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The expression “Content is King” couldn’t be more true in the world of video on-demand: it’s the 

distinguishing factor that attracts and, subsequently, retains the highest number of subscribers 

possible. For this reason, key players within the industry have entered into a ferocious battle 

of acquiring rights and, increasingly, producing the best films, series and documentaries in the 

market.

This situation has resulted in “infinite” content catalogues, specifically designed to satisfy the 

demands of a huge number of users, from the most mainstream titles to the least conventional, 

putting into practice the long tail theory. But if users are either unaware or unable to discover 

content, the massive economic effort made by operators to acquire broadcasting rights goes 

to waste: an effort which, on average, makes up an impressive 40% of companies’ budgets.

How long does it take us to find something to watch?

A recent study revealed that Netflix subscribers spend almost 18 minutes searching for 

something to watch. Another survey which digs a bit deeper shows that:

• About 73% of participants claim to feel ‘extremely’ or ‘quite’ frustrated when they cannot 

find anything of interest to watch.

• On average, they spend 19 minutes searching for content every day. This adds up to 

almost 115 hours per year which, when put into perspective, is enough time to watch 

every single episode of The Soprano and Girls. 

• 33% admit that they often can’t find anything to watch and 7% give up and turn off their 

devices when that happens. 

• 51% of all respondents believe that their content provider should focus on improving the 

customer experience to make their search for content easier and more effective.

Curation in the era
of “infinite” catalogues

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Long_tail
http://www.vodkr.com/2016/05/12/vod-industry-101-analytics/
http://www.thewrap.com/netflix-users-browse-for-programming-twice-as-long-as-cable-viewers-study-says/
http://pr.tivo.com/file/4206196/Index?KeyFile=31042572
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Evidence of this is plastered all over the social network, Twitter. People constantly air their 

frustrations about their struggle to find appealing content,  to such an extent that the phrase 

“I spend more time scrolling than I do watching content” pretty much deserves its own meme. 

Promotional image of Lena Dunham’s series, ‘Girls’.
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But the truth is, more and more people are starting to feel in the same boat. When accessing 

your VoD service after a long day at work, during which you have already had to make heaps of 

decisions, despite the thousands of films, series and documentaries on offer (or maybe that’s 

precisely the reason why), indecision takes over. 

In this context, one of three things can happen:

• You choose (quickly or slowly) to watch something that you like

• You choose (quickly or slowly) to watch something that you end up not enjoying.

• You turn off your device and find something else to do.

In two out of these three cases, the probability of cancelling your subscription (the greatest 

fear for businesses) increases considerably.

The paradox of choice and how to overcome it

Over the last few years, psychologists have been studying the phenomenon known as the 

paradox of choice. One of the most recognised experts in this field, the American Barry Schwartz, 

claims that “too many choices lead to the risk of paralysis, confusion and dissatisfaction… too 

many choices prolong making a decision”.

https://www.ted.com/talks/barry_schwartz_on_the_paradox_of_choice/transcript
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Overcoming indecision is therefore one of the biggest challenges faced by VoD platforms.  

Netflix, for example, tackles this challenge by offering personalised recommendations powered 

by advanced algorithms. These recommendations are not only based on the content that a 

subscriber has already consumed, but also on the content consumed by users with similar 

tastes. Other video services, however, focus more on the editorial curation of catalogues, 

without compromising automated recommendations. 

One of the most successful cases of this trend is Maxdome, according to the data reported by 

its CEO, Marvin Lange.  He assures that the consumption of content when promoted by his team 

of curators, known as ‘Maxperts’, increases by 70%, and editorial collections accumulate a 30% 

increase in consumption. A great exponent of this was the mind-blowing boost in consumption 

of curated content related to the separation of Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie, which clocked a 

remarkable 1040%.

The perfect concoction 

The secret to connecting users with content lies precisely within the combination of the 

efficiency of machines with users’ unique senses. 

Shane Smith, co-founder and CEO of Vice Media, stated at the Mobile World Congress that 

“algorithms can’t make content, people have to make content”. Algorithms don’t consume 

content, either. As a result, algorithms are incapable of understanding how we as humans feel 

when we watch a film or series.  With this in mind, it is no wonder that content recommendations 

created by experts are so much more sophisticated and appropriate than those created by 

machines.

An Editorial team specialised in the analysis of consumption habits and aware of current affairs 

would be capable of suggesting relevant titles on a daily basis. The team could even boost 

profitability by ‘rescuing’ content that has been unfairly cast aside over time, or due to the 

The secret lies precisely in the combination of the 
efficiency of machines with users’ unique senses

https://www.maxdome.de/
http://www.digitaltveurope.net/628132/curation-will-boost-svod-growth-says-maxdome-chief/
https://twitter.com/shanesmith30?lang=es
http://www.adweek.com/digital/vice-is-expanding-in-asia-with-content-partnerships-for-mobile-carriers/
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‘dictatorship’ of the mainstream. 

Let’s take a typical case: Oliver Stone’s JFK. We’re talking about a  great film, and every year 

on the 22nd November, its relevance (and profitability) multiplies as the media and social 

networks commemorate the assassination.

In the following handbook, you will find both 

recommendations and examples, just like 

the above, which will help you to establish 

an editorial curation process to improve the 

experience for your users and, ultimately, 

maximise your return on content.

http://www.metacritic.com/movie/jfk
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The initial research phase is the pillar on which the strategic guidelines of the project must be 

based. Therefore, the more in-depth and rigorous your research is, the better your decisions 

will be. There are three major areas of study: 

1. Users and the market

Understanding the tastes and consumption habits of your target market is essential in order to 

satisfy their needs. It is necessary for you to start by asking a whole range of questions such as: 

What is the rate of on-demand viewing in your market?

What is the most and least popular content? 

What is more popular: comedies, action films or dramas?

Which days of the week do people consume the most content?

And at what time?

How common is binge-watching?

And the use of catch-up services?

Is content consumed on smartphones and tablets, and if so, what type?

What is the region’s broadband penetration?

How many people in the region have mobile devices?

How many of them partake in ‘second screen’ viewing?

Which social networks are the most popular and what are they used for?

... and many more.

The Essential Handbook
for maximising your return on content

Initial research:
Audience, competition and catalogue1
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The answers to these questions, along with many others, will give you arguments not only to 

define (and defend) your editorial policy, but also to help optimise your content acquisition and 

prioritise the development of new product functionalities.

2. Competition and other industries

Analysing what your competitors are doing is a must: you will always learn something about 

what you should and shouldn’t do. The same applies to industry players operating in different 

markets. It’s highly likely that you will discover new ideas to enrich your user experience 

and maximise your return on investment. Even in other sectors, companies are developing 

initiatives which could serve as inspiration for a VoD platform. Streaming music services are a 

clear example.

The leader of this market, the Swedish company Spotify, demonstrates just how effective a 

combination of big data and editorial curation can be, shown by the success of its themed 

playlists that are hand-picked by experts based on data about subscriber consumption and 

musical criteria. And in this specific case, we are talking about a catalogue of around 30 million 

songs, a number which pay VoD platforms could never even dream of reaching.

3. Content

This may sound obvious (because it is), but in order to maximise the return on investment, 

it is vital to know your content inside out. Without going into too much detail, certain titles 

have a special strategic or commercial value for a brand.  Of course, the more content in your 

catalogue, the more difficult it is to keep it all in mind, especially when we are talking about 

thousands of on-demand titles.

One way to address this ‘problem’ is to share content between editors specialised, for example, 

in: Hollywood premieres, national cinema, comedy series, horror films…. It might be a good idea 

to hire team members with different areas of expertise and put them in charge of that area.

Understanding the tastes and consumption
habits of your target market is essential
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Once you have checked out what your competitors are doing, you know your catalogue inside 

out and you are aware of the content that your potential customers like as well as when, how 

and on which device they prefer to consume it, you will have all the necessary information to 

start defining the structure of your VoD catalogue.

The first decision you need to make for this is: are you going to have just one or several 

structures? It is important to take into account the strengths and weaknesses of every device 

when making this complex decision. For example, navigating a TV with a remote control is 

always going to be much less agile than on a mobile or tablet. 

The length of the content, the size of the content on the screen, the depth of levels within the 

catalogue, the amount of strips and elements within each one, the way to filter content and 

even the amount of information shown on the first level are variables which, once adapted to 

every device, will improve the user experience.

Taking all of the above into account, it seems logical to go with different structures, providing 

that your content is adequate, your software will allow it and that you are capable of to taking 

on the extra work that it will involve. 

Editorial structure:
Making life easier for your users2
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In any case, whether you opt for one or many structures, the configuration must satisfy two 

types of consumption behaviour:

• Active role

Make the search for content easier, as much for specific titles (with a powerful search tool, 

whether or not by voice) as for something generic (comedy films, for example). For the latter, 

you need filters for different types of content (feature films, series, documentaries), genres 

(action, drama, comedy, thriller…), and orders (alphabetical, top rated, most watched, most 

recent...). Ideally, you could classify each title with tags, although this is by no means an 

industry standard.

• Passive role

Recommend both personalised and generic content - but we will look into this in more 

depth later.

One final, yet vital, suggestion for the structure: The more simple, intuitive and up-to-date it is, 

the better. It is preferable not to overwhelm your users by showing them infinite strips brimming 

with titles. The ideal would be to suggest a reasonable selection of content based on current 

affairs and to channel the navigation of users who want to browse through the catalogue.

No company can afford their product to appear anything less than perfect. Finding spoilers, 

errors, spelling mistakes, inconsistencies, low quality images or errors in metadata is not 

only unnecessary, but also gives a very poor image of the service. Additionally, many users 

broadcast their complaints across social networks, resulting in damaged brand reputations. 

There are tons of examples of this,  with one of the most notorious - which even made headlines 

- stemming from an inadequate synopsis of Pocahontas. 

Style Guide:
Create your own brand identity3

To maximise the return on investment,
it is vital to know your content inside out

https://www.google.es/search?q=pocahontas+sinopsis+sexist&gws_rd=cr&dcr=0&ei=wSOpWfqHKYOB6QT1pKf4CQ
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The first step is to create a Style Guide adapted to your brand’s personality, which will become 

the Editorial team’s bible.

It doesn’t need to be hundreds of pages (at the end of the day, a VoD catalogue isn’t a 

newspaper), in fact, just some clear criteria to guarantee the suitability and coherence of texts 

(from the synopsis to the names of different sections, collection titles or tags for classifying 

content) and images (size, quality and characteristics) is enough. Once these ground rules have 

been established, they need to be applied rigorously. Every new title added to the catalogue 

needs to pass through appropriate edition to make sure that all of its information (title, cast, 

age rating, year and country of production) is correct.

Next, it is time to get to work on synopses. Content providers usually supply plot summaries, 

however the texts tend to have no added value and are distributed between all of their clients. It 

is more effective to create original synopses which reflect your brand’s identity and encourage 

conversation with your users. Also, in that way, you can minimise the likelihood of errors and 

those dreaded spoilers.

Images are even more important for on-demand platforms. They are the first thing that users 

see and help decide in an instant whether or not to watch the title. It is therefore vital to choose 

images meticulously and, of course, ensure that they are of high quality.

Finally, a task which is not as common in our industry as - in our opinion - it should be: tagging 

content. The time you invest in carrying out such an exhaustive task will be amply rewarded.  

For example, imagine you want to create a collection of films about nazism. Having already 

tagged all of the titles in your catalogue, you would simply need to search for the appropriate 

tag to find all related content. Now, just imagine creating the same collection without any of 

that initial work!

No company can afford their product
to appear anything less than perfect
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Handcrafted curation is a fundamental part of optimising content discovery and deriving 

maximum revenue from your VoD catalogue: it is the perfect complement to automated 

recommendations.

At present, algorithms don’t take into account current affairs when suggesting content. 

Nevertheless, every single day there is at least one person or topic that everyone is talking 

about, both in the street and on social networks. Simply intertwining these topics and people 

with your content catalogue will help you to come up with suggestions using relevant content 

at a specific time. 

Over the last few months, there’s a figure who has caught the attention of the world like no 

other: Donald J Trump. Firstly for running for the presidency of the United States, then for his 

unexpected victory, and now, for his peculiar governing style. There is not a day that goes by 

that this leader isn’t a trending topic for some reason or another.

Curation:
Monetising your entire catalogue4

https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump
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Content promotion should not just be limited to your VoD platform. It should form part of a 

global strategy with all the available tools for communicating with your customers. 

Taking into account that many users go days, or even weeks, without accessing the service, 

your communication beyond the platform is even more essential, providing that the following 

two premises are fulfilled: they have explicitly given their consent and you have information to 

share that could genuinely be of interest to them. 

For this, you should always use communication channels that comply with the first premise. 

Newsletters (which have a surprising ROI, despite many saying they died a death many years 

ago) are perfect for this purpose. This option also lets you send more personalised messages 

to your users, such as “We have added a series we think you might like”. 

On the other hand, social networks facilitate the interaction with your subscribers and help 

Why let such an opportunity go to waste? Why not search your catalogue for related titles to 

offer your users adequately presented and contextualised content? In the same way that you 

can link content with the news, you can also do so with countless themes: The Oscars, summer, 

International Women’s Day, Christmas, Box Office listings, moods, anniversaries, famous film 

stars’ birthdays… there is no limit, except that of your catalogue and, fundamentally, your 

imagination. Even so, to organise editorial work, it is important to be equipped with sources of 

information and a publication calendar that includes all the latest additions to your catalogue 

and upcoming editorial collections. 

Knowing in advance what to publish means you can complete  tasks in advance and have the 

resources to react quickly if and when the opportunities arise. And they will, every day. You just 

have to be attentive. 

Content promotion:
A global strategy5

There is no limit, except that of your catalogue
and, fundamentally, your imagination

https://www.emarketer.com/Article/Email-Continues-Deliver-Strong-ROI-Value-Marketers/1014461
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On-demand services can gather limitless amounts of data about user behaviour. This data 

is essential information for your type of business, but it also requires knowledge about how 

to manage and interpret it.  From an editorial point of view, you could use this information to 

evaluate how accurate (or inaccurate) your decisions were following your initial research, as 

well as the efforts you make every day. In the end, it’s all a question of trial and error until you 

hit the bullseye. 

Also, if you are lucky enough to have a system which provides such information in real-time, 

you will also be able to minimise the impact of errors by managing your catalogue in real-time, 

create a community. They are especially useful for promoting content related to current affairs, 

as they give you the opportunity to join the conversation while sharing your valuable content.  

In any case, the key to success in this field depends on how effectively you coordinate the use 

of all the available tools and how well you adapt the tone and format to suit each and every 

communication channel.

Analytics:
Test, analyse, test, analyse...6
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as if it were the front cover of a digital newspaper. Once again, here’s an example: Imagine 

you’re promoting a certain title in the Highlights space of your structure. Thanks to previously 

collected data, you know that the content being promoted in this space usually receives an ‘x’ 

number of playbacks. However, let’s say you notice that it is performing far below average. In 

this case, you have three options:

1. Wait.

2. Change the image of the content.

3. Change the content.

As mentioned previously, the volume of information is practically limitless. And you’re not 

limited to using it just to improve your service. It can also be used to help promote your service, 

create a brand image by sharing your data (global, never personal) or for special marketing 

activities. Here are some successful examples of these activities from both inside our sector 

and from other industries:

Spotify personal statistics.

https://media.netflix.com/en/press-releases/netflix-cheating-is-on-the-rise-globally-and-shows-no-signs-of-stopping
https://open.spotify.com/view/2016-page
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Netflix statistics.
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After analysing the results of your editorial efforts over a reasonable length of time, you may 

find it necessary to rethink the decisions you made before you could base them on real usage 

data from your platform. Six months is sufficient to evaluate whether or not your strategy is 

working as expected.  You will know how, when and on which devices your platform is being 

used. You will be aware of which content is the most and least successful. You will decipher 

the differences between consumption patterns during the week and at the weekend; in the 

mornings, afternoons and evenings. You will be able to see the percentage of users watching 

content on mobile devices and what type of content it is. You will find out how efficient your 

recommendations, search and filters really are…

Ultimately, the way in which your clients interact with your platform will no longer be a mystery. 

There will, of course, be times when you will need to make little tweaks or, at worst, drastic 

changes. Your data will tell you what aspects you have to change: it is the voice of your 

subscribers. Listen to it.

Review your strategy:
A constant work in progress7

The way in which your clients interact with your 
platform will no longer be a mystery

Did you find this article useful? Feel free to 

get in touch for any further information about 

anything mentioned in the article that may be 

of interest to you: ask@mirada.tv

mailto:ask@mirada.tv
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Mirada is a leading provider of products and services for Digital TV Operators and 

Broadcasters. With over 17 years of experience in the industry, Mirada’s core focus is on 

the ever-growing demand for TV Everywhere, for which it offers a complete suite of end-

to-end products across multiple devices (STBs, PCs, smartphones and tablets), all with 

innovative state-of-the-art UI designs.

Mirada’s technology has been deployed by some of the biggest names in broadcasting 

including Telefonica, Sky, Virgin Media, BBC, ITV and Televisa Group, the largest media 

company in the Spanish-speaking world. 

mirada.tv

http://www.mirada.tv/
https://es.linkedin.com/company/mirada-plc
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Long_tail
https://vimeo.com/miradatv

