Interview at 	(BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME), 30th March 2017

I = Interviewer
P = Participant
I: Please start with a quick definition or description of your role.

P: So, (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) is a non-profit network in the US. It's their equivalent to the BBC and they have a channel in the UK, which is a commercial stand-alone channel and I'm the (senior executive role). So, I have a small team of four people and I'm responsible for everything from getting the channel on air to the commercial side, programming, marketing, the whole thing really.

I: OK so let's talk about the strategy of (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) in the UK and if you want to extend that to the wider strategy of (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) in America that's fine too. What do you broadly say is the business strategy of (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) in the UK?

P: I would say... it's hard for me to be precise about it, because as my role is... the way I see my role is about making the channel a success in the UK. So, I can't necessarily talk to what (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME)'s intentions were when setting up the channel. But basically, it was originally they were approached by a Canadian investor who wanted to see the channel launched in the UK and was willing to put money into it. From (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME)' point of view it was twofold, really, the motivation; one was kind of a cultural thing, which was really about giving a different view of America, I suppose, and a kind of a cultural exchange between Britain and America in the way that (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) imports a lot of British drama and a lot of British content on US television via (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME). But actually and what is special about (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) is that it is a very thoughtful, factual programming that is not really, probably, known in the UK. So, for people from (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME), as a sort of non-profit organisation, it was that kind of cultural mission, I suppose. But commercially speaking the shareholding is between, a joint venture between the Canadian entrepreneur, for whom this is a social investment and (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) Distribution, which is the commercial arm of (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) and for them I suppose it was a low-risk way of trying channel distribution as a way of making money, I suppose, from (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) content. As their remit is to really take (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) content that they have rights to and to make as much money as they can from other sources that then feed back into the non-profit part of the business. So, not making money for its own sake but to feed back into (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) and to into the stations that are charities effectively. And so, their principle revenues are home video sales in the US, series like Downton Abbey do very good business. Sales to platforms like Amazon Prime, Netflix.  US is really where the money is, I suppose. Internationally, they sell programmes round the world, to different broadcasters and having channels, like Discovery have channels. It's just another way of monetising content really. So, (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) in the UK is an opportunity to test whether having a channel route to market is a way of making more money from your content. Because they can only sell a small proportion of their catalogue to broadcasters whereas on the channel you can have hundreds of hours you can use more of the content. So, that’s me talking around what I think their strategy is. My strategy is about financial sustainability and about survival and about not being a burden on the non-profit network, in a way being self-sustaining.  My goal is primarily financial. But obviously feeding into that it's really about scale. It’s getting enough viewers, because most of our revenue is advertising so the more people who watch the channel the more advertising money we get and the easier it is to cover our costs. So, that's been a very single-minded focus really since the start.

I: So, that's whilst maintaining the mission and vision of (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME). 

P: Yes, obviously, because you can grow your channel in different ways and it has to be done in a way that's coherent and reflects the (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) brand. And in order to get the scale you have to build a reputation and you have to please viewers and keep them interested. So, that's about programming, whether it is (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) programming or programming we buy from elsewhere and focussing on the right genres and getting a reputation for being good at those genres and getting publicity, getting written about and building a fan base, I suppose.

I: It's interesting you mention (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) as a brand. Just what are the characteristics and key aspects that you attribute to (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME)?

P: It's interesting actually, because when I first went to apply for the job what I think was appealing to them about me was that I had a feel for the brand and I had actually bought some of their programming for my old channel, Yesterday in UKTV, a Ken Burns series called the Wall. I was just struck about how it was very thoughtful and great story-telling, really meticulously researched, accurate. I thought this would really chime well with an audience which enjoyed BBC, British, factual viewing in a way. And so, what would I say are (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME)' characteristics? It's balanced, it's measured, it's meticulous and it has strong story-telling qualities.

I: Would you say that those are the values are a reflection of the (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) brand in America and come straight over to the UK?

P: It's an extraction of what the (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) is in America. You know, the (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) brand in America is much bigger. It really requires explanation here because people are not really aware of it. But in the US, they go 'Oh my God, (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME)', because they have a big bank of memories, they grow up with it.  In America (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) is much more about kid's programmes. Kids are brought up with Sesame Street as a programme, huge amount of programming: news, nightly news, the British dramas. So, there's a lot of associations with (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) in the US that wouldn't apply to (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) here, because we really about history, current affairs, and science. It's hard core factual in a way. We've tried, we either don't have access to the other stuff, or we've tried it and it hasn't worked. I think if you are in the UK and a digital channel you need to be more of a precise brand. Whereas, in the US, (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) is a bigger broadcaster that covers a range of genres and so the brand is more defined in the UK.

I: Has does the (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) brand play out in strategy that you mentioned earlier in terms of sustainability and survival?

P: I think it's about I think it's about finding your place in the ecosystem. How you get to an audience and hold on to it and grow it? It's about finding a place, about finding a certain kind of viewer and finding a mix of programming that stands out amongst the competition, that you build a reputation for over time and, I think, the secret is.. what you want to be...virtually everybody when they switch on their telly, goes to see what is on the big channels and if they are dissatisfied with that then they will go somewhere else and you want to be one of those other places when they can't find what they want on the big channels. You might be a sports fan, or you might be into fishing, whatever and so it's about kind of being a second favourite for certain people. And so, you know, what we have done, I suppose, is find... we've tried a range of content in the first couple of years. A lot we knew wouldn't work we tried it anyway and you just constantly see what works and what doesn't work and you do more of what does and less of the other. So, in terms of what we look out for and in terms of what (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) is producing we look out for the stuff that is similar to what has already worked and when acquiring content from other third parties. I'm looking for stuff that complements that fits within the themes. Or is small step away from what was already worked.

I: Quite close to the brand that you have got?

P: An example would be, there's a channel in the US called the (organisation name), which is (organisation name) which has all the museums in (place). They have a channel and they produce programming and that works really well on our channel, because it is coming from a similar place. It's factual; it's kind of telling stories about history, or it’s about the development of fighter jets or something, probably a little bit more commercial than what (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) is. It's come from a similar place, so it's a good fit with our brand and so it almost... the (organisation name) brand doesn't appear in the UK, we have just kind of borrowed their product in a way to build our brand.

I: You acquire, you purchase it?

P: Exactly

I: So, you mentioned a partner there, which leads to the next question which is about collaboration. How important to collaboration, defined quite broadly as cooperation or working together in an informal or highly formal type of alliance, to your strategy?

P: You are saying, not platforms or suppliers?

I: Whatever you think of as collaboration is more important.

P: Collaboration is difficult I think. Because it always comes down to what's the commercial imperative, I suppose. An example is, we had a conversation with (organisation name) about a new channel. We were buying (organisation name) channel content from a distributor and the distributor kept saying to me it would be great if we could get a branded block on your channel, like a (organisation name) branded block. So, what I politely said was what's in it for us. I can see what's in it for them if they have got a block on our channel which has got their brand on. But if I can just buy this content and put it out when I want under our channel, why would I want to restrict myself, I suppose. So, I thought maybe I should meet them and see what they are up to what is their thinking. So, I did meet them and said look… so I was thinking what could be value for use. Because the value for us...there needs to be a value somehow. The value that we saw was that potentially they could rent some space on the channel. So, they could have a certain part of the schedule. So, you have this part of the schedule. You call it (organisation name) zone or whatever and you pay us an amount of money for that and you take the advertising revenue that comes from part of the schedule. I guess that is a commercial arrangement rather than a collaboration, but it’s kind of a collaboration. Or the other route, pretty. maybe close to collaboration was that you know you are setting up a new channel, because they were looking at a channel in the UK. Or, if I knew what I knew... five years ago if I knew what I know now I probably would have saved a million pounds in unnecessary costs. We can offer our expertise to you to help you launch the channel in a cost-effective way. but we would obviously charge for our time because that is reducing my costs. Again, it's kind of collaboration, it comes down to an assessment of the benefits. So, I suppose collaboration...

I: What was the mutual interest you were seeking in the collaboration to give it that title? It wasn't clear to you, what you would?

P: Yes, I was being kind of helpful. I did give them a lot of tips about... you know if you talk to this...if you look to...if you are thinking about ad sales, you need to talk to these people, you know. If you want to get to the Sky platforms this is how much they charge and they do this sort of thing, they don't do that sort of thing. So, I was giving them a lot of free advice. At which point my boss said you did realise they are competitors. I wish ... I wanted to keep it open in case there was an opportunity to gain some commercial benefit, I suppose. that's all gone quiet now. So, I don't know what is happening with that now.

I: At the time, did you have any sort of arrangement in mind Anything that you thought might work? A form of collaboration?

P: Yes, I thought that it could be that we just charge the same rate...I've got a fantastic (role) for example who would get their content to the right people on the right CB desks because they know them all. Or we would just say OK they’ll spend a day a week doing that and that's charged as "x". Not something that any other broadcaster would think of doing, because most broadcasters are kind of set up in competition to each other. For us, given our overriding strategy of survival, it's kind of if you can find ways of smartening up, you know cost-sharing and actually there was one more example. There was a ...what happens is... collaboration to me is conversations that are not commercial at the outset or that have some above and beyond what you are strictly contracted to get. It's that extra information or insight that you can trade. It starts in a …

I: An informal or loose way?

P: Yes, it might be for example we have a research company that provide us with the overnights, which are the ratings for the previous day. So, that's an automated email that comes from them band, bang, bang. So, we pay whatever and that is an automated process. So then I might need...I had lunch with the (person) who runs it, who was telling about some changes in his business, and I was asking how is it going generally and I get very useful contacts to do some really interesting work and (person) works for a research company and so, I'll introduce you to them. Maybe they might be able to use it and then in return they sent me an email I’ve got this clever way in which you might be able to pre-view your impacts to do the way BARB measure audience. It's a technical thing, which again is not something that’s in the contract. It's an exchange of information. You help me and I'll help you. So that's an example of the way you have contractual relationships with people that are just contractual and then in but there are some relationships where you go beyond and you exchanging things that are a bit more creative and entrepreneurial, I suppose. 

I: It's interesting that you cited a couple of examples against an initial comment that broadcasters see themselves competing against each other. To what extent you see collaboration as important to the strategy you've got?

P: I think that it's depends on I suppose what is collaboration? It's about those connections and exchanges of value above and beyond the strictly contractual arrangements, that's how I would see it. I always say that when I worked at (organisation name) I didn't do any of that, because you were 200 people, so, everything was covered, you were self-sufficient, you had no need or permission, really, to go out and start... Whereas when you are a small team of four, then ...another example would be we had a ...because you need to have those... you never know where your next deal is going to come from, I suppose. So, an example was we hired a commercial consultant to help with some of our platforms when the channel set up and then we kept them on retainer because he had good relationships with (organisation name) and they were already working with a big City law firm, who did some of our initial deals and the contracts. We stopped using them because they were quite expensive but then I would occasionally meet up with them and we would chew the fat and it came out in conversation that they were working part-time in a role for a broadcaster called (organisation name). And they were looking for, because basically, there the president in (country) who is looking to impose a sales tax on the big broadcasters, and they were looking to repatriate some of their channels. In Europe you can have your channels based anywhere because the rules are all the same. You can say I am a (organisation name), but I'm regulated under Ofcom and as long as Ofcom are happy with my output it can go anywhere in Europe and, so, we did a deal whereby they sub-let our office. So, we would receive all correspondence from Ofcom and invoices and stuff like that. So, we became a de facto HQ for this (organisation name) in the UK for a couple of their channels in return for a fee and that was something that came completely out of nothing, out of that collaborative conversation over lunch which was over and above what we had asked the guy to do, which was to look after the (organisation name) relationship. It was a 'oh hello, oh what are you up to' sort of thing and that gave us a significant amount of revenue. That's now come to an end but it's something we could not have done without that.
I: Thinking about your strategy of sustainability, survival, growth. Survival is always important. When you think about growth of the channel, does collaboration play a role in your view of that, getting that scale that you mentioned earlier?

P: I think collaboration is more of a mindset, I suppose. It overlaps with networking in a way. We are working in a fast-evolving industry where some things are under pressure and some things are...and opportunities popping up. So, classic collaboration would be what I might call contra activity in marketing where 'you give me some airtime and I'll give you some pages in my magazine' kind of thing and I suppose and when I worked at UKTV there was a big contra between Radio times and UKTV where they share. That kind of collaboration I suppose is not something necessarily I look for...

I: Something a bit more formal perhaps? An actual tie-up?

P: I think alliances are hard I suppose because most of the other channels are in big well-funded networks. Even though there are 700 channels, most of them are owned by a small number of big well-funded, aggressively competitive players. So, there is no opportunity for collaboration with Discovery, with A&E, with Sky channels. It's just pure, we don't really have any dealings with them. I suppose it's more where you are in a similar pool. I do have conversations with (organisation name) channel because they are similar to us: a stand-alone channel, very entrepreneurial and so actually they might ask me about my (organisation name) deal and in return I might ask them about what they are doing to get the channel into other countries. So, there is an exchange of information and no monies swaps hands. So, there is an exchange of information. they say we have a really good guy who is a technical wizard. We've hired that guy; he saved us hundreds of thousands of pounds. You know it's about introductions to people. Sharing information, sharing 'have you thought of this have you thought of that'?

I: Are there cases when it's more than that?

P: We've talked about ... At one point, for example, we were charged, BARB charges us for measuring the audience. There are flat fees that you pay for the channel to be measured and if you aren't measured you can't sell advertising because no-one knows how big you are. The charges are quite high for a small channel; for a big channel, it’s a very tiny amount; they are scaled up by how big you are, but for a small channel they are pretty high. They might be 3-4, 7% of turnover which is quite a lot. So, I did talk with people about maybe we should go to BARB as a block, or Ofcom and make a complaint and then I got quite a lukewarm response, so I haven't really followed it up. I suppose you could think of opportunities for us to do something like that together, but I don’t know how much appetite there is. It's much more likely to happen when 'oh I've got a question, or a need, or a problem'. 'Have you got any ideas and oh what’s working for you at the moment'? 'Oh that's interesting’ because we are all seeing similar challenges I suppose. For me it's more about the exchange of contacts, information and insights. 

I: When you were thinking of (organisation name), you mentioned there seemed to be a good fit. How important was the brand in that?

P: It's not so much brand, it's just type of...nature of business, you are a similar scale. You have similar issues. Bigger channels might have issues with, you know, contracting with talent We do not have those issues, because we do not make any programmes. So, I suppose if you are a small channel, you have similar challenges of trying to manage down your fixed costs, your distribution costs, trying to get marketing airtime. So, those are the key things. One area, thinking of collaboration, one area in the marketing area, there is more collaboration, more formalised collaboration in a way. So, we have a very tiny marketing budget. We rely a lot on publicity. In some ways, PR is a type of collaboration basically the journalist is looking for something interesting to write about and you have got something interesting he can write about. It's about connecting the two. We also do screenings at the US Embassy. The US Embassy have a mission to communicate positive sides of America. Get involved in the community, schools, whatever and we have programmes. We have a programme called the Choice, which was before the election, which was a two-hour programme looking at both candidates which charted their upbringings, their influences, and fantastic kind of in-depth programming not available on British television, apart from with us. So, we did a screening of that; we flew over the producer and we shared the cost of that in a formal way. A contract. We have an ongoing thing where (name) my marketing head will meet the cultural attaché at the Embassy and ask what have you got coming up? We've got a big series on Vietnam or and the Embassy will ask is that a bit uncomfortable for us. Some projects they love. We had a project called Black Panthers, about civil rights. So, it's about the cross-over between the two agendas. An ongoing three, six-monthly contact. We also have a similar relationship with the (organisation name). We do events there. There is a Foundation there funded by an American charity which is specifically looking at American books and the collection in the British Library and we do events with those. The producer would come over on big series. We might do a Q&A or a special evening there. It's nice for them, it gives them someone special to meet and for their audience. They sell tickets and we get a bit of publicity. So, those sorts of collaborations are something that Rebecca is always looking for. it costs us very little.

I: It sounds like brand-building and it has a good fit with your brand.

P: Marketing is more like classic collaboration, where you are sharing costs or where you are sharing one kind of value for another. As general manager, my collaboration is more about information exchange and sharing, insight, ideas contacts.

I: When you think 3 to 5 years out, where you are heading, you are not thinking of the more classical types of collaboration such as alliances, are these part of the key elements of the strategy?

P: It could be. I suppose it's about... if (organisation name) decided to launch in the UK and wanted to do it as a JV with us, it's something we would look at. I know that in the US, (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) sell their videos, home video DVD and when that kind of collaboration gets formalised (pause). I think that formal collaboration in terms of a JV is difficult I suppose because (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) is a complicated organisation, 300 member channels and then you have (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) the non-profit organisation here. You've got a commercial wing to it which is involved with a JV with its Canadian entrepreneur. And then the UK channel, if that tries to have a JV with say (organisation name), you've got a complicated situation, which is quite unwieldly. Whereas, at (organisation name) (organisation name) bought into that business and bought a 50% stake and that's an investment I suppose. A JV is a heavy-duty kind of collaboration which involves a lot of paperwork and risk. So for a small channel, risks...what is great about what I currently have is that I have two main shareholders and I have a weekly call and on that weekly call and they are very light touch and it works very well so they let us get on. having said that the challenge for small companies like mine you have high fixed costs and you have one channel. An example would be (name) in marketing would be working across four channels but their costs is just on one channel. the benefit of partnership is that you might be able to share and work across more than one channel.

I: Moving into the final phase of things, I just wanted to touch upon the values a bit in your organisation. What describes the organisational values of (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME)?

P: I think that its's not explicit. We've not had a values workshop. We've not been told by (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) that these are our values. Having said that programming all has very clear values. You can watch a (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) programme and say this is a (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) programme. And it's more so than any other channel I've, more so than the BBC I would say. (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME)' values are very public service, very dedicated to certain goals, that they measure on an ongoing basis. It might be about raising literacy, it might be creating awareness of political issues, understanding political issues, understanding technology. Those sort of very specific, social, goals that (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) has as an organisation. Some values I suppose are care, I suppose it's about impartiality and actually being dedicated telling all sides of the story and not spinning and being for one rather than the other. They have to because their funders are from both sides of the political spectrum. That is key to their survival. I suppose within the UK we have values that maybe are more special to us, as (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) UK. They are more about the people that work. It's about taking responsibility for things, showing leadership and making things happen. There's no one else to help you out it's about initiative, entrepreneurialism... are these values? It's about spotting opportunities and taking responsibility. It's about fixing things. It's about ... it's team work, close team work. It's quite egalitarian. There's very little hierarchy. We sit around one little table, four tables together in the one office. It's about getting stuff sorted quickly, cutting to the chase. I don't know if those sort of things are values. The sort of person that we need are those sort of people. We've hired one person who came from a company Tuped across to us. They are not quite the same. their role is kind of clerical. It doesn't matter too much; but I would say they are used to working in a bigger company. They do not quite fit those values, but it's kind of OK, because we are not relying on them too much. They just need to do their job basically. Whereas the other two I rely on to cover everything else really

I: You mentioned spotting opportunities, would you see yourself following any opportunity for (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) America. What was in your mind by opportunities?

P: There are definitely some opportunities that we come up with that potentially clashed with (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) values. An example would be teleshopping. Basically, in the UK all channels have teleshopping during the night. Viewers do not care; they don't know what they are watching; they will watch anyway. In (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME), it's quite a big deal as it is the grimy end of commercial television in a way. And so, we discussed it for a year, before we eventually made them comfortable to do it. Because in the UK, it's not seen as kind of tarnishing your brand, whereas in the US they were much more uncomfortable with it. And so we've said if you don't want to do it that's fine but it's potentially a revenue stream and we need the money.

I: Is there a collaboration here? Was there a company that you were thinking of working with?

P: Yes, there was and again it came through... I kept in touch with a colleague, who now runs the (organisation name) channel. We had lunch and we were comparing notes. We do this a lot - what's what - and he said you should do teleshopping. There's this company, I can give you the contact and introduce you.  That's great. He's trying to sell some programmes. I'll have a look at those. So again, it's kind of a form of collaboration. We get on. Then he put me in touch with the company and we contracted with them. That's an example.  

I: Do you think you shared values with that company at all?

P: No, I don't think so. Which companies do we share value with? I think often we share values certain distributors, because if they are distributors of certain kind of contents, that is quite similar to what we are. So, if they are documentary distributors, I think we do share values with them they have to work with producers who are making these documentaries and there's a certain approach. So, because the distributors are close. there are distributors or trash reality shows and we wouldn't buy that stuff. So, your kind of naturally find your distributor partners that sell that stuff and there are in your space.

I: And the partners that you mentioned earlier as well. the (organisation name), would they fall into a similar category. 

P: I would say so, but it's wise to ask the (organisation name). no, some partnerships you have are very functional where you are just doing a job for you and you pay us. And there are other ones where there is more of a value connection. I think it depends on, for (organisation name), if we are having their programmes on our channel it's very important that we are a good fit. If it's the Hungarian channels that is hiring our office, no-one knows about that and no-one needs to know. So it doesn't matter if our values are totally different. Maybe if there was reputational issue then they were crooks, then that would be.

I: What other comments would you want to add around this broad area?

P: I think where the collaboration is visible to the public, to your customers at it were, shared values is very important. If we had a branding block on our channel for example, (organisation name) as it were, that would be fine because it would fit within our viewers minds. OK that's cool that's another reason. It would be very easy to get that, to get the wrong partner in there. Where the collaboration is visible to the public; the marketing relationships between (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME) and the US Embassy, great; British Library and (BROADCASTER ORGANISATION NAME), great, and I don't know, Lakeland and ... you just got to choose your ... where partnerships are visible to the public. If they are pure business partnerships, I don't think it matters because as long as they are...you have just got to judge them as business partners, whether they are I guess instinctively, you work with people. I suppose in terms of supplier relationships I tend to find suppliers who have  similar standards and who are similar types of businesses, because when we contracted with very big corporate suppliers it's not right for us because we need to be more fleet of foot and we need to be more responsive and so what I tend to find in each area, whether it's book-keeping, editing programmes, it's finding companies who are a little bit like us and therefore are big enough to be solid and reliable but not flaky, not too small, not one-man bands and it's just finding the right... Is that values I don't know?

I: It's fit isn't it. Thank you, I'll stop the tape at this point.
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