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For more than 50 years, ITV has provided the UK’s leading independent television service.  In 2005, Jeff Henry became head of the Consumer Division, where he is responsible for delivering ITV content through a range of new platforms.  Since Jeff joined ITV, it has purchased social networking site Friends Reunited, and revamped its own website to create many more opportunities for audience interaction.  What impact has this influx of user-generated content had on the long-established media giant?
JH
I suppose the first thing one has to say when talking about ITV and user-generated content is that the concept of user-generated content is not a new one and probably one of the longest and most famous brands in this area started in television in You’ve Been Framed.  So the idea of people sending their own content and being given a window by a broadcaster is one which, to be perfectly frank, has existed for a long time.  What has happened is an explosion of delivery mechanism and ease of people’s ability to voice opinion has meant that what we’ve had to do is harness that in a way which allows us both to become a creator of guided content, which is what we are, but also allow for a new conversation with what was our passive viewer.  So Friends and user-generated content, the new ITV.com, and user-generated content is all about enhancing people’s ability to respond to us, and to respond to us and one of the key things that, as a major broadcaster we can still deliver, is their 15 minutes of fame or maybe it should be their five seconds of fame.  So that’s something we still have a very important role in a world in which people now, in a democratic way, can be heard.  So, specifically Friends, clearly, is a concept which was built around a directory which was created by their users.  On ITV.com we have over 1,000 citizen journalists around the country who provide us with content which is fed into dot com and ultimately is onto our nightly news to give them that, you know, 15 seconds of fame.  So it’s very much something that should be integrated, it doesn’t overpower what we do, as I said we’re in the business of guided content but it does capitalise on that new conversation which exists for a broadcaster.

IV
One of the most compelling elements of the new ITV dot com is ITV Local, a regionalised blend of current affairs, classified ads and entertainment – with plenty of opportunities for the public to take part in news gathering.
JH
What we’ve done is we have 1,500 citizen journalists.  We tell them the topic of the day that we wish them to cover.  What we don’t have is people out there walking the streets hoping that something newsworthy happens, what we have is 1,500 people who have to go and create something for us and we rotate who these people are, we try and bring more people in so it’s a controlled form of user-generated content and that’s exactly what you’re saying, is we’re just going to widen the amount of reporters that we have out there because now all they need to have is a basic video capturing device and that’s something which definitely will happen.  And the interactivity generally is going to just accelerate, forgetting all the recent, you know, problems in telephony and that, the demand is absolutely out there and user-generated content and interactivity are utterly coupled.  The requirement to have yourself heard or have your view taken or participate in some way is the intrinsic need of humans to communicate and that’s what’s driving all of this.
IV
ITV’s focus on audience participation was demonstrated following the murder on Christmas Day 2006 of Tom King – a key character in its hugely-popular soap opera, Emmerdale.
JH
Yeah.  We take, one of our soaps on Emmerdale, we had a murder which happened running on the soap and on the website we had the journalist’s clues as he was developing them, were also being put onto our website separate from the actual show and we allowed people to explore the area around Emmerdale and see if they could assist in finding more clues.  Within the first week we had 120,000 people register to become Emmerdalian and actually become people to help solve the involvement.  That deeper involvement from them is going forward, is clearly an essential part of what we have to do.  

IV
As ITV grows closer to its audiences, it learns much more about them.  For the advertisers who fund the station, this means that ITV is not only continuing to deliver mass audiences but is also enabling much greater targeting.
JH
Yeah, I mean, the, I suppose one of the trends we are going to see within advertisers is going to be an absolute split between the power of ITV at top end of the advertising market and media as a brand builder and the other end of the market where people wish to target quite specifically.  So we are quite a blunt instrument at the top level.  We just, our job is to deliver Britain’s Got Talent or X Factor and ten million people watching etc, the vast areas of the population, there is a demand then to target.  Now what this does is allow us to take content that we have and take it down a level, find out more about the people who wish to engage and then, at that point, it clearly is able to be targeted.  In fact we built a tool within ITV.com which is dynamically served, we built specifically which dynamically serves ads based on information that we have and their preferences, etc.  So, you know, I think it is.  It’s a very important tool to actually get relevance and when, and that word has got to be the overarching principle of all, of what we are talking about in terms of user-generated content.  Having something which is created by the user that is, that ceases to be relevant, then it becomes loser generated content, as someone said.
IV
With a strong online presence, and an increasingly deep knowledge of its audiences, ITV now has the ability to satisfy a much wider range of advertisers.  Whereas once it focused on national and multinational giants, now it can service the corner shop.
JH
Well, I mean, if you think that the dialogues that existed has become a trialogue and I think that becomes quite interesting to see, from an advertiser’s perspective, where you insert yourself into that value chain.  What we uniquely give is the ability to be in the value chain at all levels.  So there will be, unquestionably, the brand building side at the top level cascading to specifics of smaller communities and the building of communities and then the user-generated content part as a subset of that community, so it seems to me that there will be a place for advertisers at all levels of that value chain.  Now [laughs], the opportunity for us is this takes us into areas which we previously said we would not have had the granularity to get involved in, so we are able to penetrate the market at a lower level of, for the advertiser, of directive advertising than previously possible for a mass broadcaster, so what does it mean for the advertiser?  It means that if you can, you know, we are building communities, for instance, something called ITV Local.  ITV Local is a broadband service building upon our news/current affairs franchises and taking into a local community but what it means is that ITV can then offer ads from £10 to ten million.  It means that we can offer from the BMW ads right through to the BMW dealership, for the person who is in that area, looking at that.  so it really does open up a whole new gamut of opportunities for us.  

IV
But whilst user-generated content opens up new opportunities for advertisers, it also presents new risks.  In summer 2007, several major companies, including Vodafone, withdrew advertising from Facebook after finding their ads placed next to content from a far-right political party.  How does ITV help its advertisers avoid this sort of scenario?
JH
Well, moderation and compliance for us, is just a huge, huge issue and that’s equally as much a regulatory issue, in some respects, as and an advertiser issue as you just referred to – the Vodafone.  As much as a brand issue for us, it’s about quality, it’s about association.  So it tends to be a very sensitive area for us and a difficult area so we have veered towards controlled moderation.  In other words, all of our forums are moderated, we act very swiftly should there be anything, should we be notified of anything which would potentially be, deemed to be inappropriate.  I think it is, for us, this is not the Wild, Wild West and cannot be like that.  People who engage with ITV and ITV content would not expect that to be the case.  And, you know, we’ve got to always ensure that the brand… the brand, reputation I suppose, the brand reputation is paramount in all of this.  We can’t have something under the banner of ITV, however, having said that if I look at what’s happened in ITV local which has been massively taken up by [unclear], already it’s not even rolled out nationwide and we’re already close on third of a million people locally interacting and providing content and uploading stuff and information.  We are finding that, in the vast majority of cases, and I mean the vast majority, it isn’t a huge issue but we have to be vigilant about the tiny number of cases where it is and that, we are very sensitive to that, so it is a real challenge.  

IV
Looking ahead, ITV clearly has a commitment to keep stepping up its engagement with its audiences.  In which areas does Jeff expect to see the strongest growth? 
JH
Without going into it [laughs].  I think the area that you’ve got to look at is the explosion and ease of video production, so what I mean by that is, if you look at… I’ll give you a few examples.  Particularly relevant in the immediacy of news where we’ve had things like the 7/7 bombings, the amount of coverage that came from mobile telephony.  We had the flyer on the Thames, of the boat – two/three months ago – where actually a Local had the first ever pictures from somebody who immediately took that, put it immediately onto ITV Local London site.  The floods, we’ve had loads of stuff on floods, so I think with the growth of video capture in devices what we are going to see is, that immediacy factor is going to grow and grow and grow so I can absolutely see a place within a news environment for more and more user-generated content.  I said earlier that there were some areas which, I think, would be less relevant and if you look at high end drama, for instance, where ITV invests in programming a billion pounds a year, its hard to imagine in the short, medium or even semi-long term, that a million pounds first production drama would be replaced by something which was done on a user generated content basis.  It’s very difficult to see that.  Now what I think may happen in the main broadcasters, is we may have more and more, if you like, programmes which aggregate some of the best of.  You know, I go back to the next generation of You’ve Been Framed, I could absolutely see there being more and more of that type of programming, which isn’t just about people falling off swings, which is actually much more interesting, serious because of the amount of… I notice one of the American explosions was what clearly happened was, in any satellite channel you can see when cop chases go wrong, when  robberies go wrong, America’s Stupidest Robber, or whatever the title may be, now they are all just capturing video and then effectively packaging them.  So I think there will be a lot more of that from broadcasters who see that.  in terms of the trends for users becoming more involved, video… the blogging area will become far more heavily video blogging, it’s already going that way and I think we will see that grow absolutely hugely because the transfer of video becomes so much easier.  The connectivity, the broadband connectivity of the country leads to an ease of communication which just didn’t exist in the video form, so I think video in all its forms will be the main areas where we are going to see growth. 
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