

weekdays. "We try to give each po- 
tential audience segment a different 
look at our product," says Mark 
Greenberg, vice president of direct mar- 
keting for Showtime. Greenberg claims 
Showtime's telethon -like hard sells 
during the interstitials garner more re- 
sponse calls than the softer sell of HBO, 
where he used to work. 

For subs with addressable boxes, 
Greenberg says an impulse -oriented 
spinoff of the free preview, called "In- 
stant Winner Days," has been per- 
forming well. On select nights the 
network runs local insertion commer- 
cials that show movie clips and say, "To- 
night you can watch Big Business and 
Good Morning Vietnam by calling this 
number and ordering Showtime right 
now." "It really plays right into the con- 
sumer's immediate gratification," says 
Greenberg. "Also, we've gotten some 
really positive reaction [from the 
systems] because it also helps to sell the 
cable operator's technology, which some 
consumers don't quite yet understand." 

In a unique move, Showtime initiated 
a free preview right after the San Fran- 
cisco earthquake last fall, airing 15-20 
minute live telethon segments between 
programming to raise money for the 
American Red Cross Disaster Relief 
Fund. Seventy-seven Western region 
cable systems participated, many of- 
fering a free one -month upgrade of 
Showtime to contributors who donated 
$10 or more to the Red Cross. The cam- 
paign raised $450,000. 

HBO spokesman Alan Levy says that 
HBO and Cinemax have found this 
formula to work best: A preview in 
March, June and September, all corre- 
sponding to larger marketing cam- 
paigns. During those previews, 
Cinemax is unscrambled on Fridays and 
Saturdays and HBO on Sundays and 

Disney premiered Spooner during a preview; star Robert Urich hawked the service between programs. 
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