


ONLINE TV

Internet video viewing soaring

With ubiquitous broadband and the increasing avail-
ability of appealing video programming, internet users
are rapidly becoming viewers. According to online
measurement company comScore, Americans clocked
up a total of 12 billion video views in May 2008, 1
billion up on April. UK views totalled 3.5 billion in
March. Yet there is still substantial scope for further
growth. Ofcom research found only 30% of UK adults
had watched any video online by May 2008.

Online TV studios launching

The substantial volume of video viewing explains
why American investors are backing new studios
(similar to what we would call indies) dedicated to
original web comedy and drama series. We found
30 such studios, mainly in Los Angeles, of which
eight have attracted a total of $50m funding. Many
have been started by or involve experienced writers,
actors and executives. The Hollywood writers’ strike
was also an impetus for writers to create original
Web shows, particularly through the Strike.tv site.

In addition to these studios, the majors have
their own online units, such as NBC Universal’s Digital
Studio, which is backing the sci-fi thriller Gemini
Division, starring Rosario Dawson (Sin City).

The start-up studios and digital units together
have hundreds of shows in production, across
all genres. And this only counts original online
programmes. There are also webisodes of hit TV
shows, such as The Office and Heroes, running
between broadcast seasons.

In the UK, web series are typically being made
by established indies, with less evidence so far of
dedicated online production companies starting up.

Many ways to make money

Our analysis of how web shows make money
revealed a wide range of funding and revenue
sources, which we broke down into three main

Working
the web

What are the opportunities in the online TV
market? Colin Donald and Ozlem Tungil, directors
of new media research and development
company Futurescape (www.futurescape.co.uk),
share their analysis from the company’s recent
report 2008: The Birth of Online TV, focusing on
scripted internet comedy and drama

categories: advertising and sponsorship; commis-
sions; and other revenue.

The advertising and sponsorship revenue
frequently follows the branded entertainment and
product placement models, because running televi-
sion-style commercials within online shows seems
to alienate internet users. From a writer’s viewpoint,
working on a web series may well involve taking on
board the sponsors’ requirements.

In addition to broadcaster commissions, there
are commissions from the new studios and social
networking sites, such as Bebo. Some broadcasters
pick up shows that premiered online for a television
version. Canadian sci-fi drama Sanctuary was bought
by SciFi Channel and is being substantially rewritten
for television.

The other revenue category is direct sales. Joss
Whedon, creator of cult fantasy series Buffy The
Vampire Slayer, self-funded an internet superhero

TOP TALENT AT US ONLINE TV STUDIOS

Strike.TV - www.strike.tvy

@ Established by writers during the strike

@ Participants include writers for Ghost
Whisperer, The Daily Show, Star Trek: Enterprise

and Die Hard

@ More than 40 shows in production by July
60Frames - www.60frames.com

@ South Park writers Erica Rivinoja and Elizabeth
Tippet contributing

@ Coen brothers (No Country for Old Men) also
producing for 60Frames

Yuguru - www.vuguru.com

@ Founded by ex-Disney CEO Michael Eisner in 2007

@ Current productions: indie band mockumentary
The All-For-Nots (fictional band actually

@ Incubated by United Talent Agency, with $3.5m
funding. Rolling out slate of 50 titles by end of
2008, with 23 online by July

22 UK Writer Autumn 2008

performs real gigs) and Foreign Body, prequel
to forthcoming Robin Cook medical thriller of
the same name, with location shooting in India






