
Box 8- The development of colour television 

 

At the outset, the systems engineers concerned with this complex project were faced with a 
series of basic conditions and problems. They had to establish first that there was a need for 
colour television. Then it was necessary to determine that colour television was both 
technically possible and economically feasible. 

 

Subsequently, they had to consider the environment in which colour television would start, 
grow, and continue. This was a most important consideration since, for practical reasons, 
black-and-white television came first, creating a large and growing public investment in 
black-and-white television receivers. In this environment, the systems engineers concluded 
that the new colour system must be compatible with the existing black-and-white service. In 
other words, the colour system must be so designed that colour broadcasts could be 
received in monochrome on existing black-and-white receivers, while the new colour 
receivers could receive black-and-white as well as colour broadcasts. 

 

In retrospect, the choice of a compatible system seems utterly logical, but it was not so in 
the earlier development period. In fact, an incompatible system urged by some in the 
industry was approved as standard by the government regulatory body. This move later had 
to be undone before further progress could be made towards establishment of a practical 
colour television service. 

 

Another broad problem for the systems engineering team was the definition of technical 
specifications. Involved in this question were such considerations as balancing the 
requirements of human vision for picture detail and colour characteristics against the 
potentials of apparatus performance and the availability of channel space for broadcasting 
stations. 

 

In the latter case, early analysis indicated a need for basic advances in technology and 
invention to fit picture information into a narrower frequency band than could be achieved 
by earlier straightforward communication techniques. It was evident, too, that new 
apparatus would have to be invented or developed – particularly the picture tube – for 
reproducing colour images. There was a clear need as well for broad experience in 
propagating the radio signals and transmitting colour programs. 

 

As the work moved beyond these initial determinations into the more practical stages, a 
host of more detailed problems had to be solved. These related to practical apparatus 
design, practical operation under broadcast service conditions, industry participation in 
determining the signal specifications for transmission, and approval of these specifications 
as standards by the Federal Communications Commission. 



Finally, there came the problems of establishing the colour television service, expanding 
studios, interconnecting networks, installing transmitters, and creating programme 
production groups. In the final stage, too, arose the matters of selling colour to television 
advertisers, marketing the new receivers, and measuring public reaction. 

 

Thus, from concept to fruition, the colour television system presents a ‘text-book’ example 
of the systems concept in action. All of these matters required full consideration by the 
systems engineering team, working toward the single defined objective. 
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