Interview at (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) 12 April 2017
I = Interviewer
P = Participant
I: Let's start with an introduction about your role here at (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME). 

P: As (senior executive role) I oversee partnerships within the organisation. So, on behalf of all our clients we look at integrated media opportunities that are possible for our clients which go beyond just buying traditional spots and space. We work with all sorts of media owners from digital, TV, print, radio and look to find unique opportunities. My role in particular, I work with clients over the longer term to look at, sort of, initial business objectives and what the role of partnerships for them could play at quite an early stage. So, it becomes more of an organic process further down the line of briefing them and who you are working with.

I: Would you say a few words about your role at (organisation name) before joining (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME)?

P: Yes, I was (senior manager role) at (organisation name) before joining here. So, likewise I was responsible for sourcing sponsorships and partnerships for ITV, which I did there for about five years in various guises. So, yes, that would be from getting brands to sponsor the X Factor, say, through trying to do more collaborative partnership work as well. 

I: How would you broadly describe the strategy at (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME)?

P: While we like to think of ourselves as being what we, our strategy is being culturally connected as a media agency that's out sort of USP across the media agency industry. So, we place a lot of emphasis on sort of understanding the UK population and not trying to be too London centric in our mindset and really getting under the skin of what makes the nation tick and making sure our brands appreciate that too and, you know, sort of devising our marketing strategies in that way. That is what I would say is our major strategy.

I: How important would you say are collaborations, however you see collaborations and partnerships to this strategy?

P: I think they are really important for us as a business. I mean media agencies are incredibly, obviously, competitive. There's not a lot of differentiation in a way of what you are offering. So, collaborations and partnerships really do allow a point of difference across the market. So, you know, the more interesting ones that work the more it appeals to our clients the more they want to be doing that sort of collaborative work. And likewise, it draws other clients in to us and provides us with a point of difference. 

I:  Would you say that there are particular clients and I'm thinking broadly but also specifically broadcast media where collaboration and your ability to collaborate are seen as important.

P: Yes, definitely. We have some really great brands within our portfolio and, I think, especially with the bigger ones. You've got the likes of (organisation name), (organisation name), as well (unclear name) mentioned to you earlier. Coming up with really unique offerings and something that is going to keep their consumers in the market interested is really important. So, you just taking (organisation name) in isolation, right now their priority is now speaking to 16 to 34-year olds in a way that is relevant to them. How they do not have the legacy opportunity to do that on their own. Therefore they need to be working collaboratively with other partners that are fitting with that target audience in order to have the authenticity to do so. So, you know, it is really important that my role and the team's role is to facilitate those sort of relationships and make then happen. You know, for example, we all know that (organisation name)? are incredibly popular amongst that target audience at the moment, so let's facilitate the collaboration between (organisation name) and (organisation name). Across all those brands they want to be at the forefront of what is relevant and cool to their audience. How can we make that happen through collaboration? 

I: So what forms do those collaborations take?

P: So, I would say they do use generally paid for media options that is not going as far as mergers and strategic alliances in that sense. Some will look to partner for a longer term and take on more of a commitment, try and get some more duality out of it and payback both ways. But that usually just comes out of the demand of the offering platform. So, if you say to Snapchat that you have got a lot of people already knocking on your door. Another one I would say is Uber. Lots of brands want to work with Uber, it's a very interesting proposition and you've got a lot to offer. So, Uber do not let just anyone come and work with them. You need to be in a safe opportunity to offer something to their organisation too. There are instances where it does have to go beyond just a paid-for opportunity and provide something both ways.

I: And when you think about some of the media organisations and that is quite a broad term these days as well what's occurring in that area in terms of collaboration that you have seen?

P: I would say obviously, it's not from where you are looking at it, but I'm coming from this side now I obviously buy a lot of media from these organisations on behalf of our clients and they are all struggling with revenue. No one's reaching revenue targets in light of the market, they are all trying to find unique ways of gaining incremental money out of all the clients we have and across the board. So, collaboration is becoming really important to drive those incremental opportunities that go over and beyond the day-to-day.

I: What is that down to, that falling revenue? What are the key drivers for that?

P: So, all of them seem to be struggling, there's a sort of natural decrease in advertising spend at the moment anyway on the sort of periphery of the article 50 and Brexit coming. Marketers are already getting themselves prepared. So, they know in advance that their costs are going to be driven up. So, marketing costs are being culled slightly and everyone is being more conservative about where and how they spend. So, we are already seeing that from our clients. So, naturally, it starts to feed into the media organisations as well who know that it's going to be harder to secure the money and that they would have already got automatically. So, yes, it just kind of a natural consequence of what is going on in the market. I mean it's getting quite competitive all-round. I would say there is a lot of slinging dirt about each other at the moment. If you've seen the way in which ITV and well more ITV than Channel 4 are being quite vocal at the moment about the stance from (organisation name) about how they are not brand safe. They are brand safe. There's a lot of protectiveness about making sure their offering is the most valuable and important right now.

I: You mentioned a specific instance of Snapchat and (organisation name) say, a type of collaboration an area of collaboration at the moment. Is there a specific instance that you have seen in the media industry or that you have been involved at (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME)?

P: We did one with, I'm not best placed to talk about this one. I can see if I can send you a case study. I know quite a bit about it but I didn't run it. We did one with Channel 4 for Humans, the launch of TV series. We have done in twice now. This year we worked with (organisation name) as a collaboration. And to launch the new series of Humans coming to air. We created chatbots that existed on (organisation name) (service). So, these were automatically responding to queries about people buying the type of robots that are in the show. And it was all automated response. It was on the periphery of (organisation name) ’s new technology. So, they will be able to offer chatbots to businesses in the future to answer customers' service queries. But we accelerated that forward in order to use it as leverage for the marketing strategies of that programme, because there's sort of a natural fit. So, yes, that was a recent example. A year prior to that we for the original launch we worked collaboratively with (organisation name) to build an artificial shop down on Regent Street. And we used (organisation name) technology to create a robot to live on the front of the store and able to interact with people. A good one for our technology partners.

I: So that was, perhaps unfair to ask you for specifics, that was a three-way collaboration: Channel 4, (organisation name) and (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME), as the creative.

P: As part of my team we have (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) Creative, which is a subsidiary of (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME). Obviously, I'm part of the media partnerships team, but we also have teams that specialise in experiential, pop-up activation so they can do that too.

I: Can you say anything about the way partners are identified and the choices made?

P: I mean we always start with a classic briefing strategy. So, we have a briefing template and it is part of our planner's job to go an interrogate them about the ambition what the business challenge is. So, we use a lot of techniques to probe and identify what success looks like in their campaign. So, once that brief is in place in then comes down to our team to identify the right type of partner based on suitability. So, obviously with that example of Humans technology was a key part of it. So that was a massive consideration about finding the right partners. There were a few that had the capabilities and, at that time, the sort of idea of what could be done in that space. So, that is part of our responsibility to make sure that we are closely collaborating with the media owners to know exactly what they have got going on at that particular time in order to fuel those conversations. It's up to us to identify them.

I: How long do those collaborations last that you mentioned there?

P: I would say they are usually, given the complexity of them now, we generally work on projects for around six months to make them happen.

I Six months, do they have a live afterwards?

P: I wouldn't say so massively. It sort of exists for the time. You don't tend to tail them off. They figure at that point in time. It's all about being in the moment.

I: And when you think about your broader experience in the media industry and here in general, would you have seen examples of longer-term collaboration in that time? In any sense? Anything that had a longer life over time and to you looked like a collaborative arrangement between various organisations?

P: When I was at ITV I worked particularly with (organisation name). They came on board at the time to sponsor Coronation Street. And when we worked on selling that in that was something that they ended up pitching to ITV, because that was a very competitive environment to secure the opportunity to sponsor it. So, they focussed on their commitment to ITV and signed up for a three-year minimum term in order to secure the opportunity. So, there are examples of where I say where the right opportunity arises brands are willing to commit in the long term and spend that sort of money. And we are seeing that a lot with sponsorships with programmes. People want to secure them for two to three years and they want to be able to activate them through, what we call, through the line, so they want to able access all the show's assets and integrate where possible. So, we are talking product placement into the shows, talking about licencing to go into retail. Going into any opportunities that the organisation would offer.

I: And you think there sort of appears to be such a strong fit between what each organisation has to offer and what each organisation is seeking to achieve there, in those arrangements?

P: I think, sometimes the fit is really obvious. I think that is part of why (organisation name) had to pitch back to ITV because as a business you've got these strange Meerkats running about. Russian Meerkats and the classic British show.  Where is the relevance? How are we going to make this collaborative thing fit so it doesn't alienate, muck up, our massive audience, that love and cherish this show? So, I did think that all of the media organisations place a lot of emphasis on protecting their own IP and credentials too and we would have to do an element of that pitching to show that we are not about to tarnish in any way what they have already achieved. 

I: That is truly interesting because there we are talking about brand values, about what each organisation sees as important to their brand and you were talking about an evaluation around that.

P: I think that in a way that is the beauty of the separation of most organisation's editorial versus commercial, so, where there are these bigger opportunities to collaborate and then you have to get buy in from both parts of the business. So, editorial are very protective of everything they have achieved and don't always take commercial of their biggest responsibility. They are more interested in protecting what they have done. I've found that both working at ITV and here. It is really important to the organisations that we treat the opportunities with respect.

I: You mentioned IP there would you say a little more what you meant by IP there of either partner?

P: You take something like Coronation Street, that is the epitome of having a strong IP, something that has been going for 50 years and is well-loved. The initial team that worked on it lived within guidelines that is appropriate for Coronation Street and what was not on and that is what keep the consistency of the programme day-in day-out and what keeps the viewers coming back. So, they are very protective of who they will lend their IP to as well. For example, on Coronation Street, I worked with the executive producer of Coronation Street, to get him to agree to allow the Meerkats to film on the cobbles, which was, at the time hadn't been done. So, giving that IP over to the Meerkats to allow them to have that fun. The end goal is to demonstrate that there is a natural fit amongst the two. And the group produced the creative was really, really fun and fitted into the programme, which the audience loved. But, yes, it takes a lot of collaboration to get to that point of allowing one trusted party to hand over such valuable IP to the other trusted party. That's where you have to kind of create this conducive, I would say kind of trusting environment to allow that to happen. There are multiple pitching meetings where the creative teams come up and pitch their concept to the production team and of course, they were allowed to feedback honestly and fairly about what they saw from those meetings. So, you know, you got to and end place where both parties were happy with the results. And I'd say, that's probably about at least 50% of my time is spent doing work, facilitating those conversations and harvesting those environments. Sort of trust and open dialogue in order to set-up and optimise what we are getting out of the partnership. 

I: It sounds like the relationships between the parties involved were really important.

P: Definitely. You have to come into it with respect for what each other is offering and say the rules and regulations that sit with those parties. But, I think, we try and set up the big vision of what we are trying to achieve and when it gets difficult we refer back to the big vision and try and get both parties to go back to their original thought rather than falling out over a particular time.

I: What do you draw on to elaborate on that vision. What are the things that you go to, say, let see if we can clearly communicate this?

P: I think set it up at the beginning. There's a reason why, going back to Compare the Market, there's a reason why Compare the Market wants to get involved with Coronation Street. It's that sort of presence. And there a reason why ITV have allowed it to happen, which is granted a commercial factor first and foremost, but we agreed on a vision that the Meerkats wanted to bring fun to Coronation Street and we were going to twiddle with Coronation Street with Mikova where they were from. It was about bringing fun to Coronation Street viewers in a tone that was appropriate to what they were used to. Having that sort of vision and guiding point allows you to have the confidence to say well is that what we agreed in the first place, the communal platform we all got to. So, it’s like are we both sticking to it. Who's holding this up here in order of moving it forward? 

I: How did the relationship develop over the course of all that time you were putting into it?

P: Once you set up this environment of compromise and give and take from both parties and demonstrate from both parties an interest in wanting it to be a success and accommodating each others needs to get there. Once that environment is established, both parties would go the extra mile for each other. So, we did a kick-off up in Manchester for it. The Coronation Street crew when up thee to capture this whole video with all the cast welcoming the Meerkats to Coronation Street, which no-one asked them to. But because we got to this point of mutual respect and enjoyment about what they were creating, they just went off and did it on their own back. They wanted to celebrate what great work had happened. And I think that is what we find is the ideal to get to that point where both parties have so much respect and mutual admiration for each other. That is where you get the ultimate collaboration there.

I: Do what extent do you think that was a strategic fit between the partners involved, because to some extent you are the party brokering this? The example of Coronation Street is a good example of that. I was trying to broaden it out to strategic fit rather than the operational fit that you mentioned.

P: It's hard because a lot of the time you are working to or you come from a brief that has very functional aspects of OK we want to increase brand awareness and we are in a saturated market and we need stand-out. And we need frequency to drive that. So, the strategic fit can be OK Coronation Street has got a mass audience, it's on every night, going tick, tick, job done. That can be your strategic link in a way. But doing that doesn't lend itself to the full collaboration. Because you can then hit so many boxes; we appreciate it's good for a media buy, from that perspective it ticks your boxes. But at the end of the day we've got this trusted opportunity and brand to protect. Therefore, we are not going to allow you to waltz in and do whatever you want, because it does tick those strategic link boxes. I would say, in this industry we use the term strategic quite loosely. And there can be easy wins and yes that fits fine and you do have to go beyond that to do more. 

I: So, there may have been elements of collaboration that weren't enacted upon, full collaboration, what do you think were the reasons for that? I was thinking of full collaboration. There's an idea there of full collaboration. Are there other examples?

P: That one was an example of full collaboration. I think there are other examples where it has been more limited. Because the media organisation is more protective and won't allow that full disclosure to all of their assets and for a brand to take advantage of. That has been the example here. Some examples here, where you have to measure the access you'll get. If you take it with a brand like (organisation name), for example, we struggle to do work with, I don't want to say this, it is more work confidential, so I can't say it. With (organisation name), we struggle to get access to some media brands. There are some media organisations with some particular brands that in terms of their broader perceptions, for example, sometimes people have negative feelings towards (organisation name), justified or unjustified, and some of the media organisations won't allow their brands to be associated with that still. So, obviously hampers collaboration in that sense. And sometimes they will allow them but it's on a limited basis, so Ok you can do this with that brand but you can't do that. We won't allow you to take the brand and go and shout about it. 

I: How are the limitations captured. How do you control those limits?

P: Our jobs is to push as hard as possible to access as many as possible and secure as many opportunities as possible for our clients. And we will always push hard to maximise those. But we have to demonstrate what we can achieve but to be honest, there is no point thinking you can do something which you can't and then going into the partnership and we will manage whatever we have contracted to. There is always a formal agreement for these arrangements. They are all documented in formal agreements. They have become even more defined in the last few years as well. I think this is due to the pressures organisations are facing. All of these collaborations are clearly defined in contracts to and often in scopes of work agree which apply to the contact and agree exactly what's included, what are the responsibilities. That is becoming critical these days - it is all documented. It does help in way because you can go back and refer to those documents in order to see what was agreed.

What other forms are used, apart from contractual agreements?

P: We use scope of work documents. Basically, that either sit in a contract or outside it and these longer tail documents that detail every aspect of the partnership.

I: Step right back now, what is going on in the broader media industry, what is your perspective on collaboration on what is going on in the media industry. However, you define the media industry.

P: I think, older media has got to the point where it more open to considering collaborations and new opportunities. By older media I mean print, some extent TV etc, because the change. The print industry is a good example; the shape of the whole industry is massively in flux and they need to find new ways to capture and appeal to a younger audiences. So when I look at those industries, for example the magazine market is a really interesting one. You've got Time, Link and Hearst all looking to collaborate with a digital offering to extend what they are to people. Working with the likes of (organisation name) or (organisation name). Live, moving into new ways of celebrating and pushing out the content that they are creating and finding new interest. I think amongst that it is really high. I would say the sort monsters of the digital world people like (organisation name) and (organisation name). (organisation name)  is one that doesn't feel that they particularly need it at this moment in time. They have strong marketing across all of their touchpoints. Obviously, they do want to work with brands to have the ad spend coming in. But I don't see a lot of collaboration amongst other media organisations.

I: And within the sector. Within what we broadly define as broadcast TV, print radio, what is your perspective on the current state of play on collaboration and collaborative strategies?

P: It's really hard one. Print is really up for collaboration right now. TV to some extent, it's slow and incremental. I would say that they know what their offering is, which is still getting eyeballs in front of the TV and quality and quantity in services. I don't see them forming a huge amount of collaborative strategies with other media partners. Radio to some extent. They are interesting in being flexible and adaptable, involved in that they may buy out organisations to help fuel what they are. A company like Global has just bought a festival business to bring live experiences to people, going down that route to extend their offering. So, there is constant involvement amongst that but I wouldn't say any kind of rapid pace. I would say that print is the most interesting one to watch at this time for collaboration.

I: What role do you think the different brands, the brand values and branding of different organisations will play in that?

P: I think they need to stay terribly relevant to their audience. If you take someone like Time Link, who will have a collaboration with (organisation name) on what they are offering for their lifestyle magazines, like Home or something. I see a natural synergy there, where people use (organisation name) for design for lifestyle fittings; it makes sense for them to broaden out their offering by working collaboratively with them. Likewise, if they are making content now and they use (organisation name) to reach out and they can profile their target audience on that channel and keep it relevant to them. I do think that at the heart what they are doing is still very much brand-focussed and not building into their target market. It's using all of these other media outlets in a way that is appropriate to their brands.

I: ITV has been quite acquisitive of late, in the last few years. I guess you saw some of that. On the ITV studios side, on the production and distribution side.

P: I guess more on the production side. When (name) came in five years ago with the transformation, that was a key way of making business more robust to obviously protect the production side and obviously grow it. And once the old debt was cleared there was an opportunity to go out and start buying a lot more organisations to sort of enhance the offering. I think in a way that is a bit saturated now and they have got to a point where they have created this robust production suite and, at the moment, you know they are making some moves internationally but at that time they wanted to make ITV's revenue stream more robust and less dependent on advertising markets. I'm not questioning that. It was fantastic, it made it more robust. At the time, I think everyone thought it was the holy grail and you had Sky considering it too. It works for ITV and what they are offering. I don’t think it works for every other partner. If you look at Channel 4, they don't rely on that type of structure either. It's not part of their remit. It's not one size fits all approach. It was right for ITV but...

I: At the time, did you see it as an aspect of collaboration, some element of working together with other organisations?

P: At the time it felt very much like buying out the original production house and see if it retained some aspect of individuality there. Because that is what you It's very hard because being bought up by ITV Studio and being re-branded. You would lose the aspects of all those independence.  At some point a financer is going to say where our cost savings is to find some efficiencies from having a suite of 12 independents running under that portfolio. I think it felt like at times, they were being bought for the programmes they have rather than the future potential. So, I don’t know what the next link is. It's more about what they were being in for. I was one step removed in commercial but I wouldn’t say that it felt so much like coverage and natural to buy-out.

I: So what would look like examples of the collaboration that has the elements you’ve just described?

P: Trying to think of one. One example, is collaboration right now is (organisation name) looking at creating more long-format content and competing with the likes of the TV market. And they have no particular credentials in that space, per se. They are looking at other media organisations to come and provide that expertise and fuel them with that content to make it credible to their audience too. I think for example, of a particular magazine brand who were invited in to bring their editorial experience to shape some of the content. I think that is a really exciting and interesting area which is going to be explored going forward. Everyone thinks they are the kingpin of content at the moment, so, new collaborations in that sense will bring some editorial integrity to this content.  It's a really exciting space for where it's going and what collaboration will really look like. (organisation name) is looking at how it could make more live content. That will be a key pillar going forward.

I: When you apply some of those criteria that you talked about earlier on; fit, trust and relationships.  Have those sort of elements been apparent in the development of the relationship with (organisation name) and this unnamed brand?

P: Yes, (organisation name) has a huge audience of people still engaged with this platform, despite going maybe a little longer than that even. There are very precious about not doing anything which is detrimental to their brand. they want to go into content. They know they have no credibility to do so. That is why they need to find the right sort of partners to give that credibility. And it is a very sort of this won’t happen overnight and it takes time to find the right sort of partners and build those collaboration to make quality content happen.

I: Thank you for that forward look. Any other comments?

P: No.

I: Thank you, I'll stop the tape at this point.
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