Interview at (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) TV 26 September 2017
[bookmark: _Hlk67234619]I = Interviewer
P = Participant
I: Please, introduce yourself and say a few words about your role.
P: (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) has been going 20 years which is a long time in the TV world. The three of it set up. One of my partners left soon after, very amicably, they just had enough of TV. We are basically a broadly-based TV production company. We have offices in (multiple locations). The (location 1) one is obvious. The (location 2) one was set up for a specific project and it is very much based at targeting broadcaster funding out of (country). And the (location 3) one I set up in 2001 specifically to target the (country) market which we have done very successfully. In terms of the company, gosh, I can’t remember how many hours of TV - around a 100 plus hours programmes for a range of networks every year. We are a broad-based company, unusually, so our range of programmes goes all the way from kids’ programmes, Horrible Histories, scripted programmes through to kids’ entertainment and educational programmes. Lot of factual entertainment, some quiz, some games. But our core DNA is documentary which is really where we came from. We were all ex-BBC documentary makers. And our core shows have all been documentary programmes. We cover a wide range and we also dabble a little in drama as well. So, a real wide range of programmes.
I: So, you are truly an independent production company?
P: Not really no. We founded (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) as an Indy. Our timing was brilliant not that we knew it at the time. We founded just in time. We started just when the BBC was looking to work with independents, was being made to work with independents and just when terms of trade were coming in. The arrangement whereby Indys held on the IP, the underlying intellectual property of their work which was hugely important for us. We sold the company 12 years ago to (organisation name). We were one of the early companies in their stable funded by, Bridgepoint, private equity. What became a classic route, as later they were buying up production companies. We were one of the early ones, so we were one of the driving forces behind it. We sold to (organisation name) 12 years ago and (organisation name) went on to be one of the largest independent production group in the UK. It may or may not be, it could be us or it could be Endemol. We are one of the four or five really big groups. So we have been part of (organisation name) ever since then. That has upsides and downsides. The upside is that they gave us some money, which is nice. The downside is, the biggest downside, is having a boss, which 12 years on I am still not entirely used to. But the business model of (organisation name) is federal. They leave us to get on with or work. You can see we are our own office. We are not amalgamated with another office. They have never tried to go for synergies. Out back office is legal and business affairs. Our accounting is separate; our development is separate. So we have a huge amount of autonomy, which works. In fact, if we didn’t have that amount of autonomy we wouldn’t be. When (organisation name) and Bridegpoint sold at an enormous profit to Almera (?), a bigger private equity group, who had a very unhappy experience owning (organisation name) that coincided with the financial crash. And after 5 or 6 years of ownership they got out after making very little money indeed. They sold us to a JV of (organisation names). Ultimately (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) is owned by (organisation name), which is ultimately owned by (organisation names). So, we are under (country) ownership.
I: So, you are a subsidiary of (organisation name), which in turn is a subsidiary of (organisation names).  So that is going to raise some very interesting questions around business strategy, which is the next area really. Broadly how would you describe the, well you pick the area that you want to talk about, whether that is (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME)’s business strategy or another perspective?
P: Well. I’ll talk about (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) really. Our relationship with (organisation name) is really how we work within (organisation name) and how we make the group work for us. In some areas, the group can work for us. In terms of financing. We don’t have cash flow issues; that goes with being in a well-funded group and that isn’t visible. You don’t notice it. You would notice it if you didn’t have it. That benefits us. Very little else in (organisation name) benefits us to be honest. We are very autonomous. We get on with what we need to do. And there are occasional irritations about being part of a larger corporation. In terms of (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME), our strategy now as we have been going 20 years, we are very well established. Our key strategy aim now is creative renewal. We are established. We are respected. I think we are also slightly middle-aged. We are middle-aged. But as company we are middle-aged. There’s a lot of new companies which have arrived on the scene over the last few years. And that’s accelerating not decelerating. So, I think there’s a fundamental illogic to the TV independent production market at the moment. The barriers to entry are pretty low. A lot of people who have worked within broadcasters are leaving. The BBC is getting rid of a lot of people and reducing their own in-house production capacity or there are a lot of people working with Channel 4 and so on, who think the grass is greener on the other side and, frankly, it is, I think if you are competent and prepared to take the risks. So, our strategy at the moment is to look at what we are good at, preserve our core shows, which is hard to do because broadcasting changes, technologies change and key buyers change. So, if you have been around 20 years a lot of the people you grew up with are no longer there. And that shouldn’t take us by surprise, but it always does. It’s quite hard to plan for. So, we are going through a phase now of hiring a number of key people, senior creative staff, to come in. There’s some element of succession planning there, but, frankly we’re not concerned about that - we’re not going anywhere for a while. But the key thing is to rebuild strong contacts in areas where our contacts have got weaker. To hit upon genres which are most commercially valuable and again what I think has happened with us as a company, as I said earlier, our key business is documentary and factual. That’s great but it means we very often end up making one-offs and short-runs. Commercially, you want to make long running series with underlying IP which you can then sell around the world or make in America where we have a very strong base. So, our two key strategies now are to bring in senior staff, who can give us creative renewal and to make sure that the work we are doing is commercially valuable as well as creatively valuable.
I: And that’s driven, to what extent, by what is going on in the external market, as it were, the rise of new companies and so on
P: Yes, I think so. When we started in Tv production 20 years ago, there were not many independent production companies. There were lots but basically there were a few like us who were ambitious and actually knew what they were doing. There were lots of one-man bands who were going nowhere. That’s changed now. To now you have a lot of people coming in. There’s a lot of funding coming in, which there wasn’t when we started up. We didn’t need funding. We got growth very quickly. But now if you are a senior executive at Channel 4 and you want to set up a company, there’ll be private equity available, they’ll be angel backers, there’ll be existing groups. So, BBC Worldwide, Shine Endemol or (organisation name) for that matter are all looking to put money into new companies which makes it increasingly competitive and that’s a problem, I think, for our industry because whilst our industry consolidates into a number of aggregated groups like Endemol Shine, like (organisation name), like Warners, like Fremantle and so on. There were aggregators who are basically aggregating existing companies. So, whilst companies were aggregating into a small number of media groups, the number of producers, of actual production units, wasn’t increasing very far. That’s now changed because basically the aggregators have now aggregated everyone worth having. So, now they are… It’s much cheaper to say to someone, here £3 million to invest in your start-up than to go out and buy an existing company on a multiple of 8 or ten times. It’s obvious. So, the number of companies competing within our sector is growing rapidly right now. And that’s obviously an issue for us all. It makes it harder; the downward pressure on budgets is enormous, the downward pressure on ownership and rights is enormous. At the same time, the BBC which has always been the cornerstone of the British industry is going through a period of absolutely catastrophic financial pressure. And that has been acknowledged but I don’t think anyone has quite taken note of how much is been take off the table in terms in budget. It’s a huge budget. Channel 4, a traditional broadcaster is under pressure; ITV is under pressure; Channel 5 is doing very well. So, that’s a downward pressure on budgets and a downward pressure on buyers. People aren’t buying more programmes than they were five years ago, but there are a lot more people selling.
I: So in that environment, in that landscape, you have just described how important are collaborations to (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) TV. Collaboration here can be anything that you said earlier, anything that it means to you.
P: I think you have got to be very careful by what you mean by collaboration. So, one thing we are very good at (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME), always have been very good at, is co-production with international partners. So right now, we are co-producing with Chinese, French, German, Italian, American, Australian broadcasters who are all co-funding productions on shows that we are making. So there is that element of collaboration which is an economic collaboration and where that works is that we tend to be at the centre of that, whilst, let’s say, Smithsonian channel in America is co-funding a show with a Chinese broadcaster. Those two will never meet, ever really. They might meet they may never meet, but we pull together that collaboration. That’s a creative and financial collaboration and we’re in the centre of that, pulling in the funding from everyone, so that there is enough money to make the show. And then controlling the content and obviously giving people slightly different versions. That has always been there. We are good at that and done that for a long time. The upside is we bring in funding from all over the world; the downside is that you bring in funding from all over the world, because that is time consuming and you get to a point where the sheer complexity and difficulty of bringing together different broadcasters makes some projects commercially, and you know, to greater or lesser extent called into question. Not always but we would much rather not have to collaborate on some projects. We would much rather someone says, here’s the budget, go and make it. Of course, we would. But we do collaborate like that. I think we have collaborated increasingly with talent agencies; you know on scripted you need to collaborate with those guys.  We collaborate, we co-produce with other companies. I think what often happens is access to markets for a pure start-up company can be difficult. Sometimes, people bring us an idea for a project or a broadcaster will say, we’ve got one happening right now, someone they know well who has got a little one-man band, two-man band, a little company. They say you know we like that project, we don’t think you have the capacity to deliver that project, go talk to (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME), who’ll help you make it. And then a deal can be struck. And that’s known as a warehouse deal - I don’t know why it’s called a warehouse deal - it’s a ridiculous expression.
I: What sort of form does that warehouse deal take, contractually or otherwise?
P: Contractually, you came to me with a project. What I would say is, OK that is a good idea. We’re interested in that idea. Do you have broadcaster interest? If you say you have broadcaster interest. OK fine, we’ll go with you to the broadcaster, we’ll make that show together. You will have a production role on the show as appropriate. So, I’ll give a budget line to you there and you will make it inside our premises probably, so we’re getting overhead costs and we’ll split the production fee. Most productions are still done on a production fee basis, which is budget plus 8 or 10 percent, depending on the broadcaster and the budget. And so, we then split that. What the small company gets is that they get to make the show, get their names on the credits, they share credits with (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) and what we get is that we get to make the show and the recharges accrue to us as well.
I: So, what is the primary motivation for those type of warehouse deals?
P: A small company wouldn’t be trusted. Without the warehouse deal, the small company would very often not be trusted to make the show.
I: So that is their motivation, what is the motivation for (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME)?
P: The motivation for us is purely us is… our biggest discretionary cost is development. And most… a big development is spending a lot on development and if someone comes to us having done the leg work and got the show sold, or nearly sold, that is saving us an enormous amount of risk and direct cost. And so, you jump that and you get to production quicker and you are making the show and what you give away for that is probably half of the production fee and some of the budget. And a little bit of probably in in the arse of dealing with somebody else. The attraction for us is pretty clear. Some companies don’t do it, a lot of companies don’t do it. We always do it and most of the time it works very well. And again, we only do it with people we want to work with.
I: And to what extent is that a big part or a small part of your business?
P: It’s small part of our turnover in any given year. But it’s a… the key thing there goes back to development. We’re a in world with a lot of buyers, we’re a broadly-based company. So, we are constantly asking ourselves are we developing the right shows at the right level for the right broadcaster.  So, if you come to me with an idea that hasn’t got broadcaster interest, I’m probably not going to be very interested unless it’s a really great idea. Because if you have got broadcaster interest, even if it is a terrible idea I’m quite interested because it cuts out the development loop. And the development loop for us is increasingly difficult because it is increasingly expensive because broadcasters want things much more developed than they used to have and it’s increasingly slow. As the industry has frankly got rather bigger and possibly bureaucratic, but more managed from the top down, it gets much slower. It used to be that you would go in and pitch an idea. You might get a commission and you would go and make it. From an idea it is now a minimum of 12 months for most projects and you are carrying cost for most of that period and you are carrying risk. Because at any moment in that 12 months the show may get cancelled. And that is the toughest part, I think, of being an independent producer and that has changed over the last decade or so.
I: Sounds like the primary motivation is sharing the risk.
P: Yes, that’s never the way we would look at it, but yes, that’s exactly the way it is. It’s sharing of risk and sometimes it’s opening up a new market. So if someone comes in ? with new genres or a new buyer.
I: So that’s an area of collaboration. You mentioned other areas of collaboration such as co-production. What’s the typical life of a collaboration that you might be part of?
P: It varies. It’s usually project by project. Almost everything in television is project by project. It’s a slightly sort of atomised industry. Most of the people working on projects are on contracts. So, they are here for a short period of time. A lot of them stay with us for decades, but actually they are contracted on a project by project basis. So, most? But the way it really works is that you will build up a co-production, a collaboration, a relationship with somebody, but whilst it’s project by project, one project will lead to another until something goes wrong or someone leaves. And then it all changes again. Like the key buyer. So, we have been making shows for Nobris, the main American science show, for a decade. When the management of that changes, which being PBS it probably won’t - they stay the same forever - but when it changes, that collaboration may come to an end.
I: So that’s when a broadcaster changes?
P: No no, Nobris like Horizon is science strand on PBS, but it’s made by WGBH which is a contributing station to - it’s slightly complicated. But broadly yes, it would be like making Horizons for the BBC.
I: So, how do you identify suitable partners? I’m just thinking about the collaborations you have been involved in. So, what’s your approach to this?
P: Most of it is incremental. In the TV world, there are the big markets, there’s MIPCOM there’s Realscreen, occasions when you get to meet lots of people. My partner, Richard, does that a lot. I did that less. You meet people like that and you talk ideas and very often to use that awful word it’s totally iterative: let’s say you are Smithsonian, an American channel, you really like that programme idea about the Terracotta Army and that’s great because I’ve got this Chinese broadcaster and I’ll then go and talk to my contact in France and Germany and see if they will put any money into it. So, very often it’s as unscientific as that. What we’ve done and we have an informal co-producers club, which is the way we characterise it, where we’ve got several European broadcasters, a couple of American broadcasters, a couple of Chinese and we always go to them first and then we put those deals together in that way. And therefore, they know each other, they know us, they know the process works. And that’s the way that would work.
I: In that club are there other producers? Someone you might compete against?
P: No, because that’s our intention (to keep them out?). We’ll get a project, we’ll farm it pout, we’ll go to those people. And the broadcasters may or may not be competing to get the project - very often of course they’re not -  it’s very much a buyer’s market. But at the same time, conversations, let’s say, are happening in the TV market in Canada, there’ll be 10 companies waiting to come in. You are meeting those people every half hour on the half hour, so it’s a market - it’s very much a market. So, I’ll be saying, let’s say you’re Smithsonian, I’ll be trying to get a deal with ZPF, SPS in Australia and Chinese broadcaster. I’ll be putting a package together - that’s interesting, we’ll talk about. The next guy comes in and he’s trying to do something with some of same partners in a similar area. It’s totally competitive. The only time we try to co-produce with other companies, big companies, is in Canada, you have to, if you want to get Canadian tax credit money and so on. Things like that. And some Canadian companies aren’t really production companies at all - they are just means of getting tax credits. But that’s a long story.
I: Let’s move into the second area, which is a little bit about the guiding principles of (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) TV and to try a get a handle on what guides your strategy, the direction that you travel in? How do you decide and what are your guiding principles around that?
P: I would divide that into two separate areas. There’s key guiding principles, which is part of the corporate culture, the company culture. We’ve been around 20 years. The independent sector is full of horror stories, often quite successful companies to be honest All this management stuff about you’ve got to treat your staff well to be successful in our sector clearly is not entirely true. But we don’t see it that way. We work very hard on having a - you know, it’s a place of business, we’re here to make shows - a lot of our staff have been here a long time at junior and senior levels. So, we do that we look after our staff, we promote our staff well, we try and give people career. Now, I wouldn’t overemphasise that too much because most of our staff if you look out now are on 3, 6, 9, 12 month contracts. I think we are quite good at that. So, that’s that and that is sort of a key thing about (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) TV as a company and that’s what makes us a good company. And also I’ve been here 20 years and I still like coming to work, which is important, obviously it’s important. But in terms of our strategy, we started off (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) because we wanted to - we were all at the BBC, we were very successful at the BBC, but we didn’t like being told - we were working in the BBC documentaries department and I said I would like to make a Panorama we were told that you can’t. And (name), my partner, said they wanted to do a drama, they was told no you can’t do that you work in documentaries. So we thought well there’s a big world out there. It’s partly because we wanted to create and have commercial freedom but also it was opportunistic. We are creative people. So, one reason our company is so broadly based is that often we have gone and done shows we fancied doing. The reason we have got a big and successful kid’s department is that (name)’s boys loved Horrible Histories. They said, right let’s get the rights for those books and no-one had gone and done it. 
I: He saw the demand for those books?
P: He wanted to make those shows because he liked the books. We could dress that up as a commercial decision but it wasn’t. It was a creative decision, he wanted to … he saw a way of taking British Pythonesque humour and applying it to Horrible Histories. That’s what he wanted to do. One of the most successful programmes we’ve ever made. We’re on series 10 or something like that and it’s one that won every award, literally, very award it’s possible to win. My role at (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) is to try and impose a degree of strategy and commercial logic to the creative juices that are flowing. But if you looked at (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) you probably wouldn’t design it the way it is. What is the logic of having Horrible Histories…you can argue there is a logic of having Horrible Histories because we have repeat series for the History channel, so we have a history expertise. There are synergies in creative - incremental and we can create value in that. But to be completely honest that’s not what drove it. So, what we are doing at the moment is saying is we have done this for a long time, let’s try and be slightly less opportunistic without killing the fun. You have got to have that. You have got to make sure there is at least fun. But at the same time, let’s focus on what we really need to be doing, which is creating more shows of commercial value. Because if you don’t do that, on the one hand we can say what do you want to make, but you can’t because it’s funded by other people, but you can do that to some degree. But it becomes frankly commercially pretty unappealing and exhausting.
I: Because of the big risks taken each and every time? 
P: You’re taking big risks and a lot of the risks, whilst they pay off in their own terms, you’ve then got to re-invent the wheel. So, if you look at our slate at any one time there’s a lot of programmes in production, a lot of them are short runs or one-offs. And that is exhausting. It’s a bit like being a restaurant and saying we are going to change the menu every day. You don’t change the menu every day. You want a few key things on that menu that stay the same and are always on it.
I: Well restaurants get known for a certain type of cuisine. What would you say is (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) TV’s?
P: We are known for high quality blue chip factual - that’s what we are known for. That is the (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) brand and it’s actually a relatively small part of what we do. We make a lot more money out of doing crime shows in America than we do out of making history shows in the UK. But most people wouldn’t know that. We make a lot more money out of Home sunder the Hammer, a daily format show where we’ve done a 1,000 episodes than out of everything else put together. But we’re not known for that. What we’re known for is (name), shows about (country), shows about (country), history shows. That’s what we’re known as, which is quite interesting. It’s only a small part of what we do.
I: So, going forward, will that what you’re known for still guide the sort of thing that you do?
P: No. I think our strategy is to have our cakes and eat it. In that we want to carry on making those shows but it is a declining market. It’s what we call in TV the specialist factual market, which is science, engineering, history, those kind of things, which have a got a degree of specialist knowledge. That market is being squeezed and getting smaller and we’re suffering from that a lot. So, in the past, Victorian Farm - 12 hours; Edwardian Farm - 10 hours, those shows aren’t being commissioned. If they are it’s in much smaller volumes so that why we’re going back to what I was saying earlier: our strategy is to bring in some… strategy is probably too big a word… is to bring in senior staff, senior creatives from other companies, often broadcasters, who can open up new areas. We’ve got our fingers in lots of pies. So, we bring in (name) from a rival company. They are the person to do cooking and lifestyle shows, which are very popular. We’ve always made them, but we want to make a lot more. Plus if you get them right, and they are hard to get right, you can be sitting there with a franchise that runs for 10 years. So, that’s like where we’re going. We’ll carry on making the history, the posh stuff as we call it, which is what we are known for, but we are working very hard to pick up those new areas. It’s not that we haven’t been there, we’ve made a lot of cooking shows. But we’re not known for that. We are not the go-to company for that.
I: So, will that change the way that you portray the (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) brand going forward? Rebranding or anything like that?

P: Branding is a difficult thing in TV because the brand should be driven by the programmes you are making. The way we brand our stuff as a production company. We are looking to differentiate ourselves and differentiation is a key thing. So, some companies have come through in the last decade who have been very, very, good at that. Been much more niche than us. Again, branding for us is always an issue as we are so wide. If go to the kid’s sector, or to Kidscreen, the big conference, we are the people who make Horrible Histories and Officially Amazing and Corby Games - all these shows. We are big in kid’s shows. If you go the BBC, go to C4, who don’t have kid’ shows, they have never heard of you. Or at least they don’t associate the with us. So, I think what we are trying to do is to differentiate ourselves within those different sectors. So, working very hard with Lisa and her team to be the company you go to for food. You know which we haven’t been for a long time. And to that it’s a difficult thing because it’s clearly easier to differentiate in a crowded market if you are niche. Niche doesn’t mean small. You can be the company that make Bakeoff. Love Productions, the company that makes Bakeoff, bloody hell, that’s a nice niche. I wouldn’t mind that. So, that is our problem. Do we have some synergy with other brands but actually we are not doing that because a lot of other companies are doing that. If you look at the bit companies, Shine, Endemol those companies, they have lots of little brands. Most of which are failing. What we want to do is keep the core (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) brand identify which is quality, we’re nice people, we’re very professional, we don’t screw up very often. We’re a very high-quality company. But we want to be in more genre on a bigger scale. And if that means doing less of what we traditionally do fine.
I: So, you are looking to for other opportunities in other areas, in other genres but stay quite true to your core values?
P: That’s exactly what we are trying to achieve.
I: Moving on a little bit more then to collaborations within that strategy that you are pursuing. Are there any examples of collaborations associated with that strategy?
P: Well every programme we make, in that sense, is a collaboration. Right now we are pitching a whole load of new shows to UKTV. They are collaborations and sometimes they are just straightforward contractual. Sometimes you might bring a brand through them that sponsors the show. There’s those collaborations. What is interesting about television is that it has changed so much over the last 20 years but what we do has not changed at all. Which is I go to a broadcaster or a group of broadcasters with an idea for a TV show. There’s a negotiation about budget, about talent, about editorial content, about who owns the IP. I then make the show and give it to you and you then monetise that shows through advertising or through the licence fee of through whatever it is. And that has not changed. And that is extraordinary when you think about when we came into television, there was, you know, C5 had not been founded, I don’t think. There are now thousands of channels. There are now thousands of online channels, thousands of digital channels. The world has changed but actually as a production company we still make content and give it to somebody else who monetises it. And we don’t share in that value but equally we don’t share in their risks either.
I: Earlier in the conversation you mentioned talent and you collaborating with talent agencies. What is driving that particular collaboration?
P: On screen talent. Actually it goes back to what you…if you look at the value on TV programmes at the moment, on screen talent and drama actors have enormous value. We have got two or three people we are talking to now, who will have to remain nameless, who are quite major - these aren’t exciting people - but they are on telly a lot and several things are happening in that area.  Lot of them are realising that rather than just being a gun for hire and get paid a fee, they want to have a participation in the programme. A lot of them have set up their own production companies, which nearly always fail because they’re no good at running companies. But one thing is that the clever ones do is have their production company but it’s not a company at all, it’s just a vehicle for sharing in the production fees, and, possibly, the executive director fee and sharing the events. So that’s the way it works. So, presenter X has done, has been on let’s say the BBC for 10 years. He will do two series a year and off the back of one of those series, say, he will and he will have other things. He may run a restaurant for all I know. He will set up his own production company which is a shell company and we go and say, OK here’s the deal, you go and bring your company into our building and if you have got any working for you, they’ll develop a shared space. We’ll do the back end, we’ll do the legal all the business affairs, we’ll do all of that. We’ll cash flow it. And we’ll have a little development team that will work for you. Not full-time but they’ll be available to you, developing ideas for you and in return for that you will be exclusive for us or they may do other things, but largely exclusive for us. We’ll develop shows for you and pitch them to broadcasters. That’s the kind of collaboration we are pursuing at the moment and I think that’s going to be, not a game-changer, but quite a step change for us as a company in doing that. In the past we’ve worked with lots of great talent but then they always go. You know, we did a great series with (name) and then they go off and work with someone else. It isn’t the best way of them monetising their value, as it were. On the other hand, they have to be careful because television is littered with talent who tie themselves to one company and then can’t get a show away or tie themselves to one company and then find another company has got a show they really want to make. So, there is a give and take there. There has to be some flexibility. We are pursuing four of those deals right now. And then one of the barriers there is that broadcasters hate that. I mean they like it in theory because this talent whoever has been up and down, he has now got a stable home to work in. Nice. But actually, they would much rather play you off against other people and move things around. So, there’s resistance from the broadcaster. The talent has got to decide whether that collaboration gives them the security and flexibility they want, because there is obviously tension between them. We have to decide whether it is actually worth fronting up a talent.
I: So you talk a little bit about the fit between (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) and potential talent you want to work with in longer types of arrangements or agreements whatever you want to call that, and it’s talking about that fit. How does that fit get established?
P: The way that fit normally get established and we have lots of examples. (Name), we discovered them 10 years ago and since then we have done all their main TV shows - on an exclusive basis. The only talent we have as an exclusive. We worked with them, we have looked after them, has been very successful. We have been successful for them and vice versa. So that’s a very solid talent-production company relationship. So that works very, very well but there’s tension there because the BBC come along and say we would love you to present this new series. We think great, we’re making it and they say, no you’re not making it because someone else is making it. We have said to (name), you know you are on an exclusive with us. They say I know I’m on an exclusive, I know you pay me in advance but I really want to make this series. So, then what do you do? That’s the thing, you may have a long-term collaboration but it will only ever work if there is goodwill on both sides. So, with that one, we say go and make that show for them and much to our delight it’s been a disaster and they have hated working for them, which is great. They have come back; they never really went away. We waived our contract, the exclusivity for long enough to allow them to make the show with somebody else. But they were always our talent as it were.
I: So, there’s a strong relationship there that overcome a bump in the road.
P: A bump was for us but not for them. But luckily when they made the show they didn’t enjoy making it.  What was the question?
I: It was about fit.
P: There’s got to be a fit. So, I’ll sign up a couple of chefs which we’re doing for fit. We make cooking shows. We’ve got one of the top cooking producers in Britain working for us now. That’s a fit. Us signing a popstar would not be a fit. We don’t make shows about music. 
I: Coming towards the time as I’m conscious about time. Within that fit area what role do you see the values that the organisation has playing?
P: Interesting. It’s difficult because it’s very easy to say we are a nice company, we look after people and we believe in career development and so on. The proof of the pudding is whether it actually happens and I think that is where the fit has got to work. And remember we are dealing with on screen talent who one… it is really easy to forget to difficult it is to do that. It’s not difficult to be a TV presenter that but it’s difficult to do that for many years and remain a civilised, reasonable human being. You are under pressure, you are suddenly famous. In our area we are dealing with people who have often, like (name). A lot of our chefs have spent many years working in kitchens. They suddenly become famous. So, you are dealing with that. You are dealing with issues of fame, the grass is greener on the other side. They’ve got an agent who is always stirring them to do something else. So, the only way that is really going to work is if we actually, if we live the values we espouse. So if you are (name) and you come to (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) TV we have got to be nice but we’ve also got to be competent, you know, the car to take you to the airport has got to turn up. When you get to location the director has got to know what he or she is doing. You’ve got to be very professional to make that all work. And frankly in the past we’ve dropped the ball and many, many, years ago we were teamed up with (name) who we thought was hopeless, who was dumped on this project we were already making and our technical producer frankly did not treat them well. It was not cruel but did not treat them with the respect they deserved. They made one show, good, we’ve not worked with them since. They probably made about 100 hours of television shows since, which cost a lot. At the same time, we should have been more respectful of the pressure they were under, because they were actors. They were doing something they had not done before. I’ve done projects with (name). They are a wonderful but a difficult person and you have to work very hard to make sure that your core values which are being nurtured, being intelligent, being competent and also being firm. You’ve got to guide these people through stuff. (name) is a very, very competent, intelligent person but they are not an easy person. It’s only by doing those things and walking the walk not just saying we’re lovely without doing it. And that’s often quite hard to do on a budget and on a strange location. Then that works, then that fit works. It’ll last for a while but it won’t last forever.
I: that’s what (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) TV stands for - those value you’ve just mentioned.
P: of course. The downside in terms of our branding, our image, is those values if you are not careful slip into being dull, slip into being middle-aged, slip into being a nice pair of slippers. And I think that is true of us to some degree, I don’t think we’ve been as cutting edge and as exciting as some of our rivals and obviously we are working very hard to change that. That’s the tension for us. Those things are largely true, but the wider industry... Remember the people we were selling to five years ago have gone. The new people coming through may have worked here as juniors, or may not, don’t know me. I wasn’t a producer when they were producing. They weren’t even in television. For is it’s a process of creative renewal going in there and part of it, the key thing there is to keep what we are good at, what’s good about being here, but at the same time convince the buyers, the talent, the market generally and also the upcoming production talent that (PRODUCTION COMPANY NAME) has got the creative imagination.
My closing comment: this is really interesting. Most of what we do is talking about content, and programmes and personalities and very little of what we do in television, the TV content side, which is a big side of it, is talking about strategy, branding, differentiation, any of those things. It’s a remarkably unstrategic industry on the content side, because ultimately, we are opportunistic sellers. That’s what we are and I think it’s very interesting because when people come in and try and codify and bring in management structures that make sense, bring in the Boston Consulting Group how do you do this?, and it’s extraordinary how often it goes horribly wrong. Because if you forget the basic transactional nature of it: I think of a TV idea. I bring to you. You like it. You give me some money. I make it, you show it. That’s what it is and it’s really so interesting you are trying to professionalise it in a way and I can understand it if you are running a TV network; you’re running Discovery Television and that’s all about scheduling ratings and demographics, ad sales, all those things but making a really good show isn’t about that at all. Obviously, you’ve got to be thinking about your audience, about the slot, and so on, but actually it’s about something slightly different. That’s where our industry always struggles.
I: Fascinating. Thank you very much. I'll stop the tape at this point.
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