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About the research
Broadcast launched the Future of Content survey in partnership with Barclays on 13 September 2021, calling on its readers to share their 
views. The survey comprised 16 questions, including the biggest changes seen in the industry and how that has impacted business; how 
changes in consumer behaviour have influenced companies content strategies; and the effect of streaming and online platforms increasing 
their share of the market. The survey remained open for two weeks, closing on 27 September. A total of 74 completed surveys were 
collected, from production companies, public service broadcasters and “other”.



Success stories
Content producers are thriving as the landscape evolves

Key takeaways

Producers are adapting swiftly to thrive in a content-hungry sector transformed  
by the pandemic and the accelerated rise of streaming services.
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 Most production companies (62%)  
see the growth of subscription video-
on-demand services (SVoDs) and other 
online platforms as positive for  
their business

Even more (69%) are encouraged by the 
chances they perceive to create, own and 
sell their own content in the emerging 
media landscape

However, finance is a concern, with 
most businesses negatively affected by 
budget changes over the past five years

A growing number of content producers 
are breaking into the international 
market or combining local and overseas 
projects to secure revenue and balance 
the difficulty of retaining intellectual 
property (IP) rights

Content producers are justly proud of 
recent breakthroughs in diversity and 
inclusion in the industry, but acutely 
aware of the need to build on this

Many production companies are 
implementing net-zero strategies, 
though budget and time pressures are 
limiting faster progress to sustainability.

62%
of production companies 
see the growth of SVoDs as 
positive for their business
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While it has undeniably been a tough 18 
months for content production, our new 
research reveals a sector which is largely in 
good health. Galvanised by the opportunities 
offered through the unprecedented range  
of platforms, content producers are launching 
themselves into projects with a renewed 
creative zeal after the enforced lull of  
the pandemic.

For this snapshot, 74 industry professionals 
took part in our detailed survey. Just over half 
are leaders in production companies; the others 
are distributors, public service broadcasters, 
individual creatives and freelancers, and other key 
players. Together they paint a picture of a sector 
at a particularly thrilling and unpredictable point.

Streamers drive growth
The most disruptive factor in the mix is of 
course the rise of SVoD services such as 
Disney+, Apple, Amazon and Netflix. These are 
almost universally perceived as a positive force, 
generating new growth. The beneficiaries range 
much further than TV production businesses: 
the opportunities ripple across the industry, 
from new voices in writing to the podcasters 
creating companion formats for fans.

Cliffhanger moments
Another exciting episode is unfolding for the content industry

Executive summary

"The most disruptive factor in the 
mix is of course the rise of SVoD 
services such as Disney+, Apple, 
Amazon and Netflix."

Generation Z consumers, with their fluid tastes 
and creator mindsets, are also helping to drive 
change. With their appetite for new formats and 
previously unheard stories, they are influencing 
creative choices – and our survey indicates they 
are proving more open to engaging, longer-
form content than some had assumed.

These trends are accelerating changes in 
the make-up of the production industry. 
Consolidation is continuing, with more 
distributors acquiring producers. The financing 
of projects increasingly involves multiple 
partners. The hunger for content is stepping  
up the pace for all.
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Pressure points 
Linear TV broadcasters are inevitably feeling 
the squeeze. Public service broadcasters 
(PSBs) are continuing to achieve watercooler 
moments, but the common perception 
among our respondents is that they have yet 
to carve out their place in the new content 
landscape. The future of a whole ecosystem of 
indies depends on their ability to do so. PSBs 
themselves told us the increased competition 
is a welcome spur to raise their game. 

Fast growth brings its own challenges. 
Competition is exacerbating skills shortages.  
It is also pushing up wages. The need for Covid-
19-compliant production adds a further cost 
pressure. Finance is a big concern, with almost 
two-thirds of our respondents negatively 
affected by the budget trends of the past  
few years.

Creative strategies
In the face of this changing landscape, 
companies are finding creative and imaginative 
ways to thrive. In addition to repackaging 
existing content to appeal to an international 
market, having this global mindset from 
the outset when creating content enables 
producers to expand their sales internationally 
as well as in their home market.

This is helping today’s producers to be more 
creative in their strategies, and in their quest for 
fresh formats. Take Netflix’s series Bridgerton: 
producers reimagined the period drama format 
through casting and music, which in turn 
broadened its appeal to a wider market.  

Our research reveals an industry that  
is relishing the chance to be more creative.  
I hope it provides valuable insight on the new 
opportunities being seized by producers, and 
inspiration for those still adjusting to this fast-
changing ecosystem.

Executive summary

Lorraine Ruckstuhl
Head of Technology, 
Media and Telecoms, 
Barclays Mid Corporate

"For Netflix’s series Bridgerton, 
producers reimagined the period 
drama format through casting and 
music, which in turn broadened its 
appeal to a wider market."
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The pandemic’s acceleration of SVoD adoption 
will have a lasting effect on content. Our survey 
provides an insight into how the sector is 
responding by adapting what it makes and how 
it’s made.

The streaming surge
Viewing habits were already fragmenting 
before Covid-19 struck. By the third quarter 
of 2020, 60% of UK households were 
watching streaming services, up from 49% a 
year earlier.¹ While the huge surge in overall 
viewing time sparked by lockdown may never 
be repeated, SVoD has been the single most 
disruptive factor to hit the industry and is 
clearly here to stay.

The long-term effect is hard to predict. 
For now, SVoD – while destabilising for 
some players – is providing a wealth of new 
opportunities that production companies 
relish. More than six in 10 (62%) of those we 
surveyed have seen a positive impact on their 
businesses. 

Many of those we surveyed have shifted some 
or all of their sales efforts from terrestrial 
broadcasters towards SVoD. Alongside 
the increased opportunities generated by 
these content-hungry services, enthusiastic 
producers report lower barriers to entry and 
faster decision-making. 

Just over two in 10 (22%) see a negative 
impact from SVoD. Reasons included a 
perception of weaker terms and poorer viability 
of independent film-making as opposed to 
making content to order.

Some welcome the end of what they saw as 
a small elite of commissioners. “SVoDs don’t 
care about who you went to school with, they 
just want great content,” said one. However, 
not everyone is convinced that London-centric 
decision-making is over. “The SVoDs don’t 
engage with indies in the nations and regions,” 
according to one producer.

An age of opportunity
New viewing habits are transforming decision-making and production

Section 1

How has your business been affected by the growth of 
SVoDs and other online platforms?

"SVoDs have opened out the 
industry… and created many 
more opportunities."
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What’s in demand?
Viewers and broadcasters now demand 
high-quality content, produced at pace. Our 
respondents report a particular thirst for 
drama and scripted content. True crime series 
are in high demand too. “I have shifted to much 
more crime-based programmes. In fact, that is 
the one genre that is consistently in demand,” 
said one producer.

Some say the content they make is basically 
unchanged; only the packaging is different. 
Others report that they have tilted towards 
“glossier, broader content”. The effects of 
increased competition are not always seen as 
positive. “Shows need to be bigger and shoutier 
to cut through the noise and get noticed by 
viewers,” said one producer. SVoDs are also 
perceived by some as demanding big names 
for their projects, with the effect of eliminating 
smaller players. SVoDs’ extensive data on 
viewing habits is invaluable, but some fear that 
creative decisions are ruled by algorithms.

From Lupin to Bridgerton, drama series 
tailored for binge viewing are now in vogue. 
However, some indies are also supplying 
more niche content to SVoDs with long-tail 
viewing in mind. “There was a trend towards 
heavily-serialised binge-watching content, 
but this seems to be easing off now as SVoDs 
in particular learn the value of stand-alone 
episodes of narrative content for the casual 
dipper,” said one producer.

Section 1

The creative process
The pandemic freeze on production has been 
followed by a boom. Post-pandemic sets look 
very different, however. The adoption of virtual 
production technologies has accelerated, 
creating irreversible changes. While Covid-19 
persists, the requirement for safe processes 
extends production time and pushes up costs. 

One positive effect, as in other industries, is 
the realisation that remote working is viable. 
Several respondents have welcomed the 
freedom this offers in their working locations, 
though others worry about the longer-term 
impact for a creative process that depends 
on the spark of ideas. As one respondent 
remarked: “TV is a collaborative creative 
endeavour – not an individual sport – yet 
we’ve all been working from separate rooms 
for too long now.”

On the creative side, writers and directors 
have had to rethink their processes in light 
of new viewing habits. There’s no longer a 
requirement to write each episode to a set 
length, and ad-break cliffhangers may not 
be necessary. One writer says of streaming 
services: “They’ve made me think more about 
the construction of plots.” Another respondent 
notes that younger audiences in particular 
“need to have value episode to episode. 
They get tired of subplots that are clearly 
episode filler”. 

"I used to pitch smaller, 
British shows… now I feel 
the SVoDs want bigger, 
more expansive shows… 
the world is our oyster!"
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The financing of content projects has become 
tougher in recent years. Producers are finding 
inventive ways to get around this – from going 
global to going it alone.

Budget limitations
Financing is a difficult issue for the sector. 
A significant 62% of our respondents admit 
they have been negatively affected by budget 
changes in the past five years, while the 
remaining 38% say they have benefited.

Multiple factors are at play. A change in 
tax incentive rules had already reduced 
the availability of risk capital for TV and 
film companies through the Enterprise 
Investment Scheme and Seed Enterprise 
Investment Scheme (EIS/SEIS). More recently, 
production costs have soared, partly due 
to Covid-19 safety requirements and also 
because of increasing competition for skills 
and studio time. 

Positively 38%

Negatively 62%

Cash for content 
Opportunities are abundant, but funding is harder to find

Section 2

Project budgets have not risen to match; in 
fact, plummeting advertising revenue and the 
reduced funding available from broadcasters 
have contributed to tighter finances. And while 
some of the emerging online players wield big 
budgets to establish themselves as serious 
players, these are weighted towards prestige 
projects. Development funding is also in short 
supply, as producers are expected to deliver  
a fully packaged show before consideration.  
As one production company said: “SVoDs want 
to make their own rules, operate outside of the 
current reporting systems and pay less!”

The weight of smaller budgets and increased 
pressure for content falls heavily on the work-
life balance of production crews, according  
to some of our respondents. One said: “Many 
programmes are loss-leaders – they’re 
not financially viable unless cuts are made 
elsewhere. So, the impact is inevitably felt 
most acutely by the crew, as they’re expected 
to work for incredibly long hours and take on 
more responsibility.”

How has your business been affected by budget 
changes over the past five years?

"SVoDs want to make their 
own rules, operate outside 
of the current reporting 
systems and pay less!"
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Section 2

Financial trade-off
Businesses are pivoting quickly to survive  
and thrive in this new financial landscape.  
In many cases this means choosing between 
working with PSBs, which usually allow the 
production company to retain their IP for sale 
to other territories or supplying SVoD services 
and accepting bigger upfront budgets as a 
trade-off for global distribution rights. Some 
producers hedge their bets by combining  
both approaches.

One company believes “the landscape is 
beginning to resemble a time pre-terms 
of trade” as broadcasters take more global 
rights. It outlines the impact: “Distributors 
working with producers at much earlier stages 
to secure rights, moving quickly to get titles 
in production and financing through multiple 
partners, as opposed to waiting for a primary 
commission.”

Some see the new trend as favourable to 
smaller providers. According to one indie: 
“They [SVoDs and other online platforms] 
want cheaper content and we can supply that 
as we are a small outfit.” Another reports: “We 
decided to shoot a low-budget feature aimed 
directly at streamers.”

DIY content
One positive effect of the new landscape is 
the chance for producers to create, own and, 
in some cases, sell their own content. Almost 
seven in 10 of our respondents (69%) see this 
opportunity as beneficial to their business. 

Businesses in a position to self-fund creative 
ventures, or whose parent companies can 
support distribution, have an advantage here. 
For those creating on limited budgets, the 
barriers are higher. “Disseminating content at 
a loss or free is not sustainable – opportunities 
for fair pay and value are generally diminishing,” 
said one indie.

Many respondents agree that selling their 
content is the toughest part of the process. As 
one company said: “There is more opportunity, 
but it also means you have to do more to stand 
out and really think about how you market.”

"In a way, the conditions are almost 
perfect. There are many new stories to 
tell, many storytellers, lots of daring and 
lots of opportunity, but few funders now 
take the necessary risks."
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Section 2

Stay local or go global?
An increasing number of companies are 
taking advantage of the accessibility of online 
audiences to take their content beyond the UK. 

Several of our respondents see more 
opportunity, innovation and risk-taking 
in global markets. Some see hitting an 
international audience as the only way to cover 
production costs. The lure of big US returns 
is critical for one producer: “If it doesn’t sell 
in America, which should be 40% of return on 
budget, then it’s not worth making.” 

The success of local-language original content 
through streaming is another fascinating trend. 
Money Heist and Squid Game demonstrate that 
these shows can also become international 
hits. According to Lia Kazi, TMT Sector 
lead for Inbound International Corporates, 
Barclays: “This has been fuelling a global and 
more diverse growth expansion through the 
investment in local-language productions by 
US-headquartered streaming services.”

Global reach is not an ambition for all, however. 
A significant number of respondents see their 
remit as serving a domestic audience with 
distinctive content. As one company  
pointed out: “Even the global platforms  
are thinking locally.”

Others are blending local and global sales 
efforts. “Often the two are more linked than 
people might suppose; you often have to 
sell to your home market in order to sell a 
proposition internationally,” one producer said. 
Another pointed out: “Covid-19 has helped 
democratise the industry, with ideas, rather 
than geography, becoming the critical currency 
in conversations with commissioners on both 
sides of the Atlantic.”

"We have shifted to focusing on 
winning high-volume TV series  
on BBC and Channel 4, as they are  
the only domestic channels where  
we can hold on to our IP and sell it to 
other territories."
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Case study: Windfall Films

Digging deep to stretch budgets
The producer of The Mammoth Graveyard explains how it is dealing with budgetary pressures

Unearthing innovative solutions to create 
quality programmes on increasingly squeezed 
budgets is a critical challenge for production 
companies, but one that Windfall Films is 
tackling head on.

More with less
The company, owned by award-winning super 
indie Argonon, is approaching its upcoming 
BBC documentary The Mammoth Graveyard 
with a range of methods that reduces costs 
without lowering production quality.

“We’re having to be very clever about how we 
film our drama reconstructions and create 
our graphics,” says Jamie Lochhead, Creative 
Director at Windfall Films Scotland.

The film, in which Sir David Attenborough 
joins an archaeological dig uncovering Britain’s 
biggest mammoth discovery in almost 20 
years, is set to be broadcast on BBC One and 
iPlayer early in 2022.

The Mammoth Graveyard (c) Windfall films - Photographer Julian Schwanitz
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“We are planning shots carefully and making 
use of natural landscapes so we don’t need 
to create them in CGI [computer-generated 
imagery],” explains Lochhead. “I am lucky 
enough to be based in Scotland, where we 
have landscapes shaped by the Ice Age in the 
north of the country. Our graphics are almost 
entirely stylised in 2D, with just a few key 3D 
CGI shots where we need them most. We’re 
also working with a very stripped-back team,  
doing lots of self-shooting and limiting travel 
as much as possible.”

Global appeal
Lochhead acknowledges that the reduction  
in budgets in recent years has increased 
the need to make programmes that attract 
international audiences.

“Creating content with global appeal and 
partnering with multiple international 
broadcasters is in the DNA of Windfall,” says 
Lochhead. “Today, it has never been more 
important to look to multiple global partners 
to deliver blue-chip factual programming. 
We’re talking to a greater number of potential 
funding partners, and at earlier stages in the 
development process.”

Windfall is also endeavouring  to make budgets 
stretch further to ensure these smaller sums 
are not reflected on screen.

“As producers we strive to deliver the best 
possible quality programming and in practical 
terms, we try to do more with less,” he says. 
“Effectively, that means working with smaller 
teams and engaging in smarter filming.  
On projects involving CGI, such as The 
Mammoth Graveyard, we work closely with GFX 
[graphical effects] companies to ensure we 
get maximum impact from a small number of 
specially built resources.”

Productions across all genres are experiencing 
more challenging budgets, as they have not 
soared in line with production costs and 
loss of advertising revenue at commercial 
broadcasters has resulted in dwindling finance. 
But public service broadcasters are also feeling 
the financial pinch, which is being translated 
into lower funds for fresh content.

Feeling the squeeze?
When asked whether the budget for The 
Mammoth Graveyard is different from that 
which he would have expected five years ago, 
Lochhead says: “Whilst it would be unfair to 
speculate on how an individual broadcaster’s 
show budget may vary in producing the same 
show in different eras, it’s reasonable to state 
that in today’s public service broadcasting 
ecology, the budgetary pressures to deliver 
blue-chip specialist factual content have 
significantly increased.”

Looking ahead, there may be some bounce-
back for budgets on certain projects while 
others will see the need for production 
companies to continually adapt to this  
new normal.

“I think for key projects there will be good 
budgets on offer, but the number of those key 
projects in [the] specialist factual [genre] may 
well decrease,” adds Lochhead. “For premium 
documentaries, with high expectations and 
major talent, the budgets may well increase, 
but multiple-episode, high-volume series are 
probably going to feel the squeeze.”

“In today’s public service broadcasting 
ecology, the budgetary pressures to 
deliver blue-chip specialist factual 
content have significantly increased.”

Case study: Windfall Films
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Increasing demand for content leaves fewer 
skilled people to go round, in an industry already 
struggling to fill roles from cinematography to 
production management. One answer may lie in 
the self-taught habits of the next generation.

Skills shortage
With soaring demand for content comes 
fierce competition for talent. The demand for 
new writers, in particular, is currently offering 
opportunities to a range of new voices and has 
boosted the industry’s progress in diversity. In 
fact, demand is currently outstripping supply, 
with some producers reporting that drama 
development has been delayed by the difficulty 
in finding writers. 

On a wider level, more intense competition 
in the industry is only exacerbating the skills 
shortages that already existed. The experience 
of losing skilled crew in mid-production to 
higher-paid projects is increasingly common. 

The skills pipeline
Where will the industry’s future talent come from?

Section 3

Producers are also concerned about the 
pipeline for the next generation of creative and 
production talent.  Richard Robinson, Head of 
Education, Barclays, agrees: “The UK boasts 
some of the world’s great arts institutions, 
producing talent for the global creative 
industries sector.  But school participation in the 
arts has been in decline since 2010 and there 
are fears in the sector that recent cuts to top-
up funding will be further compounded when 
the government announces its long-awaited 
response to Philip Augar’s post-18 education 
and funding review.”

The pandemic aggravated these issues, 
with some parts of the workforce shifting to 
other industries during the shutdown, while 
employers inevitably found it hard to train and 
support new entrants during the same period. 
Companies working in animation, film and 
high-end TV have found it especially hard to 
recruit recently, according to the ScreenSkills 
assessment in June 2021.2
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New entry routes
One potential solution lies in the creative habits 
of the next generation. As many respondents 
pointed out, Gen Z see it as natural to be 
content creators as well as consumers. Many 
present their own content, in different forms, on 
platforms such as TikTok, Twitch and YouTube.

In the US, breakthrough social media stars have 
begun to claim mainstream TV slots. Schoolgirl 
TikTok sensation Charli D’Amelio fronts her own 
reality show on Hulu with her sister; another 
TikTok star, Addison Rae, took the lead in the 
Netflix movie He’s All That. Casey Neistat, the 
wildly popular YouTube star, now combines his 
vlogging activity with directing and starring in 
TV commercials.

The UK industry needs to find a way to attract 
and channel talent from these platforms, and to 
blend their enthusiasm with the more formal, 
traditional entry routes. As one producer 
observed: “YouTube demonstrates that the 
literacies of shooting and editing are not so 
hard to learn. The single point of failure of films 
that fail is the story. This opens up massive 
opportunities to pivot to story strategy.”

Section 3
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"There are fewer and fewer 
students studying drama 
at GCSE- and A-level, and 
significant cuts to arts 
courses at universities."
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The youngest content consumers are shaking 
up the industry with their viewing habits – 
but our survey suggests most producers are 
energised by the challenge of serving this 
demanding audience.

Tech comes good
Sometimes seen as a threat to long-form 
content and the traditional TV model, the 
major tech platforms are viewed in a more 
nuanced way by our respondents. Even if most 
producers have yet to make money through 
these channels, they are now widely seen as 
spaces to experiment and promote content.

One producer recalls their initial concern that 
“low-quality, unregulated, short-form content 
was catching the attention of the younger 
generations – was this what the future held  
for content?” However, the commissioning 
power and budgets of the major platforms  
has reassured this respondent that there  
is an upside.

Big Tech and Gen Z
Young audiences prove more disruptive than the tech giants

Section 4

YouTube and increasingly TikTok are seen as 
dominant forces, with Facebook’s influence 
in decline. Some respondents have launched 
their own YouTube channels, while others 
are still seeking a way to monetise these 
platforms, or use them primarily for marketing 
purposes. Protection of copyrighted material 
remains an issue. 

"If you are not on YouTube, you 
don’t exist to anyone under 30. 
Facebook is for middle-aged 
people these days."
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Section 4

A demanding audience
If Big Tech has receded as a threat to 
broadcasters, it is partly because its chief 
audience, the under-25s, are more expansive 
in their content consumption than some 
had assumed. Growing up with non-linear 
TV habits, members of Gen Z have certainly 
disrupted the media landscape, but they are 
also channel-agnostic, open to stories and 
formats well beyond TikTok clips. 

Ofcom data shows the 16-to-24 age group 
consuming more SVoD in 2020 – an average of 
85 minutes per day, overtaking YouTube’s 75 
minutes – while still spending 77 minutes on 
broadcast viewing.3 As one respondent noted: 
“They don’t behave how commissioners or 
programmers expect or want them to. [They 
are] equally at home on TikTok and YouTube or 
watching a long-form series or Marvel movie.” 

The youngest audiences are now generating 
big business too. London-based Moonbug, 
which owns three wildly popular children’s 
channels on YouTube, was recently sold 
for $3bn – just one example of producers’ 
successful use of the platform.

Several respondents credit Gen Z with pushing 
diversity in the industry, through their thirst 
for content that presents stories and subjects 
that were previously overlooked. Some have 
concerns about the effect of this generation’s 
habits on rewards and terms, and on the future 
of paid content. 

But the overwhelming majority of responses to 
our survey admire younger audiences’ curiosity 
and willingness to follow their own tastes. 
“They are the best thing that’s happened 
to the industry,” said one. “They are more 
demanding, and it means everyone has to up 
their game. This means we can make better, 
more thought-provoking work, and finally push 
some boundaries.”

"While Gen Z may make and 
watch YouTube at the moment, 
their tastes will change – it’s 
about being there to catch them 
when they make the jump."
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Section 5

Progress on sustainability and diversity is positive, but precarious

No one in the industry can be unaware of the 
pressure to achieve environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) standards. Productions 
are gradually becoming more sustainable 
and socially inclusive. Despite some decisive 
breakthroughs, however, the picture  
remains patchy.

An inclusive workforce?
In recent years diversity and inclusion have 
featured highly on the sector’s agenda. 
Responses to our survey hailed some big 
steps forward in this area, particularly in 
opportunities for people of colour. The results 
are now appearing on screen, from Michaela 
Coel’s I May Destroy You and Steve McQueen’s 
Small Axe series on the BBC, to Channel 4’s 
Black to Front initiative.

Several respondents welcomed the effect 
of the SVoD surge in providing the chance to 
tell a wider range of stories. “Rather than… a 
tendency to rely on a favoured A-list of (mostly 
white, middle-aged male) writers, we now  
have avenues opening up all the time, with the 
ability to hire newer, emerging writers,” one 
producer rejoiced.

The push for ESG

Producers recognise that more needs to 
be done, however. “BFI/BAFTA [British 
Film Institute/British Academy of Film and 
Television Arts] diversity standards need to be 
enforced to actively force through diversity,” 
one respondent urged.

The most recent data collected by the 
Diamond initiative underline this. For instance, 
off-screen contributions by black, Asian 
and minority ethnic [BAME] people dropped 
significantly in 2020, to 5.9%; disabled people 
made just 2.7% of off-screen contributions. 
Diamond also noted very low numbers of writer 
and director roles in these groups.4

Meanwhile, in its recent five-year review on 
diversity in UK broadcasting, Ofcom welcomes 
the trend towards better representation, but 
bemoans a “woeful lack of diversity” within 
senior positions.5
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Environmental efforts
Production companies are acutely aware of 
their environmental responsibilities. Many of 
those surveyed are working towards net-zero 
carbon. Some have engaged consultants to 
help them; many mentioned they are working 
with the well-regarded albert carbon calculator 
and production certification, established 
by BAFTA to help production companies 
understand their carbon footprint and help 
them make more sustainable productions.

There is a general perception that  
productions are becoming more sustainable, 
and recognition that the enforced remote 
working of the pandemic has aided this. 
Several respondents offered ideas, from 
vegan catering to banning the use of non-
rechargeable batteries. 

While some rail against the inevitable  
reporting requirements, many would 
welcome more stringent measures. 
“Minimum requirements need to be set for 
power consumption, hardware life, and staff 
movement,” suggested one producer.

It is also clear that sustainability efforts  
are constrained by production pressures. 
“Longer lead-up times to projects would  
allow production companies to plan to make 
projects more environmentally friendly, and 
allow time to recruit more diversely,” one  
company observed.

Section 5
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"There has to be a big shift 
on sustainability that moves 
beyond recycling paper cups 
– I think all companies should 
have an obligation to be 
carbon neutral, whatever 
way they achieve it."
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Section 5

Content that counts
Several of our respondents pointed to the 
paucity of content that tackles environmental 
issues. “We are in the privileged position of 
reaching millions of people through their TV 
screens, laptops and mobiles, and that bestows 
upon us responsibilities both on screen and 
behind the camera,” admitted one. Another 
complained that the industry was focused on 
box-ticking while failing to use its “massive 
lever” of “content watched by millions which 
informs and changes them”. 

The survey was completed shortly before 
the COP26 climate summit in Glasgow in 
November, which generated much content. 
One of the most high-profile examples was the 
TV soap ‘crossover week’, in which characters 
from one show appeared in another in climate-
related storylines. 

This initiative – the result of intense 
collaboration by the producers of Coronation 
Street, Emmerdale, EastEnders, Hollyoaks, 
Casualty, Holby City and Doctors – proved that 
it is possible to dramatise climate issues in 
creative ways. The test for the industry will be 
to make this an ongoing priority beyond set-
piece events.

Sky’s recent report, produced by the 
Behavioural Insights Team, reveals the extent 
of public appetite for action. Eight in 10 
consumers support the idea of broadcasters 
using their content to encourage viewers to 
adopt pro-environmental behaviours.6 Further 
momentum was provided by the climate 
content pledge signed during COP26 by 12 
broadcasters, including the PSBs, Discovery, 
Sky and UKTV.7
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"Environmentalists in drama 
[are] often portrayed as 
marginal and either tragic  
or comedic or dangerous  
– never normal."
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Case study: Silverback Films

Planet-sized responsibilities
Producer of The Earthshot Prize: Repairing Our Planet outlines the need for change

When making a high-profile documentary 
about the climate crisis, it is essential to place 
sustainability at the core of the production. 
This presented an inherent challenge for 
award-winning producer Keith Scholey  
and his team.

The Earthshot Prize: Repairing Our Planet, 
created by All3Media-owned Silverback 
Films for BBC One, centred on Prince 
William, the Duke of Cambridge’s, mission 
to find solutions to the world’s biggest 
environmental problems. 

 “If you want to tell stories about how to 
change the planet, you have to film around 
the world or you’re not fully representing the 
whole picture,” explains Scholey. “But this 
means you have to travel, creating a bigger 
carbon footprint. We, therefore, always 
carefully consider whether the end justifies 
the means.”

Greener production
This consideration also led to significant 
measures to achieve sustainability, made 
increasingly possible due to advances in 
production technology. Male, Capital of Maldives – Climate episode ©StudioSilverback/ Freddie Claire
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“We did an incredible amount of shooting with 
remote crews that lived in the countries we 
featured,” says Scholey. “We could get shots 
sent back to us from remote locations on the 
same day. That would have been unthinkable 
a decade ago and means you have to think 
pretty hard as to whether you need to get  
on a plane yourself.”

Advances in filming using drones and stabilised 
cameras mean that hiring fuel-burning 
helicopters is unnecessary. Technological 
advances are also translating into smaller, 
lighter equipment, which means less freight. 
The albert scheme, now in its 10th year, 
continues to enable the industry to make 
positive contributions to the environment 
while actively eliminating waste and carbon 
emissions from production.

Big data, big waste?
However, Scholey highlights there are further 
measures necessary. “People don’t often think 
of data as being bad for the environment, but 
the amount of energy used by the cloud – in 
terms of the amount of electricity just to 
keep all those servers going – is approaching 
aviation scale,” he says.

“We need to start thinking about the data. 
How much should we be shooting? How much 
should we be storing? What is the cost of that 
storage? Are there more energy efficient ways 
of storing data?”

Another major challenge concerning the 
environmental crisis is a “communication 
crisis,” according to Scholey. “If all content, 
from documentary to drama and feature films, 
combined to communicate about the biggest 
crisis humanity has ever faced then there 
wouldn’t be an argument, as people would 
realise we need to work together to fix this or 
else there is no future,” he says.

“But that means creatively making 
programmes that people really want to  
watch and engage with, while at the same  
time gaining the understanding.”

A collective responsibility
There is also an in-built challenge here as 
lower-budget productions will inherently 
prove more sustainable but might not reach  
a mass audience.

“In my experience, if you make high-quality 
productions, for which you need a lot more 
money, you break beyond preaching to the 
converted in terms of the environmental 
message, which is our mission,” says Scholey. 
“But productions with bigger budgets tend to 
have a bigger impact on the planet. It comes 
back to the question: does the end justify  
the means?”

With UK broadcasters calling for “collective 
responsibility” over environmental change 
at the recent COP26 climate conference, 
audiences should expect to see more content 
about this crucial issue.

“The trajectory of commissions is showing 
there will be a lot more content produced 
about the environment,” concludes Scholey. 
“But if companies make downbeat, boring 
shows about the crisis, people won’t watch 
them so the creative challenge will be to 
produce engaging content on this topic that 
will attract those bigger audiences.”

Case study: Silverback Films

“The amount of energy used by the 
cloud – in terms of the amount of 
electricity just to keep all those servers 
going – is approaching aviation scale.”
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Look overseas

Consider how to create content 
that will appeal to an international 
audience. Shows such as Grand Tour, 
Squid Game and Bridgerton prove that 
content with wide appeal can win 
global audiences. Blending local and 
international projects can open up 
markets potentially more receptive 
to risk, and maximise prospects for 
investor returns.

Use new channels

Think about using your online 
presence for more than marketing 
and promotional purposes. Digital 
platforms can provide a useful 
space for trying out new ideas and 
talent, and connecting with different 
segments of your audience. They can 
also act as a showcase for new self-
funded content where that is feasible.

Scope out sustainability

While many respondents told us 
they have net-zero plans under 
way, separate Barclays’ research 
shows 55% of technology, media 
and telecoms firms have yet to firm 
up a net-zero strategy. Set aside 
time to consider all the sustainability 
aspects of a project in advance. Seek 
inspiration from peers or through the 
albert initiative. Share successful  
ideas with your clients and the public  
– six in 10 viewers expect all 
production to become net zero.8

Strategies for success
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Success in the evolving TV landscape demands fresh thinking

55%
of technology, media and 
telecoms firms have yet to 
firm up a net-zero strategy

https://www.barclayscorporate.com/content/dam/barclayscorporate-com/documents/insights/Sustainability/Benchmarking-Sustainability-Barclays-ESG-Report-September-2021.pdf
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