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How to Turn People on…

John Pink, Commercial Director at Red Bee Media, considers how to encourage viewers to watch TV on new platforms.
I recently was at a dinner party where I was asked the dreaded question, “So, what do you do?” I actually think there has never been a more exciting time to work in television, but trying to explain video on demand, IPTV and content for mobile to an industry-outsider is quite a challenge. After I finished my little spiel, the chap gave me a sort of stunned look and moved the conversation onto what a great Doctor Who David Tennant made.

This reaction to the new world of on demand television is not uncommon. While we in the industry have been talking about all the exciting new ways people will be able to watch video for years, it is still a relatively new concept to consumers. There is no doubt that they want to watch what they want, when they want to. However, to make this work we need to do more than make programmes available on new platforms. We need to develop intuitive, simple ways to help them find the programmes they are looking for and have the best viewing experience possible. 
When we were developing our ‘white-label’ search and navigation tool, ‘Sherpa’, we made sure that our media planning, technology and interactive design teams worked together right from the start of the process to make sure consumers’ needs and expectations were at the heart of the system. Sherpa is being used in a Netgem set-top box that will be released later this year as well as Windows XP Media Centre Edition PCs and select AMD LIVE!™ PCs powered by AMD64 technology. All these devices will use both the Sherpa technology and our simple user-interface. We are also in conversations with broadcasters about Sherpa being used on their websites, accessed by standard web browsers.
In our research phase for Sherpa we found that consumers wanted to find programmes using both structured and free form search functions and desired a ‘smart’ recommendation functionality that learned their behaviour. They also found online grocery shopping services that remembered information about them helpful and time-efficient. We tried to replicate all these functions that consumers were already familiar with and liked in Sherpa.
Even with a search and navigation tool, consumers can still be overwhelmed with what’s available.  We will have to find new ways to recommend programmes and provide opportunities for viewers to engage with programmes in different and new ways. That is, if we want people to watch more than Star Wars, Friends and Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy. 
We promote programmes and movies available on Teleport, Telewest’s video on demand service, through a barker channel that is made up of trailers. On average, programmes that are promoted in the barker see a significant audience increase. We have also recently been able to schedule these trailers more effectively through analysing data about who watches what when. For example, we can now track when movie viewing peaks, so we know when to promote movies on the barker. We can also track viewing patterns for ‘catch-up’ TV, so we know how long programmes should be made available. 
Knowing who’s watching what is not only useful to programme promoters; it also provides big opportunities for brands and advertisers. But advertisers have yet to really embrace new platforms. This is unfortunate given that Decipher, the audience research agency, has reported that most of the people they interview about video on demand would prefer to sit through ads and watch programmes for free. The conclusion is that video on new platforms will only really take off when advertisers start utilising them and consumers can try out the new services without having to pay.
There are some promising new initiatives around like the ad-funded mobile content trial that is being run by Rhythm NewMedia and supported by brands like Unilever, Coco-Cola and Land Rover. The trial lets 3G users on Vodafone and T-Mobile receive mobile content such as video news bulletins for free by watching a proceeding ad. 
Even if the results of the trial prove the case for advertising on mobile, advertisers will still need to learn how to create ads for new platforms. Brands involved with the trial are planning to create targeted ads using the operators’ user data. These ads will need to be fairly different to the 30 second spots aimed at 22 million plus audiences that agencies are used to creating. Similar to programming, commercials on new platforms will need to be targeted to more specific audiences. 
There are lots of opportunities to do this and new platforms like broadband offer the opportunity for advertisers to have more in depth conversations with consumers. The interactive TV commercial can be used as a model, but broadband will offer even more functionality for creative teams to play with than digital or cable ever could. 
We have created the first example of a broadband interactive TV ad (i-ad) for AMD to demo at IBC this year (it will be on the Red Bee Media stand in Hall 3). It is based on a Boots i-ad we created for the retailer’s 2005 Christmas campaign. Research conducted by Continental Research and funded by UK broadcasters found that three quarters of the people who pressed the red button and interacted with our campaign said they visited Boots to buy Christmas presents as a result. We are hoping that if our broadband commercial was used it would be even more effective. 

IPTV brings with it the possibility of new forms of interactive advertising with new functionality. How and when you interact will change with the ability to access ads from the broadcast stream, via VoD, via EPGs and via stored and recorded content. It will also be possible to either pause ads or pause programmes to interact with commercials. Broadband connections will have a huge impact on the speed of interaction and will allow rich media to be streamed at low cost creating a far more televisual experience than with the current limitations of satellite due to high bandwidth costs and slow connections.

There will be far more sophisticated tools for both tracking usage and also targeting consumers through permitted advertising models. This may take the form of banners, 30 second spots, streamed ads, sponsorships idents, branded content and advertiser funded programming.

There is no doubt that new platforms offer lots of opportunities for rights holders and platform owners to make more money out of content. But it’s too easy to forget that my friend from the dinner party is not alone in his confusion. If we are to push the uptake of new platforms into the mainstream, they need to become more user-friendly and advertisers need to incorporate them into their campaigns. There is clearly a need for creative teams with audience understanding to work more closely with technologists. There has never been a time when collaboration was more important. 
