Music Channels Move Into Video and Messages Meant for You
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usic Choice is rarely noticed by its users, even though its service is in nearly 40 million homes. It is the company that operates the 40 audio music channels that are offered on many digital cable television services. 

Today, Music Choice is turning up the volume. It will announce several new services to deliver music, music videos and original concerts and interview programs to video-on-demand cable systems, Internet sites and cellphones capable of receiving video.

Music Choice's biggest innovation, though, may be in the way it combines advertising with music videos on the video-on-demand cable offering. It will be the first company to display commercials that are selected for each user based on behavior. Using a special computer installed in each cable "head end" - the control center for each neighborhood - the system will track each user's music video choices to deduce demographic information. Different sorts of people, even neighbors, will be shown different commercials. "If we see that you listen to soft rock, and we know what else you picked, we know you are an over-35 female," said David Del Beccaro, the chief executive of Music Choice. 

This sort of targeting is common on the Internet, but it has not been used in cable television until now, said Josh Bernoff, an analyst at Forrester Research who follows both the cable and music industries. "Nobody else is even close to doing these things, and this is where the industry needs to go," he said. "Until now, the advertising model for video-on-demand has been totally random and largely nonexistent." 

The Music Choice system will be able to give advertisers an exact count of the number of people who were shown their commercials, in contrast to traditional ratings which estimate the number of viewers based on surveys or meters.

Parts of the new Music Choice service, which will be deployed by Comcast over the next year, have been in testing by Mediacom, a chain of cable companies based in Middletown, N.Y. Mr. Del Beccaro says he is in discussions with other cable operators about introducing the video-on-demand service. The company's audio music service is currently on 95 percent of the country's digital cable systems, he said.

Over the last decade, cable companies have rewired their system with high-capacity networks and developed sophisticated set-top boxes that allow digital cable services to offer more channels and that provide the ability to select and watch pay-per-view programs at any time. 

Only recently have cable companies started to experiment with how to use this digital two-way technology to create new forms of advertising. For example, Time Warner Cable, a unit of Time Warner, is testing a system that uses the cable box to superimpose local information like the names of nearby stores on a national commercial. The system allows people to use the buttons on their cable box remote controls to see more information about a product on their television screen or to order more information by mail. 

It is not surprising that Music Choice is pushing the capabilities of cable technology. The company was founded in 1987 by General Instruments, the maker of cable set-top boxes, now part of Motorola. Music Choice was later spun off and is now owned by a consortium that includes Motorola; cable companies like Comcast, Cox and Time Warner; and music labels, including EMI and Sony.

At first, the company offered commercial-free music channels over cable as a $10-a-month premium service. The company later changed its strategy and began offering music channels as part of the standard features of digital cable service. It receives only pennies a month for each user from the cable companies, but it is in 37 million homes. 

The company claims that 59 percent of those homes use its audio music service at least once a week. Nearly all of the listeners keep their televisions on to see the song title and artist as well as a graphic advertisement.

The new service will add three buttons to this screen. One will enable users to play and save selections from a library of music videos. The second lets them create their own "radio station" that plays music or videos based on their musical tastes. And the third leads to a selection of concert videos and artist interviews produced by Music Choice. All of the video content will have advertising, but the audio-only content will not. 

Music Choice will make all of the same content - the custom radio, the music videos and the concert videos - available on a version of its Internet site that will be available only to users of the high-speed Internet services offered by its affiliated cable operators. Play lists and custom radio stations created on the Web site can be used on the digital cable box and vice versa.

Eventually, the Web site will also allow users to order CD's or download digital songs. While there is some money to be made from such sales, and perhaps even more eventually from advertising, the goal is mainly to give cable companies a way to differentiate their video and broadband offerings from that of phone and satellite companies, which also offer Internet services. 

"The play is to provide more for free," said Mr. Del Beccaro. "Because satellite can't match it, and D.S.L. can't match it," referring to digital subscriber line services.

Another separate initiative is Music Choice's plan to offer some of its radio stations and videos over mobile phones that are equipped to receive and play streaming content. This service, to be introduced with Sprint, will cost users about $5 a month, Mr. Del Beccaro said. It will eventually also allow users to select from some videos, a short daily music news program, and a few audio-only music channels. (A spokeswoman for Sprint said the company was working with Music Choice, but details or timing of the planned service have not been released.)

Music Choice is competing with many far more powerful companies with stakes in digital music. The cable music channels, MTV and Fuse, offer some programs to cable operators as video-on-demand. Yahoo and America Online have very popular Internet radio services and also allow users to watch music videos and special performances on their computers. Meanwhile, AOL has taken its big library of performances and interviews and created a video-on-demand channel on its corporate cousin, Time Warner Cable.

Mr. Del Beccaro claims that Music Choice has more content and better technology than these better-known brands. And he argues that the Internet companies will ultimately be shut out by the cable and telephone companies, which provide broadband connections and can influence what their customers do online.

Both Yahoo and AOL are trying to become "the aggregators of content," Mr. Del Beccaro said. The question is whether they or the broadband providers will ultimately control consumer behavior. On this point, he said, "My bet is on Comcast."

