CABLE CONTENT

BREAKING THE
BUNDLE: WHAT'S NEXT
FOR CABLE CONTENT?

As consumer habits shift and digital convergence
accelerates, cable and satellite platforms are rethinking
how they acquire, package, and deliver content. From
shorter licensing cycles to hybrid bundles and regional
syndication, content strategies are evolving fast. This
article explores the key trends reshaping content
buying, syndication, and bundling in a rapidly
transforming media landscape.

In the age of hyper-fragmented viewing, where
audiences navigate a labyrinth of content across screens,
the rules of content buying, syndication, and bundling are
being rapidly rewritten. Traditional linear broadcasters, cable
networks, satellite operators, and pay-TV platforms — once
the gatekeepers of premium content — are now evolving
their models to remain relevant, competitive, and profitable.

For cable and satellite platforms in India and across
emerging markets, the post-pandemic shift in content
consumption, digital distribution, and content cost
dynamics has triggered a strategic re-alignment. Today,
content is no longer just about channel acquisition; it’s
about platform-agnostic rights, regional appeal, shorter
license cycles, and value-added bundling that integrates
linear, OTT, and on-demand into a seamless offer.

This article explores the key trends shaping content
buying, syndication, and bundling strategies for cable and
satellite operators — both in India and similar fast-evolving
markets in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.
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RISE OF SHORT-TERM LICENSING AND NON-
EXCLUSIVE DEALS

Then vs Now

In the past, satellite and cable operators secured
multi-year exclusive linear content deals with broadcasters.
These long-term licenses guaranteed territorial exclusivity
and carriage rights. However, the digital shift — especially
the rise of D2C OTT platforms — has compelled content
owners to rethink exclusivity.

NOW TRENDING

¢ Shorter licensing windows of 6—18 months are
replacing the 3-5 year traditional cycles.

¢ Non-exclusive syndication is on the rise, where
multiple platforms carry the same content in different
formats (linear, catch-up, or on-demand).

¢ Operators now negotiate multi-platform rights (cable
+ OTT + mobile) instead of just linear feeds.

“Exclusivity is expensive and increasingly
unsustainable. We’re opting for short-term, high-impact
titles that can spike viewership rather than locking up
catalogues long-term,” says the Head of Content at a leading
Indian DTH operator.
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REGIONAL CONTENT IS THE NEW PREMIUM
The Local Language Boom

Across India and many emerging markets, viewership
growth is being driven by vernacular content. Marathi,
Telugu, Tamil, Bhojpuri, Kannada, and Gujarati content are
seeing explosive uptake, especially on cable platforms in
regional clusters.

IMPACT ON BUYING STRATEGY

¢ Cableand DTH players are directly licensing regional
movie rights, bypassing national broadcasters.

¢ Tier-2 and 3 cities are now being mapped with
customized channel bouquets that prioritize local
content.

¢ Regional content producers are syndicating their
shows to multiple MSOs/DTH platforms for micro-
zoned distribution.

“The days when only Hindi GECs ruled primetime
are over. In many markets, a regional devotional or comedy
channel outperforms national feeds,” notes a Hyderabad-
based MSO executive.

RISE OF FAST CHANNELS AND AD-
SUPPORTED SYNDICATION
What are FAST Channels?

Free Ad-supported Streaming TV (FAST) channels
— linear feeds streamed over internet-connected devices
— are gaining traction, even among cable and satellite
platforms. While initially popular on connected TVs, satellite
operators are now exploring FAST channel syndication as
a low-cost content strategy.
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EMERGING TREND

¢ DTH platforms are creating "OTT-like"curated FAST
channels for free or ad-supported tiers.

¢ Content aggregators are offering pre-packaged
FAST channels to cable operators to complement
paid linear offerings.

¢ This model is especially attractive in price-sensitive
rural and semi-urban markets.

Example: Some Indian MSOs have started offering
digital-first devotional, retro, music, or kids’ channels as
FAST content blocks on STBs with basic internet
functionality.

HYBRID BUNDLING: LINEAR + OTT + VOD
The New Consumer Expectation

Audiences expect more than just 500 linear channels.
They demand integrated access to OTT apps, catch-up TV,
and on-demand movies — preferably without multiple logins
or extra charges.

HOW PLATFORMS ARE RESPONDING

¢ Operators like Tata Play, Airtel Digital TV, and JioFiber
now offer hybrid bundles: traditional TV plus access
to platforms like
Disney+ Hotstar,
Sony LIV, ZEES, and
Amazon  Prime
Video.

¢ Inregional markets,
smaller MSOs are
experimenting with
white-labeled OTT
services or bundling
with third-party
regional OTTs.

¢ Transactional Video-on-Demand (TVOD) —
especially for new movie releases or PPV sports —
is being bundled in premium plans.

“Hybrid bundling is the only way to prevent cord-
cutting. We’re no longer just a pipe; we’re becoming
aggregators of entertainment,” says a product manager at a
South Indian MSO.

SYNDICATION OF DIGITAL ORIGINALS TO
LINEAR
Reverse Windowing is Real

In a reversal of the traditional content flow, several
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digital originals are now being syndicated back to linear TV
to boost channel viewership and maximize ROI. This is
increasingly common with regional web series or digital-
first talk shows.

EXAMPLES FROM THE MARKET

¢ Regional language OTT shows from platforms like
aha (Telugu) or Chaupal (Punjabi) are being picked
up by cable networks for late-night or weekend
linear slots.

¢ DTH operators are using their owned channels to
showcase digital-first content — often with
exclusive cuts or dubbed versions.

This trend helps content producers monetize
theirlibraries across formats, while platforms get fresh
content without high production costs.

MOVIE SYNDICATION: FROM SATELLITE
RIGHTS TO DIGITAL BULK DEALS

The Evolution

The once-lucrative market for satellite movie
rights has undergone a radical transformation. Big studios
now prioritize OTT premieres or simultaneous releases,
reducing the window for satellite channels.

NEW MOVIE SYNDICATION MODELS

¢ Satellite rights are being bundled with digital rights
in bulk across platforms.

¢ Cable and DTH players are buying libraries of B and
C-grade films for filler slots at discounted rates.

¢ Theatrical + TV + OTT combo deals are being
negotiated upfront for regional cinema.

“A blockbuster Telugu film will hit OTT in three
weeks, and TV in two months. So the value of pure satellite
rights has fallen. We now look at library depth and repeat

value over just freshness,” says a content buyer at a DTH
firm.

REGULATORY INFLUENCE ON BUNDLING
AND PRICING

India’s TRAI Tariff Orders
(NTO 1.0 and 2.0)

The regulatory push for transparency in pricing
has led to a decline in forced bundling and created
pressure to offer more customizable packs. While the
aim was consumer benefit, operators argue it has
complicated bundling strategies.
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DIFIECT TO CDNSUMEFI

EFFECT ON CONTENT BUYING

¢ MSOs are now negotiating for "a-la-carte friendly"
content packages.

¢ Smaller broadcasters find it difficult to get
placement without bundling incentives, pushing
them to syndicate via aggregators.

¢ DTH platforms are creating add-on packs with
theme- or language-specific content, adhering to
regulatory caps.

INTERNATIONAL CONTENT: SUBTITLED AND
DUBBING BOOM

Global Meets Local
Demand for Korean, Turkish, and Latin American

dramas, as well as Hollywood content, is surging in tier-
2 cities — but with regional dubbing or subtitles.

CONTENT STRATEGY SHIFT

¢ Instead of expensive global feeds, platforms are
buying localized dubbed versions from
international content syndicators.

¢ DTH players now create exclusive dubbed
channels or weekend blocks with global content.

¢ Indian channels are syndicating their shows
abroad (e.g., Marathi dramas to Mauritius or

Telugu content to the Gulf) via expatriate DTH
bundles.

DATA-DRIVEN CONTENT BUYING
Analytics Meets Acquisition

With set-top boxes and mobile apps offering
usage insights, platforms are adopting data-backed
decisions to guide content buying.
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¢ Heatmaps indicate which genres or languages
perform best in specific geographies.

¢ Viewer drop-off rates inform license renewal
decisions.

¢ Operators use content performance analytics to pitch
advertising packages more effectively.

STRATEGIC COLLABORATIONS & CONTENT
ALLIANCES

Pooling Content, Sharing Cost

To reduce acquisition costs and
expand offerings, operators are now
forming alliances or co-buying groups
— especially for regional or niche
genres.

EXAMPLES:
¢ Multiple MSOs may jointly
acquire a regional movie library.

¢ DTH providers are co-producing
content with regional studios for
exclusive premieres.

This trend is especially prevalent
in Africa and Latin America, where
national operators form syndication
pools to negotiate better deals with
global content owners.

CONCLUSION: A NEW PLAYBOOK FOR A NEW
ERA

The tectonic shifts in audience behavior, regulatory
controls, content availability, and distribution formats have
made traditional content syndication obsolete. In its place,
a new model has emerged — one that is:

¢ Flexible in rights negotiation

¢ Audience-first in bundling strategy
¢ Hybrid in delivery

¢ Cost-conscious but value-driven

For cable and satellite operators, success will no
longer come from owning the most channels but from
curating the right content at the right price, for the right
screen, in the right region.

As platforms rethink their place in the content value
chain, one thing is clear — the bundling game is no longer
about quantity. It’s about relevance, regionality, and
responsiveness.l
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