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Intro
Time to spark change

How would the industry 
change with more women, 
and specifically more Black, 
Indigenous, and women of 

colour, in ownership positions?
How would the world’s media – 

and indeed the world – change?
The BANFF Spark Accelerator for 

Women in the Business of Media is 
designed to address this systemic 
gap in representation and gender 
equality by providing essential  
opportunities and resources to  
help build significantly more  
women-owned businesses that  
excel both domestically and across 
the global media industry.

Over the course of three years,  
the Canadian-based BANFF Spark 
program will support up to 200  
entrepreneurs with the goal of 
advancing gender equality and 
bolstering the economic success of 
all women. With a strong mandate 
to champion diversity at its core, 
the program is especially designed 
to empower women of colour, 
Indigenous women, women with 
disabilities, LGBTQ2S+ women, and 
non-binary individuals.

Why BANFF Spark?

With very few of Canada’s most 
prominent independent media  
companies primarily owned and 
operated by women, the over- 
arching goal of this program is to 
result in more Canadian women- 
owned media companies.

It’s not only about economics. 
The vast majority of media  

businesses in the world are owned 
and operated by non-racialized men. 
BANFF Spark is about the power that 
the media sector holds to tell stories, 
disseminate essential information, 
influence policy and change minds – 
especially in this incredibly charged 
geopolitical time. 

Lessons to move forward

This special report is in support of 
BANFF Spark participants need to 
"cut through the noise" to find the 
way forward in an industry facing 
accelerated change. 

It offers a snapshot of the  
disruption more than a year after  
the first pandemic-induced lockdown 
with a focus on how the production 
world is adapting to keep pace  
with technological advancement 
and evolving consumer behaviour 
(including demands to address  
diversity).

The editorial team brings exper-
tise in the Canadian, as well as the 
global, content landscape, to unlock 
lessons and help the production 
community spot key opportunities 
for the future. 

In particular, this report offers  
the chance for BANFF Spark  
participants to share how they've 
been disproportionately impacted by 
the global health crisis – but are  
willing and able to lead out of  
lockdown. 

According to the Boston Consulting 
Group, it could add $6 trillion to the 
global economy if the gender gap in 
entrepreneurship were to be closed.    

At a time of enormous  
uncertainty, the untapped potential 
of women-owned media companies 
could be key to reinvigorating global 
economies.  

Jenn Kuzmyk
Executive Director,  
BANFF World Media Festival  
and Publisher, Playback

Liza Sardi 
Content Director,  
BANFF World Media Festival  
and Editor in chief, Playback
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Insights
& Takeaways

STREAMING IS TV 

After a slow start, established media companies are  
embracing the strategic opportunity in streaming  
distribution and launching their own competitive digital 
platforms, creating new domestic and global  
opportunities. But as more business models are largely 
driven by subscription fees, changing the market dynamic 
around content creation and acquisition, the production 
industry grapples with fears of becoming increasingly 
service-for-hire. Holding onto IP is everything.
  
Takeaways
uAs local streaming entities and our national channels 
migrate focus online, their quest for content, is stepping 
up just as global-consolidation plays potentially mean 
current content pipelines will need to be replaced.  
New exclusive content is seen as key to drive  
audience traction. 
uDon't discount the opportunity in ad-supported video 
on demand (AVOD). Viewers and advertisers both want 
AVOD streaming options to succeed as the younger-
skewing, diverse audience unreachable through linear 
TV is a big market opportunity. 

NEW PRODUCTION GUIDELINES

The pandemic accelerated more rapid adoption of 
streamlined production processes, including one of 
the biggest leaps in animation technology in the past 
decade; creative platforms such as the Unreal and Unity 
game engines have the potential to fasttrack the pipeline 
considerably. While many of the lockdown production 
solutions have cost saving ramifications going forward – 
like reducing the number of locations and size of shoots, 
as both competition for resources and production tax 
credits heats up, each region is starting to push back with 
restrictions to protect their TV and film industries.

Takeaways
uVirtual production is one of the most exciting new 
developments for film and TV,  not only putting tools 
of storytelling back in the hands of creators rather 
than technicians, but those able to bake it into their 
production processes will have a competitive advantage, 
reduced long-term costs and faster speed to market.
uIndependent producers may soon benefit from new 
terms of trade for streamers – the massive beneficiaries 
of the pandemic – as many countries step up to force 

streaming services to invest locally and ensure indie 
producers retain a portion of the rights. 

DIVERSITY MATTERS

Increasing racial diversity and representation in TV 
and film is an issue highlighted by studios, networks, 
streaming and production companies so the timing is 
now for women- and BIPOC-led media companies and 
inclusive organizations to position themselves as ready 
partners who espouse these values. As diversity, equity 
and inclusion are baked into their DNA – they can take 
advantage of earmarked investment supporting local, 
diverse creators and media companies.

Takeaways
uWhile the standardization of data is a crucial, still 
missing, step toward sustainable change, producers 
should note that diversity is driving commissions as 
well as resulting in initiatives, programs and databases 
to support Black, Indigenous and people of colour 
creatives. 
u A focus on diverse casting will be an advantage 
locally as well as globally for producers, given platforms 
and networks are seeking to grow audiences, and 
respond to advertisers needs to reach all consumer 
segments, and as well as fulfil DEI pledges.  

GROWING CONTENT APPETITE

Despite the realities of shrinking budgets, fewer  
broadcasting commissions and possible COVID-related 
production shutdowns, the spirit of innovation is alive  
and well. There's a 'fire hose of opportunity' leading to 
greater international participation with co-financing, 
co-production and co-distribution. 

Takeaways 
uThe trend toward sharing risk will continue, expect to 
see more collaboration to lessen the burden of tightened 
budgets, due to increased COVID protocols, costs 
which producers will need to absorb to work with new 
platforms. Restrictions can lead to bigger, better ideas, 
with distributors as partners as they seek fresh sources 
of IP from creators to fully exploit all the new windows. 
uProducers should be mindful of the biggest pandemic 
hits – authentic stories that travel – as a guide amidst 
the current content boom. The key is original storytelling 
that resonates locally, but has the legs to go global. 



“         Innovation is 
essential. Waiting 
to return to normal 
is a losing strategy. 
The lesson of 2020 
is we can do better 
than normal.  – 
– Thom Powers, artistic director/programmer, 
DOC NYC/TIFF ”
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As the reality of lockdown set in for territories 
around the world, it only made sense that a 
growing number of people would increasingly 
turn to a myriad of home entertainment options 

– the term “captive audience” comes to mind. While 
broadcast and cable networks in the U.S. and abroad 
enjoyed notable spikes in their viewership, the news 
wasn’t always kind. 

Roughly 10 million U.S. households in the U.S. cut 
cable TV last year, according to eMarketer, placing 2020 
as the “worst year ever for pay TV.” By 2022, eMarketer 
predicts, fewer than three in four U.S. adults will watch 
TV – compared to 98.8% in 2011. Pew Research Centre 
data from March 2021 reveals that 27% of U.S. adults 
are now "cord cutters" and 17% have never had a cable or 
satellite subscription. Even more troubling, when looking 
forward, is that one in five millennials say they have never 
subscribed to any cable or satellite service, according to 
a survey by U.S. telco Verizon, in March 2021.

Americans weren’t the only ones jumping into the 

stream. In Europe, streaming video-on-demand (SVOD) 
revenues soared to represent 84% of the $17.13 billion 
generated in 2020, compared to 3% of the $4.43 
million VOD in 2010, according to Trends in the VOD 
market in EU28, published by the European Audiovisual 
Observatory in March. Africa is expected to have 12.96 
million SVOD subscriptions by 2025, up from 2.75 
million in 2019, according to Research and Markets. 
And, in Canada, SVOD revenues increased 39% in 2020, 
according to market research consulting company 
Futuresource. It predicts the Canadian SVOD market will 
grow from $1.4 billion last year to $3.3 billion by 2024.  

The global video market size value for streaming is 
expected to come in globally at $73 billion in the past 
year – $11 billion over what was expected, with revenue 
forecast to grow to $271 billion by 2028, according to a 
recent report from Grand View Research. SVOD revenue 
is projected to surge in the coming five years, reaching 
more than twice the size of box office in 2024, according 
to estimates from PricewaterhouseCoopers.

Streaming  
has swept up 
traditional media

 

1
When it comes to the increasing impact of streaming on the global 
entertainment industry, the writing has been on the wall for several years. 
But as the COVID-19 pandemic continues, the race toward “streaming first” 
is intensifying for legacy media companies, and rewriting the rule book 
concerning how content is commissioned and funded.
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Accelerated transformation

In the past year, streamers have gained tremendous 
ground, including: 

Disney+ – a relatively new entrant in the streaming 
fray, having launched in November of 2019 – saw 
subscriptions triple in just three days between March 14 
and 16, 2020 compared to the week before. That time 
frame coincides with the first global COVID-19-induced 
lockdowns. The House of Mouse currently sits at 103.6 
million global subscribers as of May 2021, according to 
second quarter earnings reports. The streaming service 
exceeded its goal of reaching 60-90 million subscribers 
by 2024.  

Meanwhile, WarnerMedia’s HBO Max launched in in 
May 2020 in the midst of the pandemic, and, despite 
what pundits called a slow start out of the gate, has 
made significant progress over the course of the year 
– largely due to its parent company’s huge library of 
content and a controversial, day-and-date strategy pivot. 
The latter will see all of Warner’s 2021 theatrical slate 

airing free for HBO Max subscribers simultaneously 
with release in theatres. Combined subscribers of 
HBO/HBO Max by the end of the year will reach 67-
70 million, according to AT&T in March. By 2025, the 
streaming service hopes to reach 120-150 million global 
subscribers. The international rollout of HBO Max is 
currently underway to 60 countries outside the U.S. 

NBCUniversal, on the other hand, which sold off its 
interest in the Hulu service to Disney in 2019, launched 
its streamer, Peacock, in July of 2020. While its originals 
slate hasn’t generated much buzz comparatively, and its 
original unscripted content offering is slim, by the end of 
last year the service had racked up 33 million signups, 
perhaps due to the heft of the NBCU content catalogue 
available.

However, there continues to be one frontrunner in the 
crowded field: Netflix. 

The streaming behemoth, in its Q4 report for 2020, 
ushered in a major milestone when it reported passing 
the 200 million subscriber threshold. For the full year, 
Netflix added a record 36.6 million paid memberships, 
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a 31% increase from 2019′s 28 million 
paid net adds. Also of note was the rise in 
Netflix’s global reach with 83% of paid net 
adds coming from outside the UCAN region. 
The EMEA region accounted for 41% of 
full year paid net adds, while APAC was the 
second largest contributor with 9.3 million, 
up 65% year over year.

Still, as more competitors with global 
reach enter the streaming space, that 
position of dominance is not set in stone. In 
its Q1 financial report for 2021, Netflix still 
boasted 24% year-over-year (YOY) revenue 
growth in the quarter, up from $5.77 billion 
in the year-ago quarter. However, paid 
memberships — up 14% YOY — were below 
the 210 million subscribers forecasted. 
The quarter saw paid net additions of four 
million, below Netflix’s estimated six million 
and the 16 million net additions in the year-
ago quarter. 

Michelle Wroan, national industry leader 
for KPMG’s Media practice says that the 
pandemic put the industry shift from 
linear to streaming into overdrive after the 
March 2020 lockdown. “It’s accelerating the 
transformation we were already seeing,” 
Wroan said. “It probably wasn’t planned 
to be so quick – in terms of getting your 
business model transformed, even just from 
a finance standpoint.

“From the streamer standpoint, this really 
is an opportunity for them because they 
have a captive audience,” she added. “So, if 
there was ever a time to attract subscribers 
to your recently launched platform, now’s a 
great time.”

The endless choice, media analysts have 
warned, may give audiences the incentive 
to play arbitrage on a monthly basis with 
competing services – staying for a month 
or two, before swiping right elsewhere. 

Lessons surface for short form  

The past year has illustrated how close the 
streaming landscape is to oversaturation, 
with its first major casualty coming from 
“mobile first” streamer Quibi. 

Despite its heavy-hitting pedigree – the 

service was the brainchild of DreamWorks 
SKG founder Jeffrey Katzenberg and 
boasted short-form series featuring such 
stars as Chrissy Teigen and Jennifer Lopez 
– uptake was decidedly underwhelming, 
amassing just 1.7 million downloads for the 
Quibi app in its launch week.

Interestingly, while the pandemic 
was frequently cited as a reason for the 
increase in streaming hours internationally, 
Katzenberg identified it as one of the 
nails in Quibi’s coffin, saying that the “on 
the go,” mobile-friendly lifestyle that Quibi 
was intended to capitalize on essentially 
evaporated under lockdown. 

Quibi’s failure should not be translated 
as a death knell for short-form content. 
Girts Licis, head of strategy at international 
media consultancy K7 Media, said the 
timing of launching such a service amid 
other rabidly popular platforms such as 
TikTok and Snapchat required something 
that evidently wasn’t apparent with Quibi 
– an understanding of what the “millennial-
skewed audience really wants.”

“There will not be another Quibi,” Licis 
predicts. “This is not to say there will not be 
other mobile-focused products or mobile 
tiers of broader products. I’m sure there will 
be, and that some of them will turn out to be 
much more successful.”

The price of recalibrating media

As the rapid pace of the technology market 
is pushing business leaders to consistently 
improve products and services, some 
of the hardest hit by layoffs are creative 
executives who once led content creation in 
a landscape now dominated by streaming.

In August, NBCUniversal laid off 10% 
of its 35,000 employees as part of  an 
organizational restructuring to its streaming 
operations. At the same time, NBCU aligned 
its TV networks component under Mark 
Lazarus, who now leads the Television 
and Streaming division, and promoted 
Matt Straus to oversee its DTC unit while 
maintaining oversight of its Peacock  
SVOD service.

1B 
The number 
of streaming 

subscriptions to 
online video services 

around the world  
at the end of 2020. 

–Motion Picture 
Association, March 2021

18% 
Percentage drop 
in global linear 

advertising revenues 
(linear TV, linear 

radio, print, OOH)  
in 2020. 

– Advertising forecast, 
MAGNA, December 2020

35%
The estimated 

growth in Canadian 
OTT access revenue 

in 2020, to over  
$2.05 billion. In 2021, 
projected estimates  

show additional 
growth of 32%,  
to $2.71 billion. 

– Convergence Research, 
May 2021

43%
The subscription 
model accounted  

for the largest 
revenue share in 

the video streaming 
market in 2020.

– Video streaming 
market report, Grand View 
Research, February 2021 
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Over at WarnerMedia, amalgamation was also on 
the menu. In terms of promotions in the game of exec 
musical chairs, former Hulu chief Jason Kilar was named 
CEO of WarnerMedia in April, overseeing Warner Bros., 
HBO, Turner, Otter Media and HBO Max. In October 2020, 
The Wall Street Journal reported that layoffs, intended to 
reduce costs at the conglomerate by 20%, would number 
in the thousands. By February of 2021, the streamlining 
at WarnerMedia continued, as the company moved 
to combine its production and business affairs teams 
across premium cable net HBO and streamer HBO Max.  

ViacomCBS also made moves to recalibrate its ranks 
with an onus on its streaming ambitions following the 
merger of the two companies in late 2019. In October, 
Pluto TV CEO Tom Ryan stepped into the role of 
president and CEO of ViacomCBS Streaming. Ryan now 
has global oversight of ViacomCBS’s streaming strategy, 
overseeing the rebranded Paramount+ and Pluto TV.

Canadian players such as Bell and Quebecor have also 
seen significant turnover in executive staffers, as well as 
large-scale layoffs.

Media giant Rogers Sports & Media underwent 
a round of job cuts last fall that included talent and 
crews. The pandemic pause of live sports – a stalwart 
of broadcaster’s programming and advertising profits 
– is noteworthy for producers. “Sports [are] kind of 
the last bastion of the linear television model,” Geetha 
Ranganathan, a media analyst at Bloomberg Intelligence 
told The Ringer this spring. 

When live sports return, they face an audience which 
no longer views streaming as a separate category of 
entertainment. 

By May, the big news was mergers as the next pivot: 
Discovery combining with WarnerMedia and Amazon 
announcing it would acquire film studio MGM.

The action all points to concerted efforts in the 
traditional media space to reverse a course of perception 
that sees its current moves into a “streaming-first” 
mentality as being too little, too late. By making big, bold 
moves, chief execs are banking on a successful – if not 
necessarily immediate – transition of their brands. 

As Discovery’s David Zaslav told The New York Times 
upon Discovery+’s launch when asked how much he was 
willing to bet that a significant viewership would gravitate 
toward its service, “We are betting the company that  
they do.”

• Moving increasingly to direct-to-consumer 
(DTC), continuing to add to an already 
crowded landscape – with varying degrees 
of success.
• Significant realignment of executive 
structures to reallocate resources toward 
streaming.
• Layoffs, consolidations of departments 
across networks such as one development 
team for three cable nets.

BROADCASTERS’ PIVOTS
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Layoffs and consolidations of departments – 
compounded by budget cuts, studio closures, 
production halts and live-event cancellations – 
impacted development across broadcast, cable 

and streaming. Few wanted to buy projects as they were 
unable to produce the programming they were already 
working on.

It’s no wonder Bell Media’s VP content development 
and programming Justin Stockman calls his business 
unit the “hardest hit” by COVID-19 even though 
subscribers to Bell’s SVOD Crave grew 8% to about 2.8 
million by the end of 2020 over 2019. 

Like many countries, Canadian broadcasters have 
been forced to carefully take stock of what's working, 
what's not, and where to invest in order to navigate the 
next steps toward maintaining relevance both in and 
after the new-pandemic-normal.

"The pandemic underscored the importance of our 
digital properties and streaming capabilities," offers 
Stockman. "We saw streaming consumption increase 
across our digital properties, with significant growth 
in connected TVs and smart speakers as audience 
behaviour shifted into the home."

Reaching audiences with unique programming on new 
screens allowed them to grow engagement, subscription 
revenue and experiment with selling high-demand 
connected TV ad inventory. 

"We have learned a lot about our business, and what 
sets us apart," says Donald Lizotte, general manager 
and chief revenue officer at CBC & Radio-Canada Media 
Solutions. The key for the public broadcaster was 
doubling down on what was working, specifically noting 
a resurgence in baking and used these insights to launch 
Mordu.ca – “a new French-language cooking and food 

platform that brings together a full slate of culinary 
content under one roof," Lizotte says.

Corus Entertainment also noted an accelerated shift 
to its on demand programming, notes Troy Reeb, EVP 
broadcast networks, including reported increases in 
audience numbers across services such as StackTV 
through Amazon Prime and the Global TV app.

Unfortunately, that rise of viewers was not met with a 
rise in advertising revenues – a tool broadcasters depend 
on, said Ian Scott, chair of the Canadian Radio-television 
and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC), in a 
podcast with International Institute of Communications  
(ICC) president Chris Chapman, a former chair 
and CEO of Australian 
Communications and Media 
Authority late last year. 

“What has happened in 
Canada is [the numbers 
of] people watching 
broadcasting ... have gone 
up markedly and they have 
a larger audience, a more 
regular audience, particularly 
for news and current events 
as people track the impact and developments around 
COVID, but a massive decline in broadcasting advertising 
revenues. So they have been very, very challenged. Not 
all of the numbers are public, but I think it’s fair to say 
that, over the year, traditional broadcasters’ advertising 
revenues have probably cut something in the order of 
50%, on the television side.” 

Al Dark, SVP of revenue at Rogers Sports & Media, 
called out a consumer behaviour shift – now more in 
control of their viewing experience than ever before. 

“It’s more important 
than ever to invest in 
changing the viewing 
experience by making 
it more engaging.” 
– Al Dark, SVP of revenue,  
Rogers Sports & Media

Navigating the 
new paradigm

Canadian
Lesson
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"[There's] a fragmentation, from a viewer 
perspective, in terms of how they're 
accessing our content and channels,"  
he says. 

Dark acknowledges that with all the 
content that's available to viewers right now, 
it's more important than ever to invest in 
changing the viewing experience by making 
it more engaging.

He calls out real-time voting and multi-
screen viewing. "If you look at Sportsnet 
or NHL Live, you can watch three games 
at a time," Dark says. "There are a number 
of opportunities where we can enhance a 
viewer's experience and give them more 
options to connect and engage with the 
content that they want the most."

Bell Media is also focusing on bolstering 
its digital products, Stockman says. That 
includes its direct-to-consumer offerings 
such as CTV and Noovo's AVOD platforms, 
as well as TSN and RDS Direct. Stockman 
reports that the broadcaster has already 
started seeing year-over-year increases in 
usage, video starts and visits resulting from 
the additional offerings. More specifically, 
he says that Bell Media has increased 
primetime viewership for Noovo by 6% 
since it acquired the Québec TV and digital 
brand last May.

As Canada's pubco, Lizotte says the CBC 
was potentially less affected by schedule 
disruption than its competitors.

"We create a lot of homegrown content, 
on the local and national level, and in both 
official languages. As a result, we are in 
control of our schedule, and had a fairly 
stable fall and winter schedule that we were 
able to announce during the traditional 
upfront season," he says. That strategy 
not only provides consistent content for 
viewers, but "stability for advertisers they 
couldn't get anywhere else."

While "Canadian media companies are 
working their butts off to continue to show 
value to our audiences and advertisers," 
says Corus’ Reeb, "we also have to work our 
butts off to show value to our traditional 
program buyers in the United States and 
elsewhere." He points to the fact that there 

are no barriers for international streamers 
to "bring their content and their networks 
into the country through the Internet."

The global streamers and social media 
platforms are opening offices, and snapping 
up talented commissioning executives. In 
the past year, WarnerMedia has created a 
Canadian development team, and unveiled 
seven initiatives from a program for writers 
from underrepresented communities to 
vocational training for below-the-line talent 
in TV, film and games. 

Netflix, which launched in Canada 10 
years ago and has about seven million 
subscribers across the country, announced 
in February it was bringing executives 
closer to creators and field pitches by 
opening a Canadian office. Cities such 
as Toronto (The Umbrella Academy and 
Locke & Key) and Vancouver (Firefly Lane 
and The Adam Project) serve as home 
base to hit productions and the country 
is “an important part of our production 
ecosystem,” Ted Sarandos told the 
Canadian Press in February. In 2017, Netflix 
pledged to spend $500 million to fund 
original made-in-Canada content over five 
years. It has reportedly met that target. 

It’s no wonder, Reeb stresses, that it's 
a whole new world for broadcasters right 
now. "Our competitors are not just Rogers, 
Bell Media, etc. Our competitors are the 
international streamers," he says. "We can't 
control what the government is going to 
do to try and level the playing field, but 
we're hopeful they will step up and see the 
tremendous discrepancy between the rules 
we play by and the rules they play by, and 
try to fix that."

Solutions exist:
• Broadcasters are seeking strategic 

partners. Instead of coming into the 
market, Peacock's owner NBCUniversal 
licensed its original content to Corus, 
allowing it to air shows across its 
digital and linear channels. A similar 
deal came out of Bell Media when it 
partnered with HBO Max to house 
some of its content on Crave and 
its CTV-branded channels. (How the 

“The Canadian media 
industry is facing 
increased pressure 
from international 
players. A fair and 
equitable framework 
for all participants 
is necessary to 
ensure that we can 
continue to compete, 
invest, and innovate 
in bringing world-
class content to 
Canadians, including 
original productions 
and trusted local and 
national news.” 
– Justin Stockman,  
VP content development  
and programming,  
Bell Media
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WarnerMedia-Discovery merger announced in May 
impacts that deal is as yet unclear, but telecom 
and media analyst Tim Casey at BMO Capital 
Markets called it a "negative for Canadian legacy 
broadcasters" in a report.)

• Savvy Canadian producers are also forging alliances. 
Toronto-based Shaftesbury inked a strategic 
partnership with AMC Networks early this year 
to grow the prodco’s content slate across genres 
and create opportunities for Canadian creators in 
front and behind the camera. Shaftesbury is behind 
Murdoch Mysteries, on AMC’s subsidiary Acorn TV. 

• Local content is a priority. Reeb says his focus at 
Corus is to provide audiences with content that 
can't be found on global streaming platforms and 
Canadian advertisers with targeting and reach they 
can't get anywhere else. 

"We're looking to build out our portfolio of original 
content – not only content that travels well beyond our 
borders, but also offers opportunities for advertisers to 
be integrated into programming," Reeb says, pointing to 
the broadcaster's successful track record for integrating 
sponsors into programming like Big Brother Canada.

Any news on commissioning is good news for the 
industry, which has seen a “move to shorter episode 
orders, smaller writers’ rooms and a marked decrease 
in the volume of Canadian-written shows,'' according 
to a recent report by the Writers Guild of Canada on 
projects under its jurisdiction. The organization notes 
that between 2014 and 2019, the hours of scripted 

programming commissioned fell by 82.6% at Bell Media, 
65.1% at Corus Entertainment and 61% at Rogers Media. 

What worries the industry, however, is that production 
of U.S.-led film and TV shows in the same five-year period 
skyrocketed by close to 300%. While foreign location 
services (FLS) is a bonanza, particularly for cities such 
as Toronto, Vancouver and Calgary, under the current 
Canadian Broadcast Act streamers are not required to 
contribute to the key source of funding for Canadian 
content creations, the Canadian Media Fund (CMF). 

"The Canadian media industry is facing increased 
pressure from international players,” said Bell’s Stockman. 
“A fair and equitable framework for all participants is 
necessary to ensure that we can continue to compete, 
invest, and innovate in bringing world-class content to 
Canadians, including original productions."

Ultimately, though, Dark says it's important for 
broadcasters to be aligned. And he stresses the 
importance of having appropriate measurement systems 
in place "to prove engagement and improve attribution 
models on the back-end."

"If the pandemic has taught us anything, it is that 
the world can change in an instant," says CBC's Lizotte. 
"In order to succeed, you need to be flexible. We have 
learned that we need to be flexible, nimble, and agile 
across all our departments – from our programming 
team, to our scheduling department, and of course, 
within our sales group, because we know our clients' 
needs are changing, now more than ever, and we want  
to change with them."
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W hile the convergence of content and 
distribution channels has been evident for 
some time, the COVID-19 pandemic pushed 
this trend into overdrive. With most movie 

theatres shuttered for months, the traditional distribution 
model went out the window, so to speak. One prime 
example is the decision by various studios to experiment 
with releasing films exclusively to certain direct-to-
consumer (DTC) streaming services. 

Disney doubled down on DTC in October when it 
announced a strategic reorganization of its media and 
entertainment segments to accelerate its streaming 
efforts. It released its live-action Mulan movie on Disney+ 
in September 2020 at an additional cost to streaming 
audiences (US$29.99), which marked a new premium 
video-on-demand (PVOD) strategy for the SVOD.  

It was a play for new subscribers and, ultimately, a test 
of consumer appetites for premium video-on-demand 
which Disney CEO Bob Chapek told analysts last fall he 
hoped it would result in a “fairly large stimulus to sign up 
for Disney.”

Warner Bros., meanwhile, announced in December that 

all films slated for 2021 would arrive on its streaming 
service on the same day as their theatrical premieres. 
And, many of Paramount’s theatrically-released films will 
premiere earlier than before and with an exclusive 90-day 
window in pay TV on EPIX under a new agreement inked 
in February. 

Netflix in turn inked a multi-year deal with Sony 
Pictures Entertainment, in which the streamer will obtain 
streaming rights to Sony titles following their theatrical 
and home entertainment windows. Starting in 2022, 
Netflix will also get a first look at any direct-to-streaming 
features from the studio. 

For many independent films, theatrical is a loss leader, 
according to Raven Banner Entertainment’s Michael 
Paszt. In essence, films are not profitable, but a valuable 
tool to market to attract new subscribers. 

“For studio films, it’s definitely a dramatic change, 
but the industry has to grow and evolve to match 
the marketplace, not the other way around,” says the 
managing partner of the genre film specialist, adding 
that Canada has always been behind when it comes to 
day-and-date releasing with U.S. studios and distributors. 

How the pandemic 
changed content 
distribution 
channels 2
From evaporating window strategies to a fight over IP ownership, the 
economics of streaming services have presaged new changes.
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(Canada’s largest 
theatre chain, Cineplex 
requires Canadian 
distributors to have 
a 90-day theatrical 
window prior to a film 
going to digital.)

Distribution takes 
centre stage

Elevation Pictures co-
president Laurie May 
doesn’t see the rise of 
DTC as a sign of the 
death of the theatrical, 
but a necessary pivot. 
One of Canada’s leading 
film and television 

distribution companies, Toronto-based 
Elevation was involved with Netflix’s first 
original Canadian production Between in 
2014. And, despite the pandemic shuttering 
theatres, Elevation marked a milestone last 
year when its The Broken Hearts Gallery was 
one of fewer than 100 films to crack the 
CDN$1-million mark at the domestic box 
office in 2020.

While May says theatres will continue to 
play a big role in how Canadians consume 
content, she anticipates consumers will 
continue to use a variety of platforms 
as new distribution models develop and 
access points expanded.

Jennifer Twiner McCarron, president, CEO 
and director of Vancouver-headquartered 
Thunderbird Entertainment says stay-
at-home viewing is going to continue to 
boom and that it’s going to take time for 
audiences to recover from the impact of 
social distancing. Consumers may be 
reluctant to venture out into public venues 
even after vaccines are broadly distributed.

“There is something about going 
somewhere and getting immersed in an 
artform… But, the reality is that it has gotten 
so easy to personalize and consume high-
end content from your living room that 
[DTC] is here to stay,” Twiner McCarron says.

During the pandemic, Thunderbird 
unveiled the creation of a global distribution 
and consumer products division in January 
2021 to further the reach of its content 
as well as create new products and 
opportunities for its IP and third-parties.

Richard Goldsmith, president of 
Thunderbird’s global distribution division, 
says he expects a lot more domestic 
content in production and series being 
exported – such as Thunderbird’s Kim’s 
Convenience, which airs on CBC in Canada 
and is distributed globally on Netflix.

Goldsmith says how audiences watch 
movies will change. “But one thing that I do 
know is that there's going to be many, many, 
many, many more films on TV in the next 
year, because of all these new platforms,” 
he says.

It may also offer another opportunity. 
Paszt says that, perhaps, this disruption will 
lead to Cineplex and other theatre chains re-
evaluating the measures they have in place 
and lead to Canadian distributors better 
synching up their releases with fellow U.S. 
distributors.

And the importance of film festivals to 
amplify awareness of a film, Paszt notes, 
has never been more important for the 
Canadian independent film market. “With no 
theatrical business on the horizon, a festival 
premiere will not only [reach] the fans but 
critics as well, giving the film the validation 
it needs,” he says.

“Taking a film from relative obscurity, 
developing a sales strategy to showcase/
premiere the film then receiving that 
validation from film festivals, critics and 
fans for the most part will secure not 
only digital VOD sales but other rights 
too including Blu-Ray collector's editions, 
broadcast and streaming deals and more. 
This strategy is not only good for the film, 
but it also raises the stock for the director 
and producers who then usually move on  
to bigger projects.”

In the Canada Media Fund’s latest trends 
report Pause and Rethink, the public-private 
partnership organization which funds the 

1. Streaming competition

2. Audience retention

3. Keep up with COVID-19

4. Understanding  
    consumption habits

5. Decreasing budgets

Source: Kidscreen Kids Industry Survey, 
Kidscreen; 450 respondents from across 
the kids industry participated in this survey 
between October and November 2020. 

BROADCASTERS’ 
TOP CONCERNS
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creation of original Canadian content, calls out that 
Canada is in need of a strategy to deal with the rise of 
global DTC streamers raising concerns they take full 
rights to content and diminish distribution opportunities. 

OUTtv CEO Brad Danks agrees. “We got used to taking 
Canadian content and then selling it abroad to a third 
party." He says  the innovation that’s necessary in the 
Canadian system is that that content be bundled up and 
take a position in foreign platforms.

The world's only premium LGTBQ+ network, OUTtv 
firmed up a deal in late 2019 which saw it distributed on 
AppleTV channels across Canada.

Rogers Sports & Media’s Al Dark says the broadcaster 
looked at how it invests in its platforms and is focusing 

on "ensuring the [Rogers Sports 
& Media] apps, which assist us 
in getting content into people's 
hands and on their devices, are as 
robust as possible. That they are 
engaging for consumers."

Rogers has launched the 
Sportsnet app directly on 
Samsung smart TVs and the Citytv 
app will be launching imminently. 
"And you've got companies 
like Roku that are coming up 
the middle and challenging the 
traditional ecosystem. We're 
talking with them as well."

Bell Media’s Justin Stockman 
says distribution is also a key part 
of Bell Media's strategy, "including 
the expansion of Crave into Roku, 
PlayStation 4 and PlayStation 5."

Danks highlights that 
homegrown streaming services 
should be cautious of creator/
distributor powerhouses such 
as Disney, as they will inevitably 
impact the size of Canada’s 
distribution market – continuing 
to shrink the cable bundle. The 
industry needs to focus on global 
growth. And although people say 
content may be king, Danks called 
distribution the “king maker.”

“It is very clear that all the 
premium content is now going 
directly onto the streaming 
platforms,” said Danks. “This 

means, in the long term, the current cable bundle is going 
to either dissolve or transition to something – but the 
Canadian Walled Garden will fall. It is going to take a few 
years longer in Canada than in the U.S. There are still lots 
of exclusive licenses and other arrangements with our 
bigger media companies but nothing changes the long-
term dynamic.”

From global reach to big budgets, streamers have a lot 
to offer. For producers, the trade-off is between securing 
financing up front and windowing with broadcasters or 
landing a SVOD deal with payment schedules possibly 
not kicking in until after delivery. (Plus, they'll be 
negotiating carve-outs for catch-up on linear, AVOD, their 
own social channels and potential future partners.)

Our digital fiture is aready here
Quick facts on global mobile, internet and social media use

TOTAL POPULATION

UNIQUE MOBILE PHONE USERS

INTERNET USERS

ACTIVE SOCIAL MEDIA USERS

7.83 B
URBANIZATION

56.4%

5.22 B
vs POPULATION

66.6%

4.66 B
vs POPULATION

59.5%

4.20 B
vs POPULATION

53.6%
Source: Digital 2021: Global Overview Report, Simon Kemp, March 2021
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Broadcaster participation key

Domestic broadcasters have seen the pandemic take a 
significant toll on their advertising revenues, and increase 
the cost of production by as much as 30%. The fear in 
many markets is that the production industry will be 
turned into a service industry. 

That's where Bill C-10 comes in, with many hoping a 
reimagined contribution system will create an ecosystem 
where both can thrive. Corus Entertainment, Bell Media, 
Rogers Sports & Media and CBC have argued for many 
years that the playing field between OTTs and traditional 
broadcasters needs to be leveled in order for legacy 
broadcasters to compete on an equal footing. 

After all, it is the broadcasters and their digital 
platforms that provide a funding base for Canadian 
producers and distributors, says Paszt. 

“If you remove one of these two broadcasters from 
the equation, then it's like kicking a leg out from a table. 
More and more U.S. streamers are launching here. 
With Canadians either cutting the cord or cancelling 
their pay-TV subscriptions, there will be less money for 
these broadcasters to buy Canadian content. If we lose 
broadcast, the system completely falls apart,” Paszt 
says. “The bigger question is how will Telefilm [a Crown 
corporation which finances and promotes Canadian 
productions] and the Canadian government adapt to 
meet these challenges?” 

Broadcasters can be part of the solution, according 
to Paszt, who points to Super Channel’s partnership 
with Canadian film festivals such as the Canadian Film 
Fest, the Edmonton International Film Festival and the 
Blood in the Snow Film Festival. Offering broadcast deals 
for select Canadian films gave filmmakers a platform 
and created a “unique working relationship between 
distributor, broadcaster and filmmaker,” he says.

Who gets to own the IP?

The economic fallout of the pandemic magnified 
a multitude of issues in the screen industry. But 
one perhaps unexpected issue highlighted was the 
importance of IP ownership for production companies. 

As the pandemic shuttered film sets across the 
country, the production sector was forced to reckon with 
an unprecedented and devastating revenue drought. 

What quickly became apparent was companies that 
had retained an inventory of rights to their content were 
able to continue licensing those IPs in Canada and 
abroad. These ongoing revenue streams enabled them to 

keep the lights on, and gave them the financial breathing 
room to pivot and use the mandated shutdown time to 
double down on investing in developing new Canadian 
shows. Meanwhile, companies without ownership of their 
properties found that revenues evaporated quickly, and in 
some cases entirely. 

Coming out of the shutdown, companies with 
meaningful IP ownership were better positioned 
to reacclimate within the fast-changing COVID-era 
production landscape, says Canadian Media Producers 
Association (CMPA) president and CEO Reynolds Mastin. 
Canada’s trade association for independent producers 
represents hundreds of companies engaged in the 
development, production and distribution of English-
language content for TV, feature film and digital media 
channels. “The lesson we should take is that when 
producers are able to meaningfully retain and monetize 
the rights to their shows, they remain strong and robust, 
even in the face of very significant economic shocks. 
They're able to make significant investments in domestic 
programming, no matter what's going on in the external 
environment,” says Mastin.

Of course, this is easier said than done: IP retention is 
challenging in a climate where commissioning entities 
increasingly require full ownership and control of the 
rights to a given property. 

Getting past traditional rivalry

Divya Shahani, entertainment lawyer at the Toronto 
office of Miller Thomson LLP, a national Canadian law 
firm, sees ways that commissioners and Canadian 
producers can meet in the middle when it comes to who 
owns the content. “I’ve found that a good compromise 
with Canadian commissioners is to allow the producer 
to retain ownership of IP, but make the commissioner a 
genuine partner in the production. Give them a vested 
interest in the success of the show,” says Shahani. 

That can be done in a variety of ways. For instance,  
by giving the buyer a right of first refusal to be attached 
to spin-offs and remakes. “That’s pretty valuable in a 
world where derivative content is king. At the end of the 
day, if a broadcaster or platform has a successful show 
on their hands, they care more about resulting increased 
viewership and advertising revenue. Not copyright,”  
says Shahani. 

Toronto-based unscripted specialist Cream 
Productions, which has nearly two decades of experience 
working both traditional broadcasters and some of the   
streaming players, still owns around 80% to 90% of its IP, 
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according to president Kate Harrison. 
Of course, there isn’t as much IP to exploit in a 

worldwide-rights deal with an international streaming 
service, but there are pros and cons to be weighed up. 

“We're starting to think that the business case for a 
commission from an international streamer probably 
makes more sense financially, even when there isn't really 
a backend [revenue stream] to play with,” says Harrison. 

At the same time, Harrison says producers are 

working more closely than ever with 
international distributors in order to 
finance and eventually monetize their 
work. “The likes of Cineflix, Fremantle 
and Blue Ant International are hungry 
and have been incredibly supportive – 
they want something to sell.”

More than anything, Mastin says 
Canadian producers want to be 
able to work within a range of deal 
structures. The commissioner-owns-
all-rights in perpetuity deals are a 
slippery slope, he argues. 

“We began calling this the ‘Happy 
Meal’ deal. Listen, I like a Big Mac 
once in a while like everybody else, 
but do I want to have one everyday, 
and do I want it effectively shoved 
down my throat? No. That's why we 
need an even playing field between 
our members and these giant buyers 
to ensure that it's not just a Happy 
Meal every single time.”

One oft-discussed solution is a 
terms of trade agreement, which 
producers argue would give them 
more leverage during negotiations 
over rights with the country’s largest 
private television broadcasters was 
scrapped unexpectedly in 2016 
following the Let’s Talk TV hearings. 

One of the advantages of terms of 
trade, insists Mastin, is that it provides 
a framework for fair negotiation 
between parties and flexibility for 
project-by-project negotiations. 

“Canadian producers, who are 
business people and creative 
entrepreneurs, want to ensure that 
the outcome is a win-win, both for 
themselves and their buyers. That has 

to be the bottom-line goal of the exercise, and that will be 
the measure of success.”

Stream-first strategies also challenge 
merchandise licensing potential  

The nature of streaming means audiences will find a 
series or film at different times – rather than watching 

Cinema sentiment 

A look at how comfortable consumers in three 
markets are about returning to theatres, and  
how VOD may impact attendance post-Covid.

Sources:  Returning to the Cinema, YouGov, March 2021

I will probably go to 
the movie theatre less 
in the future than I did 
before COVID-19 crisis

I use streaming movie services which means  
I am less likely to go to the theatre  
in the future than I used to 

13%
10%

11%

I probably won’t visit a theatre unless  
I’ve been vaccinated against COVID-19

20%

n United States    n Great Britain    n Australia

20%
25%

9%

27%

26%
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through a broadcaster or theatre on a set date at a 
regular cadence – and that makes it difficult to build 
affinity and repeatability for toymakers and retailers to 
leverage for  licensing.

For example, data from market research firm The  
NPD Group shows that while U.S. toy sales increased  
by 16% in the first half of 2020, sales for the licensing-
heavy action figures category declined in the same 
period (down 12%).

“The consumer products successes based on 
streaming properties have been minimal so far,”  
says Marty Brochstein, SVP of industry relations  
and information at Licensing International. 

“Nobody has been through this before...What 
everybody is trying to do is take the information they 
have, find parallels from history and make their best 
judgments. But part of the problem with doing that is 
we’re in such a different media and technology state 
from where we were even 10 years ago. The parallels  
are, in that sense, very difficult to draw. Everybody is  
sort of flailing, to some extent.”

The key to leveraging streaming efforts and putting the 
focus back on licensed consumer products, according to 

Brochstein, is to continue to treat those content  
launches like events. Part of that strategy involves a 
focus on experiential retail. Even once consumers can 
return to in-store shopping, he anticipates the way IP 
owners and toymakers approach the tentpole launch  
will change drastically.

“The whole notion of the tentpole film is that licensees 
can take advantage of marketing the studio amasses 
to get stuff on shelves when interest is the highest. 
The visibility of the product is pushed by the marketing, 
and the fact that [the] product is on store shelves is 
part of the communication of the movie being out. It’s 
sort of a circular economy,” Brochstein says. “To some 
extent, the streaming platforms have caught on to that. 
They’ve figured out that we can make an event out of the 
premiere of a movie or a program; this doesn’t have to 
just be [happening when a movie is] in theatres.”

Just how much IP owners, toymakers and retailers 
adjust their long-term licensing strategies is unclear. 

“So much of the business of a Disney or a Comcast is 
built on bringing people together in one place. The whole 
notion of advance planning has been thrown for a bit of  
a loop, and the market will have to work itself out.”
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As the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic, kids were pulled out of 
school and redirected en masse to 
virtual classrooms. The shift left 

many parents struggling in their new role as 
educators (and friends, dance teachers and 
life coaches). 

Kidcos have been racing to fill these 
gaps, with organizations such as PBS KIDS, 
LEGO and Sesame Workshop broadening 
their outreach programs in vulnerable 
communities through innovative initiatives 
like lessons delivered via text messages and 
WhatsApp groups. Broadcasters around 
the world – particularly public ones – have 
also rolled out new content to support kids 
at home.

In the U.K., the BBC has launched 
multiple programming blocks for its young 
audiences, including three hours of primary-
school programming on CBBC, two hours 
for secondary students on BBC Two, and a 
host of content for all ages on its interactive 
platforms. France TV rolled out a number of 
teacher-led initiatives last summer to help 
support students at home, and Canada’s 
CBC Kids quickly produced new content to 
keep its stuck-at-home viewers entertained 
and engaged.

The developments, unfortunately, 
showcase a deep digital divide between 
kids that breaks down primarily along socio-
economic and racial lines. A lack of internet 
access and varying degrees of parental 
support, along with differences in how kids 
learn, means that many of them will be set 
back in their educational journeys.

While there’s always been a desire for 
edutainment, demand has absolutely 
exploded during the pandemic, says Angela 
Santomero, chief creative officer at 9 Story 
Media Group.

With screen limits all but disappearing 
during lockdowns, “broadcasters are 
increasingly looking not just for a hit brand, 
but a hit that parents can feel good about 

putting their kids in front of,” she says. 
SVODs such as Apple TV+ and Netflix are 
also on the hunt for shows with “a little 
vegetable” or learning embedded in them.

Santomero says demand for edutainment 
has been building for years. It began in 
earnest as kids took more control over their 
programming via apps and YouTube. In 
Giraffe’s study, almost seven in 10 parents 
said their kids had watched YouTube to 
learn something new in the past week.

While kids started to own more of their 
content choices, parents still wanted to 
feel good about what they were watching, 
leading to a rise in shows that could appeal 
to both groups.

And while curriculum-based learning 
– math, reading, science – has driven 
much of the edutainment fare that has 
been developed in recent years, content 
focused on social-emotional growth is now 
beginning to take over the conversation. 

Considering the impact COVID-19 will 
have on the emotional well-being of children 
worldwide, Santomero sees this as a huge 
area of opportunity in the coming years.

“We’re opening up what it means to be 
educational and letting kids’ interest and 
passions lead them,” says Santomero. “[For 
example,] what does it actively look like to 
have mindfulness be part of your every day? 
We’re going to see a growth in emotional 
educational programming and a bigger 
push on the whole child – not just looking  
at cognitive skills like reading and math. 
[The focus is going to shift to teaching 
kids to be] more kind, to deal with their big 
feelings and emotions, [and to] celebrate 
their differences.”

Opportunity spotting:
The rise of edutainment

PARENTS SAY:

32%
Are watching more 

educational/learning 
content if they have 
kids aged 2-12 since 

COVID-19 began

74%
Will continue looking 
for entertaining and 
educational content 

for their 2-12’s 

70%
Agree that they will 

allow their child(ren) 
to go online more to 
access educational 

content

68%
Their kids are using 

YouTube to learn 
something new  

Source: Giraffe Insight
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The shutdown in production that followed the 
initial wave of the COVID-19 pandemic was, for 
those in search of silver linings, described by 
many in the TV business as a golden opportunity 

for development. 
But the reality is a little less sunny. While production 

companies and networks did use the downtime of 
shutdowns to hunker down further into development, the 
period was also flush with re-planning and prep work for 
handling the production backlog when the green light 
would be given to get back to business. And to retain 
audiences, new programming had to be fed into the 
pipeline — somehow.

Future productions will take a page from what was 
learned, says Shaftesbury chairman & CEO Christina 
Jennings, whose Hudson & Rex series was the first major 
Canadian scripted show to enter production in July 2020. 
It broke various teams into separate “pods” – for prep, 
shooting, office teams and post-production – to reduce 

the risk of transmission of COVID-19. The executive notes 
that they realized writers were able to work remotely via 
video conferencing, and hosting pre-production meetings 
remotely led to efficiency. 

From managing a shoot to locking the edit, remote 
production and post has grown exponentially over 
the course of the past year, and while it has perhaps 
added a new layer of complexity to the process, remote 
technology has also brought a wider array of possibilities 
for producers – and a wider, global pool of talent.

“When we switched to remote it didn’t matter if I was 
10 blocks from someone or 2,000 miles from someone,” 
said Ryann Lauckner, president and chief strategy officer 
at U.S.-based Asylum Entertainment Group, during a 
session at the 2021 Realscreen Summit. 

“It really encouraged us to fish in different ponds and 
now we’ve got showrunners coming out of the Midwest, 
in the South and the East Coast now, who we maybe 
would not have met. From that perspective, I think it’s 

The future  
of production  
is working smarter 3
If necessity is the mother of invention, then adversity could be seen as the
mother of innovation. That has proven to be the maxim for the global screen
content industry, as it raced to embrace — and, in many cases, develop
from scratch — tech systems and production processes that could keep
programming pipelines flowing as the pandemic intensified. But which of
these are here to stay, and which are already passé?
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actually been quite healthy for us.”
By embracing digital transformation, by 

doing things differently, companies have 
started to recover and even found ways to 
grow. Making sets safe has become a new 
line of business for B.C.-based Thomas FX, 
for example, pivoted from making special 
effects to creating solutions for film-
focused companies to efficiently sanitize  
film productions, including Canadian series 
Another Life and international shows The 
Flash and Are you Afraid of the Dark?

On set, shooting days are shorter, better 
run, with fewer people which keeps the 
trains running on time. Virtual production 
cut down the need for costly (often 
impossible) travel. It’s no wonder U.S. 
telco Verizon noted a 91% increase across 
secure networks (VPN) over pre-pandemic 
volumes.

Given that all sectors of the content 
industry have had to embrace remote tech 
in different capacities, that investment 
should continue to pay dividends as 
companies on the production and buying 
sides — and the sectors that connect and 
service them — steer toward increasingly 
streamlined structures.

“Connecting with colleagues and clients 
regularly and virtually is something we 
will continue,” says Prentiss Fraser, EVP, 
international television sales, Endeavor 
Content. “There have been incredible 
efficiencies realized and our ability to reach 
deeply into every market has really evolved.”

For the film festival circuit — another 
area of the ecosystem that endured a 
significant overhaul over the past 15-plus 
months — the change is not temporary, but 
a permanent evolution.

“I think virtual is here to stay,” says Cara 
Cusumano, festival director for the Tribeca 
Film Festival. “Particularly for markets and 
meeting-focused events, the ease of access 
is so clear and events can reach a much 
wider group of attendees virtually. 

“More broadly, I would say that 2020 has 
renewed our spirit of innovation,” she added. 
“We’ve been reminded that we don’t have to 
do things a certain way because that’s how 

that’s always been done. Everything is on 
the table, and I think there is an appetite for 
creativity among festivals, filmmakers, and 
audiences that will be fun to explore in 2021 
and beyond.”

Self-shot series save the day 

Out of necessity, producers and networks 
took great advantage of technology that 
has, over this past year, become ubiquitous 
to keep existing series on the air, and even 
to launch new programming. 

In contrast to scripted production, 
the fly-on-the-wall nature of some 
unscripted content — from docusoaps 
such as the Real Housewives franchise 
to grittier docureality series such as Live 
PD — can allow for the barest of bare 
bones production techniques. And to 
an extent, the genre’s innate voyeuristic 
characteristics made it comparatively 
“COVID-proof.” 

Material self-shot by series talent 
outfitted with easy to manage camera 
packs formed the basis of several series, 
including a high-rating extension of TLC’s 
90 Day Fiancé franchise, 90 Day Fiancé: 
Self-Quarantined. 

“Everyone’s got a camera on their  
phone that is probably better than the 
cameras we were all using five years ago,” 
said Matt Sharp, founder of 90 Day Fiancé 
producers Sharp Entertainment in April.  
“It’s a new world.” 

“What we found fascinating was how 
quickly they [the show talent] adapted,” 
said TLC president Howard Lee in an 
interview with Vulture. “Even when there 
was not a crew there, without an audio 
person, without a camera operator, without 
somebody running cables or lighting over 
there, they were able to move very nimbly. 
We were quite stunned. I was flabbergasted 
that we could make so much content out 
of people just in their homes. We turned 
something around in three weeks, which 
is a whole entire series of 90 Day: Self-
Quarantined, and that worked out really  
well for us.”
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According to Kathleen Finch, chief 
lifestyle brand officer for Discovery Inc., 
three of the networks in the Discovery 
roster enjoyed their highest ratings  
to date in the second quarter of 2020  
while running what came to be called 
“quarantine content.” 

That could work for networks such as 
TLC, HGTV and Food Network, where 
talent-led programming is front and centre 
on the schedule and viewers might naturally 
be hungry for more intimate slices of 
life. The approach also kept some reality 
competition juggernauts such as American 
Idol and The Voice on the air. 

It wasn’t just present in the unscripted 
space — kids content, for example, has 
experimented with direct-to-camera/
self-shot shows with varying degrees of 
success. Toronto-based Sinking Ship’s 
Lockdown series has garnered accolades 
for its compelling storytelling and engaging 
actors, who solve a mystery via webcam. 

But for other genres, ranging from 
scripted drama and comedy to blue chip 
natural history, self-shooting isn’t a readily 
available option. And for producers of such 
content, the ride wasn't as smooth. Many 
specialist factual offerings and premium 
projects that broadcasters turn to as 
“evergreen” content were harder to pull off 
during a pandemic. 

As Thomas Viner, creative director of 
U.K.-based Pioneer Productions says, 
“particularly with more premium projects, 
broadcasters expect them to have a long 
lifespan… that means, if we’re filming people 
wearing masks, it’s not going to work.”

But while many such productions  
faced delays, others were able to soldier 
through, albeit with considerable changes 
to the process.

“We’re working with smaller crews and 
thinking about the ways in which new 
remote, autonomous and lighter camera 
technologies will allow us to still capture 
epic scale and extraordinary behaviours,” 
Geoff Daniels, former EVP of global 
unscripted entertainment for National 
Geographic, said in an interview during the 

fall of 2020. At that point, the Disney-owned 
broadcaster had been able to keep nearly 
60% of its productions in the field.

Natural history producers and buyers 
have also been making more use of local 
crews for shoots at far-flung locations. 

“It’s starting to open up the cultivation of 
the next generation of wildlife filmmakers 
[by] giving these local crews practice under 
more experienced DOPs and producers,” 
says Carlyn Staudt, global GM at Toronto-
based broadcasting and media company 
Blue Ant Media’s Love Nature brand. 
“Instead of always having to bring the 
entire crew from wherever the production 
company is based, bringing key individuals 
and then building your crew around that – I 
think you’ll see more of that post-COVID.”

A number of competition series – an 
increasingly popular staple for both 
broadcast programming and global 
streamers – managed successful 
innovations. In the U.S., ITV America and 
CBS were able to bring the second season 
of the American version of Love Island to 
audiences in the midst of the pandemic, 
even while production of the world-beating 
format was halted in other territories, 
including the U.K. Producers moved to 
secure a venue – in this case, the Cromwell 
Hotel in Las Vegas – that could provide 
a suitable environment for the action of 
the format while also accommodating the 
necessary bubbles needed to keep the cast 
and crew – some 400 people – safe. 

Physical competition series such as 
NBC’s American Ninja Warrior also were 
given the go-ahead after substantially 
innovating their production practices. For 
ANW, that involved framing the series’ 
massive obstacle course set within a 
quarantined dome in a St. Louis stadium, 
and piping in feeds of family members  
and loved ones watching the competitors 
from home. 

Still, the innovation – while necessary – 
comes with a cost. According to sources 
speaking to Variety, the budget for the most 
recent season of The Masked Singer rose 
by 15% due to COVID-19 protocols.
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The animation opportunity

On the animation front, the pandemic created a more 
rapid adoption of new production processes such as 
the Unreal and Unity game engines, leading to one of 
the biggest leaps in animation technology in the past 
10 years. These processes and innovations have the 
potential to streamline the pipeline considerably and 
those able to bake them into their systems will also  
have a huge cost advantage over their competitors. 

“Adapt or become a dinosaur,” is blunt advice, but it’s 
what Cyber Group gaming consultant Andreas Carlen say 
producers need to do if they are considering investing in  
a real-time animation pipeline.

Real-time technology was introduced decades ago 
for the gaming industry, but it’s only in the last few years 
that it has been increasingly integrated into TV and 
film production — most famously in Disney+ series The 
Mandalorian — due to factors including decreasing costs 
and better access to improved, off-the-shelf software.

Game engines make it possible to simulate images on 
a computer fast enough for players to interact with them, 
meaning game characters can move fluidly in myriad 
ways, while simultaneously interacting in a changing 
digital environment.

Game engines have the processing power to do layout, 
blending, lighting and compositing in one place with 
rendering happening either almost simultaneously or 
in just a few hours, depending on the quality. Typically, 
banks of servers at a studio or a large render farm handle 
the process, and it often takes days to complete final 
renders. Real-time pipelines also reduce the number 
of real locations, physical sets and background actors 
required for productions because game engines are 
getting better at simulating realistic environments, and 
blue- and green-screen technology is improving. 

The process became a key workaround for studios 
dealing with COVID-related travel restrictions and social 
distancing guidelines. Disney+, for example, was able 
to keep shooting The Mandalorian during the pandemic 
through its use of Industrial Light & Magic’s Stagecraft 
technology, which projects backdrops onto giant LED 
screens that surround the actors.

Carlen says the benefits of popular game engines  
such as Unreal from Fortnite-maker Epic Games and  
real-time 3D development platform Unity are too 
significant to ignore.

“If you are a studio and you forgo this opportunity, you 
will no longer be relevant in the changing landscape of 
streaming and gaming,” says Carlen. “Studios need to 

stay up-to-date, and real-time [technology] is the way  
to do it.”

Carlen recently joined Paris-based Cyber Group Studios 
as it doubles down. The studio behind Gigantsaurus is 
currently using Unreal to produce three new kids series, 
including 52 x 11-minute original scripted animated 
series Giganto Club. It joins the likes of other prodcos 
investing in real-time tech, including WildBrain and Bron 
Digital in Canada, Trick 3D and AMGI in the U.S., and 
3DAR and Hookup Animation Studios in Latin America.

According to Epic Games, the number of film, TV and 
animation projects that were using or had used Unreal 
Engine had doubled by the end of 2020. Film and TV 
projects also secured 25% of US$47 million from the 
company’s Epic MegaGrants program last year. 

Despite the added cost of integrating the tech into 
a traditional pipeline, Cyber Group studio SVP and 
associate producer Olivier Lelardoux says the savings 
should significantly offset the price tag.

“If a regular animated series in Europe costs upwards 
of US$8 million, Cyber Group could cut 35% of the 
budget on a real-time production,” says Lelardoux. 
“Another exciting thing about Unreal is we don’t have to 
remake assets over and over like we used to if they were 
needed across TV, gaming, YouTube or Instagram. Now, 
everything can be done in Unreal.”

Looking ahead to the future, as more TV series are 
made in real-time animation pipelines, studios that don’t 
offer the technology, according to Lelardoux, may risk 
losing out on international co-production opportunities.

“If a studio doesn’t use Unreal or have strong 
experience with it, we would likely not consider it for co-
production business, even if it has a great track record in 
animation,” he says. “It would need Unreal to better align 
with our pipeline and processes.”

Utilizing the local advantage

Canada, and other geographic areas that were able to 
avoid a flurry of set closures and reopenings the U.S. 
suffered during the first three waves of the pandemic,  
experienced an uptick in interest from fast-growing 
Hollywood players with big budgets for original content 
to feed their expanding streaming platforms. 

In Canada, where film and TV production kicked 
back into gear in summer 2020, the pandemic has led 
to increased collaboration with municipal film offices, 
says Ontario film commissioner Justin Cutler at Ontario 
Creates. (Coming into 2020, the province had the highest 
volume of Canadian television production among all 
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provinces and territories – 47% in 2019.)
“The demand for our locations, studios, 

crews and support services has intensified 
throughout the pandemic and we expect 
that demand to continue to grow once 
COVID-19 is behind us,” Cutler says, noting 
that the industry’s health and safety 
protocols as well as testing programs 
resulted in a record-breaking fall production 
season for Ontario. 

Touching on the increase in demand, 
Cutler says the province has seen 
seasonably high production interest, not 
just from companies that have traditionally 
filmed in Ontario, but companies that 
are looking to pivot away from other 
jurisdictions where they have been 
traditionally based. 

Since March 2020, cites Cutler, the 
province has seen 260,000 square feet 
of new stage space come online – with 
approximately 700,000 square feet of 
anticipated space in southeastern and 
southwestern Ontario expected to be 
available in the coming years. 

Plans for a new purpose-built film and 
television studio in Greater Sudbury have 
been in the works for two years, but this 
spring entered the RFP process for the all-
in-one Freshwater Studios hub.

Vancouver Film Studios president and 
COO Pete Mitchell says there’s major 
studio expansion in B.C., which will lead 
to more competition for resources. His 
biggest concerns include the pressure for 
production equipment and locations.

In Alberta, there is also a demand for 
more purpose-built sound stages, says Luke 
Azevedo, commissioner, film, television and 
creative industries at Calgary Economic 
Development. He adds that there is also 
a significant increase in global interest in 
Alberta, with studio owners, operators and 
equipment suppliers looking to establish 
offices in Calgary and interest in retrofitting 
facilities for film and TV use and for more 
purpose built sound stages. At this pace, 
"2021 is set to be the largest production 
year in Alberta’s history,” he says.

The downside, notes Shaftesbury's 

Jennings, is that U.S. productions can take 
over studio space on long-term leases.

“Americans like shooting in Toronto with 
their deep pockets ... which means it's not 
available then to us Canadian producers. 
They even go to some key crew and lock 
them up on a retainer for a couple of years. 
That’s what’s happening,” she says.

Betting on co-productions

But Jennings sees an equal amount of 
growth opportunity, particularly among 
co-productions. “I think that the spirit of 
co-production, I just don't think it's ever 
been stronger and especially because 
we have linear broadcasters challenged 
and so therefore they still need content — 
they just can't fund it the way they used 
to be able to. They need partnerships. 
Producers are often that conduit to  
finding that content that works for  
both broadcasters.”

Thinking about what a post-pandemic 
world will look like., Creative BC CEO Prem 
Gill says she anticipates the province will 
continue to be well-positioned as a centre 
for production. She also expects Creative 
BC’s new Domestic Motion Picture Fund 
— which is supported by B.C.’s COVID-19 
Action Plan relief funding and will support 
both development and production — 
will be a critical piece in driving local 
storytelling, distinctive viewpoints and 
cultural connections.

The balance B.C. is trying to strike is 
supporting IP development, while remaining 
a strong centre of innovation. “International 
co-production remains a strong piece for 
domestic Canadian producers to continue 
to get their projects made and reach that 
global audience.”

What shouldn’t get lost, says Creative 
BC’s Gill, is the big picture: “I think the 
conversations around what is valuable 
content and what’s not, and what are 
Canadian values and what are not, who are 
the leaders making those kinds of decisions 
— I think those are all conversations and 
shifts that will continue.”

“I think that the spirit 
of co-production, I 
just don't think it's 
ever been stronger 
and especially 
because we have 
linear broadcasters 
challenged and so 
therefore they still 
need content — they 
just can't fund it the 
way they used to be 
able to.” 
– Christina Jennings,  
chairman & CEO,  
Shaftesbury
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The events of 2020 accelerated a fundamental 
change in business, one that reached a 
crescendo amid the year’s unprecedented 
disruption. It has also resulted in research 

that delivers a compelling business reason to pursue 
inclusivity –  US$10-billion in potential new annual 
revenue for the TV and film industry according to a study 
by McKinsey and Co.

“Now more than ever, it’s essential that we develop, 
support, and elevate content that is created by and for 
the Black community,” said Susanne Daniels, global head 
of original content for YouTube Originals.

The platform followed up with $124 million 
#YouTubeBlack Voices Fund to be used over the  
next three years to acquire and produce YouTube 
Originals programming, while also directly supporting  

Black creators and artists in addition to bolstering 
its slate with new and returning non-fiction projects 
dedicated to amplifying Black voices.

Warner Bros. Television Group followed suit with an 
exclusive, multi-year overall deal with BLM co-founder 
Patrisse Cullors to develop and produce original 
programming across all platforms.

For its part, the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts 
and Science revealed its equity and inclusion initiative, 
Academy Aperture 2025, which seeks to develop and 
implement “new representation and inclusion standards” 
for Oscars eligibility while also capping term limits for 
Academy governors. 

Advertisers are also supporting diversity of content 
and media ownership, with global brand making DEI 
investment commitments. 

The industry seeks 
fundamental 
change 4
Diversity and inclusion have been major talking points reverberating 
throughout the media industry for decades, but the implementation of 
organizational initiatives to meet racial equity frequently lacked substance 
or longevity. But as the Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests swept across the 
U.S. in the summer of 2020, with the murder of George Floyd while in police 
custody serving as a catalyst, we began to witness a sea change in tone and 
urgency resonate through the business.
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Diversity driving commissions

Shifts to inclusivity also began materializing 
in the shape of company-wide initiatives, 
with broadcasters around the globe moving 
toward racial equity in the workplace. 

ViacomCBS made significant declarations 
with a “No Diversity, No Commission” policy 
rolled out globally. Ultimately, for a budget 
to be greenlight, producers must display 
an appropriate level of behind the scenes 
and on-camera diversity. The company also 
earmarked 25% of its Latin American studio 
budget to supporting BIPOC creators; 30% 
of its EMEA and Asian budgets to producers 
stories focused on underrepresented 
voices, groups and issues; and committed 
US$250 million over the next three years in 
funding, production infrastructure, services 
and staff to foster new creative formats and 
ideas throughout the unscripted industry  
in the US. 

British pubcaster Channel 4, meanwhile, 
is planning a “Black Takeover Day” for the 
fall of 2021 — presented by and starring 
Black talent — as part of its effort to 
improve ethnic minority representation 
on- and off-screen. It has also committed 
to ensuring that 20% of its highest earning 
executives reflect London’s diverse 
Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) 
communities by 2023.

Over at the BBC, director-general Tim 
Davie revealed the corporation’s DEI 
strategy is focused on reflecting society at 
large, with a modern day 50/20/12 split set 
into quotas with legal requirements. “That’s 
50% women and 50% men, at least 20% 
BAME, and at least 12% disabled,” Davie 
said last fall, while ensuring the pubcaster is 
inclusive for its LGBTQ+ employees.

Canadian broadcasters took a different 
approach with an industry commitment. 
Bell Media, CBC/Radio-Canada, Corus 
Entertainment, and Rogers Sports & Media 
came together as foundational partners of 
HireBIPOC. The industry site is dedicated to 
amplifying Black, Indigenous and people of 
colour talent including above and below-
the-line production roles, communications, 

marketing and executives. Each mediaco 
committed to making the use of HireBIPOC 
(and in CBC’s case any other similar 
industry site also) as a specific condition of 
greenlight for original productions. 

It launched with over 500 registered 
members and more than 20 media 
organizations have signed on as partners, 
including the Canada Media Fund (CMF), 
the Canadian Media Producers Association 
(CMPA), the Academy of Canadian Cinema 
& Television, the Canadian Film Centre, the 
City of Toronto and Ontario Creates.

It’s just the latest hiring database to serve 
underrepresented members of Canada's 
screen-based industry in the last year. 

Film in Colour, created by filmmaker 
Pavan Moondi, launched at the beginning of 
2020 to feature Canadian BIPOC talent and 
has since expanded to welcome profiles 
from screen-based workers all over the 
world. The Reelworld Film Festival launched 
Access Reelworld in July 2020 with an 
estimated 250 profiles and more than 75 
work categories. 

The need for metrics

The collection of data is a crucial step 
toward accountability, setting the 
foundation for achievable goals based on 
existing benchmarks. Unfortunately, lagging 
behind in several areas of data collection 
is the Canadian market — including basics 
on viewership and on- and off-screen 
representation. 

Funding body Telefilm only began 
gathering race-based data on the projects 
and filmmakers it finances in the last year, 
triggered through an industry call in 2020 
for transparency on how diverse filmmakers 
are being funded.

And Numeris, an equivalent to Nielsen in 
Canada, does not release any statistics on 
the diversity of the households it uses to 
track viewership in Canada. Viewing metrics 
is currently only reported through a national 
or regional lens for English and French-
language programming — even though 
Numeris is a key resource for Canadian 

$10B
The additional 
annual revenue 
opportunity in 
$U.S. for the 

screen industry by 
addressing racial 

inequity.

 – Black representation in 
film and TV, McKinsey and 

Co., March 2021
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Intersections: How women leaders bring diversity, equity and inclusion

When women are in the position of showrunner or producer, they bring other women to top roles.  
But women’s creative participation drops when projects are led by men, according to 2019 data. 

14% 5.88% 5.88%25%

Women in 
directors' chair 

 

Writers on TV projects led by women

Women in  
writing roles 

 

White women Black women and 
women of colour

Indigenous women

Writers on TV projects led by men

Women in  
writing roles 

 

37%

White women Black women and 
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Indigenous women

Directors on film production produced by women

Directors on film productions produced by men

Women in  
directors' chair 
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White women Black women and 
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Indigenous women

Source: On Screen Report: Executive Summary, Women in View, March 2021
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broadcasters to track the success of programming to 
determine how to spend commissioning dollars.

As a result, channels such as the APTN (Aboriginal 
Peoples Television Network), which serve marginalized 
audiences, tend to fall through the cracks in the 
representation of overall ratings.

The Numeris data is also utilized by the funding body 
Canada Media Fund, amounting to 55% of the factors 
used to calculate its annual performance envelopes. 
For fiscal 2021/22, the funder updated the envelope by 
reducing its weight of the data to 45% and adding a 10% 
factor for working with production companies majority-
owned by racialized individuals.

The Black Screen Office — formed in 2020 by a 
coalition of Black filmmakers with the aim of dismantling 
industry structures that uphold systemic racism — 
aims to help bridge that gap with an audience survey 
of racialized consumers. It will measure what content 
they’re viewing, how and when they’re viewing it, and 
what they’d like to see in terms of future content.

“We don't have any benchmarks. [We] literally can't talk 
about what's happened in the past except anecdotally,” 
says Joan Jenkinson, executive director of the Black 
Screen Office.  

Ontario’s ACTRA unions released a census of its 
members in 2019, reporting that 23% of members who 
responded identified as racially diverse; approximately 
6% identified as physically diverse and an additional 6% 
identified as neurodiverse.

One of the most significant reports for behind-the-
scenes inclusion is from Women in View, a not-for-
profit organization dedicated to achieving gender parity 
and strengthened diversity in Canadian media. The 
organization has tracked the gender gap in key creative 
roles (writing, directing and cinematography) since 2012 
through its On Screen report, which was expanded in 
2019 to include representation for Indigenous women 
and women of colour. 

“The initiatives that we have put into place in the 
industry to achieve gender equity have worked the way 
they were designed to work,” says Jill Golick, executive 
director of Women in View, on the preliminary results. 
“In terms of women working in film and TV as directors, 
where the industry put a lot of effort [in 2017] — those 
numbers are significantly up for the first time since we've 
been collecting data.”

Golick says the data demonstrates that industry 
initiatives are having a positive effect, but a lack of focus 
on diversity has meant a significant gap in progress 
remains for Indigenous women or women of colour. She 

adds that the data clearly shows that when women of 
colour are put into leadership roles, the level of diversity 
on a project is far more likely to increase. 

Both Telefilm and the CMF have launched diversity 
and inclusion strategies with aims to increase its data 
collection on marginalized groups, which Golick warns 
won’t be an easy task. “Being of a diverse background 
has been a reason not to be hired in the past, so people 
are reluctant to share that information, especially with 
[funding] institutions,” she says.

Jenkinson is part of a group currently in consultation 
with CMF and Telefilm to create consistent 
categorizations of race to be used in industry-wide 
data collection. “We'll see.. whether broadcasters will 
also come on board, so that we can have the possibility 
of consistency,” she says. “That consistency leads to 
funding, it leads to commissions; it goes from top to 
bottom in terms of its impact.”

Accountability matters 

With many of the programs devised and announced in 
the latter half of 2020, the 
year ahead will be the first 
test to gauge how much real 
progress is made in terms of 
content and subject matter.

From a corporate 
perspective, that also means 
putting necessary resources 
— funding, personnel and 
otherwise — into the efforts 
to ensure that they bear fruit.

“Most people have good will to improve the diverse 
environments that we want to work in, but you have 
to fund those things, you have to make sure that the 
companies know programs will not just sprout from 
the ground easily,” said Lisa Williams-Fauntroy, SVP of 
business and legal affairs at Discoveryt.

In the end, it’s hoped that the painful lessons of 2020 
will result in a renewed emphasis on building a more 
inclusive industry. 

And with the ongoing democratization of the content 
creation process, media companies that don’t reflect their 
audiences back to them via their programming — and 
their staffing — run the risk of irrelevancy.

Snapchat unscripted originals executive Jill Dickerson 
offers this prediction for 2021 and beyond: “We will 
be handing more and more cameras over to more 
communities to tell their own stories.”

“The film and TV 
industry will continue 
to leave money on 
the table if it fails to 
advance racial equity.” 
– Black representation in film 
and TV, McKinsey and Co., 
March 2021
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Industries of all stripes have had to adapt, and in many 
cases, undergo metamorphoses that may prove 
transformative in the long run. This may be the case 
for the production business as it continues to hone and 

shape best practices for contending with the ongoing 
challenges posed by a health crisis that is still, sadly, not 
fully in the rear view mirror globally.

Granted, some entertainment genres may have an 
easier road ahead than others. The unscripted genre, 
for example, remains economically friendlier for 
broadcasters in an uncertain era. Some estimates peg 
additional costs for COVID protocols in the $200,000 - 
$300,000 per episode mark for a multi-camera comedy 
series, and up to $400,000 - $500,000 or even beyond for 
a drama.

With every major media company experiencing ad 
sales and programming spend uncertainty — unscripted 
may be in line to experience a boom not unlike the 
surge that came in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, 

and this time, more platforms beyond the cable and 
broadcast spheres will contribute to the spike.

Still, if the demand for the content rises, it doesn’t 
remove the challenges involved in producing it. In a 
Realscreen reader’s poll conducted at the beginning of 
2021, 94% of respondents cited smaller and shrinking 
budgets as the biggest challenge lying ahead for the 
business, with lower rates of commissioning due to 
slashed programming spends and production shutdowns 
spurred by the pandemic tied for a close second.

Also, 88% of respondents believed that in the year 
ahead, the primary economic hurdle will be tightened 
budgets due to increased COVID protocols and producers 
needing to absorb more of the costs.

"For our clients, 2020 was a hard year, even if they had 
a ton of business. It was still a hard year with how they 
were able to produce... every project takes more time, 
more thought, more strategy," says Rosanna Bilow, an 
alternative TV agent at CAA.

The way forward: 
rising to challenging 
opportunities 5
The rapid update of SVOD is changing viewing patterns, altering distribution
and intensifying DEI efforts, but it is also resulting in a rush of investment
into original domestic content that can satisfy a global streaming audience.
Tapping into the ‘firehouse of opportunity’ requires resources, innovative
thinking and nimble strategy from producers. The opportunities lie in
tapping in trends in scripted, unscripted as well as family-friendly fare.
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With more major streaming services 
entering the field, the drive for premium 
content — dubbed an “arms race” in 
pre-COVID times — will accelerate as 
each service battles to retain and grow 
its subscriber base. For example, some 
non-fiction genres — landmark natural 
history, contemporary history, “billboard-
friendly” documentaries (think ESPN and 
Netflix’s The Last Dance) — may see greater 
international participation, with buyers in 
multiple territories striking co-production 
deals. But global streamers will also 
continue to sink considerable funding into 
such projects, and grab the global rights for 
them in return.

But not all of the change that will continue 
to impact the production business is directly 
related to the pandemic. As mentioned, 
the continued push toward a more diverse 
industry — made a higher priority in 2020 
— will see networks require more effort 
from their production partners to bring truly 
diverse teams to their projects. 

A ‘firehose of opportunity’

The production slowdown that greatly 
impeded the scripted world in 2020 brought 
a considerable amount of A-list talent to 
the unscripted landscape. While it was not 
necessarily a new trend, it was one that 
saw momentum as celebrities initiated and 
embraced passion projects, and kept their 
brands visible in the process. 

“A-list talent — in front of and behind the 
camera — have made room for premium 
documentary features and limited series 
in their business strategies and we believe 
that will continue as a result of the pace at 
which scripted programming, music touring 
and other talent focused businesses are 
coming back online,” said Liesl Copland, 
former EVP, non-scripted advisory for 
Endeavor Content and current executive VP 
of content for Participant Media.

Scott Purdy, national media industry 
leader for KPMG, says one major media 
trend he expected to take hold in 2021 
was an increase in artists and celebrities 

offering direct access to fans via platforms 
such as celeb-focused, custom video app 
Cameo. “In many ways this is an alternative 
revenue stream that they can capitalize on, 
and the demand is there.”

Thus, networks and producers hoping 
to snare such talent will have to provide 
attractive terms for partnership.

“Everything from motion picture talent 
to big directors to musicians to writers to 
athletes, all those people are eager and 
excited to be in our business, and then 
obviously vice-versa — all the networks 
and production companies want to be in 
business with those people,” said Rosanna 
Bilow of CAA. “Everybody has had to kind 
of jump in the water because, in some 
ways, it’s a firehose of opportunity and 
we’re trying to capture as much of it as we 
possibly can.”

Perhaps, out of any genre in the screen 
content industry, the unscripted and 
non-fiction genre can dare to look ahead 
with a sense of optimism. In keeping with 
that thought, then, the last word goes 
to London-headquartered Naked TV’s 
managing director Fatima Salaria: “It’s an 
amazing time to be making TV and with all 
this change, we will see hits in places we 
never expected to find them.” 

The three ‘F’s’ audiences embrace
 

After a year of doom scrolling, pundits from 
within the industry expect to see audiences 
gravitate toward feel-good, family-friendly, 
formatted content. Following two decades 
of demographic-oriented and niche-
targeted content, shows that appeal to the 
entire family have been trending for the 
past few years. Buyers — and particularly 
SVODs — are increasingly going after co-
viewing audiences in an effort to grow their 
subscriber bases.

“We’re so distant now, obviously, from 
people that we are used to seeing, people 
that we’re missing, our loved ones, our 
friends and family. That feeling of wanting 
to be part of something is really important 
to people right now,” offers TBS, TNT and 

“We've been 
reminded that 
we don't have 
to do things 
a certain 
way because 
that's how 
they've always 
been done." 
Everything is 
on the table...” 
–  Cara Cusumano,  
festival director, 
Tribeca Film Festival

“It's an 
amazing 
time to be 
making TV 
and with all 
this change, 
we will see 
hits in places 
we never 
expected to 
find them."  
–  Fatima Salaria,  
managing director,  
Naked TV



31

truTV unscripted head Corie Henson.
“People are hungry for escapism because we’ve just 

been inundated with news and depressing content all 
day, every day,” echoed Cat Rodriguez, VP of unscripted 
development and production at A+E Networks’ Lifetime, 
during a session for the 2021 Realscreen Summit. “Right 
now we want nostalgic content, we want comfort food.”

Of course, family-friendly can encompass everything 
from blue chip natural history to The Masked Singer. 
And the formats business, which can turn an idea into 
a global phenomenon with scores of local versions in 
myriad territories, stands to benefit from an audience 
hungry for such “comfort food.”

“Formats are increasingly the dominant language 
of the global entertainment business,” said Phil Gurin, 
founder and CEO of The Gurin Company and co-
chairman of international formats advocacy group the 
Format Recognition and Protection Association (FRAPA), 
in an interview late last year. “A good format can be 
localized, and it is increasingly clear that many countries 
would rather have their own people on screen rather than 
just seeing a dubbed or subtitled American original. 

“Of course, there will always be the opportunity for 
distributors to take high-quality U.S. finished tape and 
sell it to a wider audience. But taking a domestic original 

idea and seeing it travel to several dozen countries and 
actually get made in those countries is truly a marvel  
of our times and satisfying creatively and financially for 
our industry.”

 Still, as in pre-pandemic times, audiences can always 
be counted upon to be fickle. "There’s a lot of talk about 
feel-good TV, escapism, travel, happy clappy stuff,” said 
Salaria of Naked TV. “But what will people be wanting to 
feel in six months? Or 12 months from now?"

Disney+ put its stake in the ground when it launched  
in late 2019, declaring that all content on its platform 
would be appropriate for any member of a household. 
And with the help of a robust back-catalogue of content, 
this strategy appears to be proving successful: the 
nascent streamer pulled in more than 53 million new 
subscribers in first six months. (By comparison, HBO 
Max and Apple TV+ respectively attracted 37.3 million 
subscribers and 33 million subscribers in that same initial 
six-month timeframe.)

Disney+’s growth was certainly aided by the COVID-19 
pandemic, which forced families to stay at home,  
where many gravitated toward content they could  
watch together.

“TV has become another way to spend time with your 
family, as opposed to holding up and watching it alone, 
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U.S. demand for streaming content by type
Documentary and reality ruled in 2020

Source: The Global Television Demand Report: 2020, Parrot Analytics, March 2021
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or parents and kids watching separately. 
We have fewer entertainment options right 
now, so why not make TV one of the things 
we can do as a family,” says Polly Conway, 
senior TV analyst for Common Sense 
Media. “We are going through trauma, and 
it’s not going to magically get better. People 
are realizing that what is important is family 
and spending time together. TV can be a 
part of that — the right shows can really 
help people bond, and let them be more  
of a family through inside jokes about  
what they’re watching. I think that this  
trend will continue.”

According to research firm Parrot 
Analytics, the most in-demand family-
friendly (as designated by Common Sense 
Media) 2020 series globally were The 
Mandalorian, Supergirl, The Simpsons, 
Doctor Who, Cosmos: Possible World, 
Black-ish, Parks and Recreation, Star Trek: 
Discovery, The X-Files and Fresh off the 
Boat. And audience demand for these types 
of shows increased by 3% over the course 
of the year.

There are a few reasons for this growth. 
Many of these shows are familiar, says 
Conway, supporting a trend she’s noticed 
that sees parents turning on “classics” from 
their youth to share with their kids.

Thank the streaming era for this trend: 
TV shows don’t really ever go off the air, 
even when they’re cancelled. Producers and 
broadcasters on the hunt for a hit should be 
thinking long term — rather than focusing 
on how many folks tune in for a premiere. 
And building in broader audience appeal 
is a good way to improve your chances 
of producing a sticky hit that will go the 
distance, Conway points out.

Many shows on the top-10 list also have 
lengthy episode runs, which breaks with 
the current trend of shorter seasons. With 
so much time to kill, today’s audiences are 
ravenous to get sucked into shows with 
three or more seasons, where there’s a 
strong likelihood that favourite characters 
will live on for years. 

The rosy outlook for scripted

While not experiencing a smooth ride 
through the disruption of the pandemic 
compared to the unscripted genre, 
shards of light have appeared at the end 
of the tunnel of tumult for the scripted 
production business.

In early 2020, international drama was 
riding the crest of a wave. Buoyed up 
by multi-billion dollar investments from 
streamers, payTV platforms and linear 
broadcasters, leading production hubs 
were busy adding studio capacity. At the 
same time, more and more locations were 
offering tax breaks to lure shows.

Then in March, everything came 
shuddering to a halt. Sky Studios, one of 
Europe’s biggest content creators, had 
29 shows in production including period 
drama Britannia, and had to shut them all.

Other leading producers including 
Fremantle, Keshet Productions, Beta Film 
and Red Arrow Studios were also forced to 
suspend shows including the final season 
of the BBC’s Peaky Blinders. By May, 
media consultancy Ampere Analysis was 
reporting that 60% of international scripted 
titles set to air in 2020 would be delayed 
– with up to 10% of planned dramas and 
comedies likely to be scrapped.

Fortunately, 49 productions were able 
to reboot over [last] summer. Fremantle 
president of global drama Christian Vesper 
says: “Our production of Mosquito Coast 
for AppleTV+ wrapped in Mexico, which 
was a Herculean task when you consider it 
had 270 crew in a production bubble.”

Vesper’s upbeat assessment is echoed 
by Oliver Bachert, SVP of Beta Film. Despite 
a resurgence in COVID-19 infections at 
the end of 2020, he says “We completed 
Professor T in the U.K. and are shooting 
Gomorrah season 5 in Italy. Babylon Berlin, 
a complex urban-based production, started 
shooting in March.”

COVID-19 increased costs by 10% to 30% 
with cleaning, compliance and extended 

“We are going through 
trauma, and it’s not 
going to magically 
get better. People are 
realizing that what is 
important is family 
and spending time 
together. TV can be 
a part of that — the 
right shows can really 
help people bond, and 
let them be more of a 
family through inside 
jokes about what 
they’re watching. I 
think that this trend 
will continue.” 
–  Polly Conway,  
senior TV analyst,  
Common Sense Media 
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shooting times all inflating budgets. Nevertheless, 
the consensus is that broadcasters and distributors 
were supportive, says Fremantle’s Vesper, “and there’s 
widespread agreement that producers are doing an 
amazing job.”

The positive trend in resumed production is echoed 
by a bounce back in scripted commissions. February 
2021 data from Ampere research director Guy Bisson 
shows that new commissions had almost returned to 
normal by Q4, with around 1,500 scripted shows around 
the world getting the go ahead. Streaming platforms had 
650 scripted shows in production or development, says 
Bisson, underlining the fact that these SVOD giants are 
unfazed by lockdowns.

As a rule of thumb, new shows in development have 
taken a beat, but shows already in production moved 
quickly to complete production – and by doing so were in 
demand among buyers. Typically, shows in their second 
season or more have been priorities for broadcasters 
since they are known quantities — examples including 
Canada’s Hudson & Rex as well as Gomorrah (Italy), 
Vienna Blood (Austria) and Jack Irish (Australia). 

One of the biggest European productions to push 
on was season three of Bavaria Fiction’s Das Boot, a 
co-production with Sky Studios. Moritz Polter, executive 
producer, international TV series, acknowledges: “If 
we had been at the start of season one we might have 
waited until the pandemic was under control; but it had 
been licensed to 100 countries, and we didn’t want to 
lose momentum.”

Content that can travel is key

In terms of content trends, the 
international success of Schitt’s 
Creek, Emily In Paris and Bridgerton 
support the view that audiences 
want escapism. But strong 
performances from I May Destroy 
You (rape/revenge), Gangs of 
London (gangland violence) and 
Des (serial killers) suggest that is 
not the full story. 

Bachert believes national 
lockdowns re-invigorated demand 
for youth-oriented drama. The 
strong performance of Normal 
People, Outer Banks, Bridgerton 
and The End Of The F***ing World 
underlines the point. Beta Film’s 
slate includes series such as Alive 

and Kicking (Spain), The Sea Beyond (Italy) and Wild 
Republic, says Bachert, all of which play into this trend.

All of our execs share Bachert’s view that global 
content will take centre stage. 

“The shortage of U.S. shows in 2020, combined with 
increased viewing time among audiences, accelerated 
the trend toward non-English-language dramas being 
given a higher profile on channels and platforms.” 

Shows that exemplify this trend include No Man’s Land, 
Romulus and Beta Film’s own hit series Gomorrah. Vesper 
cites the success of Danish series The Investigation on 
the BBC (U.K.) as another example.

Polter predicts a resurgence in U.S. production that 
may push up the price of talent, while macro-economic 
factors might have a negative impact on commissioner 
budgets. This could accelerate the trend toward shared 
risk, though travel restrictions mean co-financing models 
will predominate. There’s also some suggestion that 
producers are attempting to make scripted shows 
at much lower budgets, particularly for less-exposed 
daytime schedules.

One positive for international producers from Bisson’s 
data is that Netflix’s content spend seems to be diverting 
toward international productions. Right now, 62% of 
Netflix originals are made in the U.S., he says. But 62% 
of the platform’s upcoming originals are being made 
outside the U.S., with the U.K., Japan, Spain, Canada and 
South Korea the biggest beneficiaries. Amazon Prime 
and Disney+ are also throwing increased resources at 
non-U.S. productions – mainly in Europe.

2020 2019 % change

Documentary 5.30% 3.30% +60.606%

Children 6.10% 3.90% +56.410%

Animation 5.40% 3.90% +38.462%

Reality 6.10% 3.90% +12.500%

Action/Adventure 16.20% 14.90% +8.725%

Comedy 17.40% 18.30% -4.918%

Drama 42.20% 46.80% -9.829%

Variety 1.10% 1.40% -21.429%

Horror 2.80% 4.20% -33.333%

Canadian demand for streaming content by type 
Documentaries and kids content ruled in 2020

Source: The Global Television Demand Report, Parrot Analytics, March 2021
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For those looking to see what's around the corner in 
streaming, the kidcos are way ahead.

With their millions of users and capability to do 
everything from film TV shows to create social 

spaces where kids can go to hang out and play, watching 
and engaging with content in real time, video game 
platforms such as Twitch, Roblox and Fortnite are vying 
to become the top destination for youth. 

When research firm Dubit conducted a study in 
October 2020, it found that more than 35% of U.S. kids 
ages eight to 10 years old had logged on to play Roblox in 
the last 24 hours, and 26% had checked into Fortnite. 

Traditional producers should take heed, says David 
Kleeman, SVP of global trends at Dubit. Throughout the 
pandemic, sandbox games (open-world games that give 
players the ability to move around and have a degree 

of creativity) such as 
Roblox and Fortnite have 
become destinations 
where kids are engaging 
in what he calls digital 
“loitering.”

The mass cancellation 
of public events 
and forced physical 

distancing caused by the pandemic only accelerated 
this trend, turning these gaming platforms into spaces 
to gather in community virtually. For example, Roblox 
hosted a live concert featuring “Old Town Road” singer 
Lil Nas X that generated 33 million views in June, and 
Fornite experimented with screening movies for a “live” 
game audience.

“Kids are moving the natural 
behaviours of hanging out and 
playing together online,” says 
Kleeman. “They can attend a 
concert and do things like walking 
into a virtual shopping mall. 
What they really want is a social 
experience. The standard activities 
in kids’ lives, like talking about their 
favourite games with other kids, are 
taking place on these platforms.”

Kidcos are also flocking to the 
space in a big way to build their 
brands with an interactive and 

social twist. U.S. pubcaster GBH made an episode of 
Arthur in real time in Twitch, where the audience was 
able to vote on what would happen next in the story; the 
production team then spliced clips together once the 
votes were in.

Streamers are also leaning into this demand. Netflix 
recently ordered two original interactive series – We Lost 
Our Human and Battle Kitty – that will let kids dictate 
what characters do next.

Kids content is at the forefront of this trend with a 
number of one-off interactive eps based on well-known 
IPs rolling out in recent years. But gaming platforms are 
poised to take things a step further: choose-your-own-
adventure narratives give kids control over content, game 
makers actually turn kids into creators.

In December 2020, L.A.-based Pocket.watch launched 
a virtual Ryan’s World theme park in Roblox where kids 
could interact with characters from the brand. The world 
had some traditional games, like races and snowball 
fights, but kids could also dress up their avatars in special 
virtual merch and costumes.

“This shift was happening before the pandemic with 
games like Fortnite Creative [a sandbox game where kids 

can create their own islands] and 
kids sharing servers on Minecraft. 
But now kids are embracing these 
digital worlds and creating more 
than ever before,” says Kleeman. 

“From creating their own 
identities by changing their 
avatar’s clothes and accessories, 
to building new content – 
including tribute titles for their 
favourite brands, fan videos and 
playthroughs of the games they’re 
playing everyday – kids want to 
be makers, and they are turning to 
video games to do it.”

Opportunity spotting:
Who’s got gaming apps?

INSIGHTS:

“Kids want to be 
makers, and they 
are turning to video 
games to do it.”
– David Kleeman, SVP of  
global trends, Dubit

“Gaming offers various challenges 
and immersive experiences which 
require players to co-operate to achieve 
a common goal — ultimately giving 
Canadians a sense of control.” 
– Outlook 2021: Canada POV, IPG Media Lab, March 2021

Video gaming is the next 
streaming platform

This is where kids are gathering 
to hang out, but also to watch 
and interact with content live. 

Content producers need to start 
seriously thinking about how 
they engage kids in real time in 
video game platforms. 
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Overheard 
The challenges

I had to prioritize income over the platform launch. Likewise, 
COVID emergency funding covers businesses already in market 
and prioritizes saving existing jobs while making it harder for 
me to find incentive grants to help me hire necessary staff to 
help with the launch. And, on top of it all, VC funding for women 
has dropped significantly during the pandemic, leaving me no 
choice but to continue survival bootstrapping indefinitely.
– Tanya Gough, StoryBilder

We lost the opportunity to secure several contracts.  
We had to slow down the expansion of our company into  
the corporate space. 
– Nauzanin Knight, 1844 Studios 

I have been fortunate in that I have a corporate client that has 
done a couple of marketing videos and TV commercials during 
COVID. But trying to get broadcast or streaming projects off the 
ground has come to a halt.
 – Carla Bridgewater, Sherana Productions

I’m very nervous about the stability of the industry. Most of our 
locations attract the big union, big budget shows so is there a 
way we can pivot and still be sustainable working with smaller 
productions? 
- Synnove Godeseth, Location Fixer Production

Funding requires business plans with essentially ‘known’ 
outcomes which is more challenging than usual to set out 
predictably and reliably. Leveling up in this environment requires 
capital paired with access to expertise to execute to make plans 
viable and result in (highly likely) revenue streams. Large capital 
expenditure and/or borrowing is more complex and risk aversion 
is higher than ever.  
– Monique Hurteau, Through and Thru Films

We have already started testing a few alternative 
business models in hopes of becoming more 
independent/less reliant on broadcasters greenlights 
(crowdsource campaigns, subscription models for 
content, direct ad sales, etc). 
– Lauren Bercovitch, Kelly & Kelly

“

”
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Women entrepreneurs:  
an engine to  
drive recovery
Interviews with participants of the BANFF Spark 
Accelerator for Women in the Business of Media

The pandemic has uncovered myriad disparities 
in Canada’s film and television industry, not 
least the disproportionate impact it has had on 
women-owned businesses.

Last spring, as the screen-based industry began to 
unpack the long-term economic consequences of the 
pandemic, Toronto-based Clique Pictures co-founder 
Lauren Grant realized there would be winners and losers 
in a post-pandemic world.

Grant, like so many Canadian independent producers, 
splits her time between producing her own projects 
and working on other people’s (either line producing 
or business affairs) in order to fund her more 
entrepreneurial endeavours. But with the onset of the 
pandemic, gaping disparities between big and small 
companies were laid bare, prompting Grant and a group 
of other producers to pen a letter to the Canadian Media 
Producers Association (CMPA) voicing their concerns. 

“We flagged in our letter that this is going to harm 
female-led and BIPOC companies, which, historically, 
have been under-capitalized because of all the systemic 
barriers to us making bigger projects,” she says.

One of the fraction of women in Canada that own and 
operate a media-based business, Grant is among 100 
Canadian women in two cohorts participating in the 
BANFF Spark Accelerator for Women in the Business 
of Media. The program offers training, mentorship and 
market access to women entrepreneurs who know 
first hand about the difficulty of accessing capital and 

financing larger budgets or 
projects – even before the 
global health crisis. 

The women are faces of 
the “she-cession” – where 
decades of progress toward 
gender equality are at 
stake as existing systemic 
inequality is exacerbated by 
the lockdown.  

The backdrop for Grant’s 
concerns is that – in a 
landscape where required 
deferrals of production 
fees, or reinvestment of 
fees into production is the 
norm – smaller businesses 
without significant financial 
cushions are being cut out 
of the picture.

Primary among the 
signatories’ concerns were 
that big-budget studio shows would be the first to  
return to production, and smaller companies wouldn’t 
have the financial resources to cover the increased  
costs of COVID-era production. Almost a year after  
the industry returned to work, that hurdle remains  
for lower-budgeted shows.

But while the past year has been relentlessly 

Spark
Lessons

“The most useful 
thing for me right now 
is to receive a small 
grant that could buy 
one or two months 
of dedicated work, 
where I could refuse 
other engagements. 
This can also 
effectively cover 
childcare, so that I 
can more effectively 
focus on company 
development and 
deployment.”
–   Melanie Windle,  
co-founder, CreativeDNA 

6
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challenging for all businesses, it has also been a 
catalyst for reinvention and much-needed introspection 
for the Canadian screen sector, especially in light of 
the murder of George Floyd and the social justice 
movement it spurred. Over the past year “people have 
had conversations it would’ve taken five or more years [to 
have], because we were all so stuck working,” says Grant. 

This has kept the pressure on funding agencies to stay 

engaged, she adds, meaning that, hopefully, “more space 
wll be created for producers, companies and people who 
haven't been listened to or heard in the past.”

On the TV side, the business model has continued to 
be strained for independent producers, especially those 
outside of the large production groups, according to 
Patricia Scarlett, founder and chief academic officer at 
Media Business Institute (MBI). Based in Toronto, MBI 

The biggest obstacles faced by women in the media industry

Key findings from a cross-sector survey of 561 women professionals  
conducted by the Canadian Media Producers Association.

Difficulty assessing capital

Source: Women & Leadership: A Study of Gender Parity and Diversity in Canada’s Screen Industries, CMPA, 2017

Harassment

Difficulty financing larger budgets, projects

Gaining access to advancement possibilities

Not being recognized for accomplishments

Pay inequity

Not being able to advance past middle management

Inability to build professional networks

Inclusion in meetings, clubs, networking

Gaining access to entry level positions

30.4%

34.8%

79.6%

74%

83.2%

93.2%

67.6%

55.6%

48.4%

43.6%
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specializes in both production and offering 
production-focused training programs for 
emerging producers.

From the biggest to the smallest,  
Scarlett says production companies are 
struggling to make ends meet in 2021 – 
especially women-owned businesses,  
which historically have not had access  
to comparable levels of capital as  
male-led companies.

“We've now moved to a place where it's 
expected – in fact it's demanded – from 
the broadcaster that your tax credits be 
part of the financing plan. I remember, 
years ago, the last big documentary we 
did, we tried to hold onto 30% of our tax 
credits for ourselves and we were told no, 
we had to put in 100% of the tax credits as 
part of the financing,” says Scarlett of the 
downward pressure that has been placed 
on the production model as broadcasters 
increasingly stipulate that the entirety of  
the tax credit is part of the budget.

One aspect of the system she praises 
has been the speed at which Telefilm and 
the Canada Media Fund (CMF) were able 
to distribute funds to those impacted by 
the pandemic, particularly those from 
underrepresented groups. “A lot of relative 
newcomers were able to get some support 
for [the] development of a couple of 
projects. Right now, I’m telling people to 
develop, develop, develop,” she says.

Within the upper echelons of the 
industry’s broadcast and funding 
institutions, Scarlett sees a different story 
playing out. She says progress for women 
at the top levels of the industry has been 
reserved for a select few over the past 
decade – and BIPOC women have not been 
a part of that ascension. 

“My observation is that we have had a lot 
of success in moving women through the 
system. In the last 10 to 15 years, women 
have made great strides in film and television 
in senior positions. But they all wear a certain 
face. It's not been equal – it's not all women 
who have progressed in the same way.”

This could be set to change, however, 
says Scarlett, as the focus on diversity, 

equity and inclusion at screen-based 
organizations creates new career-
enhancement opportunities for BIPOC 
women. The time is now to usher in  
an era of long-overdue progress for  
BIPOC women in the industry, and, more 
broadly, businesses helmed by women, 
says Scarlett. 

Vancouver’s 1844 Studios is a prime 
example of an emerging production 
company which has seen its momentum 
abruptly stopped by the pandemic. 

Nauzanin Knight, executive producer, 
says the company – which produces short 
films and documentaries with a social 
justice lens – lost several contracts when 
production shut down. It had expanded into 
production and post-production services 
for corporate videos shortly before the 
COVID-19 pandemic hit. 

“We had quite a few shoots scheduled,” 
says Knight. “Half of our clients postponed 
indefinitely… it's unlikely in the near future 
that we'll get those contracts back.”

1844 Studios also lost crucial momentum 
on a documentary film they were preparing 
to pitch to potential buyers, which was 
eventually made by another production 
company after it was postponed. “That was 
a huge loss for our company, because it had 
quite a bit of interest,” she says.

During the pandemic the production 
house has gone full speed ahead in 
development for original projects. Knight 
says they’ve attended virtual events such as 
the Toronto International Film Festival, Hot 
Docs and MIPCOM to build their network, 
but even that has been a struggle.

“We're an emerging company, so 
establishing those new contacts – and 
establishing trust and rapport – is very 
important,” says Knight. “It really isn't the 
same as meeting in person, especially when 
you've never met the person you're trying to 
approach about a project.”

Prep for a pivot to a bigger market

For Monique Hurteau, co-founder of 
Through and Thru Films, a lack of access to 

100K
The approximate 

number of women 
aged 20-plus who 

have exited the 
Canadian labour 
market entirely 

since the pandemic 
started, compared 

with fewer than 
10,000 men 

– COVID Report, 
 RBC, March 2021
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loans and financing has ground business to a halt.
Her company, launched with her husband Lorne 

Cardinal (Corner Gas), is currently self-funded, as 
they lack the tangible assets to secure financing from 
conventional loan avenues such as banks, according to 
Hurteau. Among their credits is the documentary Chasing 
Lear, which documents the first all-Native cast of a 
production of Shakespeare’s King Lear.

"We can't make a project; we've had to shut everything 
down, so I've moved my energies to the background 
processes [such as] getting our accounting set up," she 
says, adding that she has also taken the time during 
the pandemic to earn her certificate in entertainment 
law from York University's Osgoode Professional 
Development school.

Hurteau is no stranger to business affairs, having 

earned an MBA in business administration with  
a specialization in management consulting, but  
says even she finds the requirements for funding 
programs in Canada to be a significant barrier for 
emerging producers. 

"There's too much bureaucracy and hoop jumping," 
says Hurteau, stating that the amount of time and 
paperwork required to secure $10,000 through traditional 
funding systems is a strain on resources. “It’s like trying 
to thread a needle through a hurricane.”

Looking ahead, Hurteau says she isn’t sure she sees a 
future creating content within the Canadian ecosystem, 
stating that her company is looking to find international 
partners to secure financing. 

“In the big scheme of things, Canada is a small market, 
so we're looking elsewhere.”

Top business objectives
BANFF Spark participants goals over the next six-12 months:

55%
INCREASE SALES

50%
RAISE CAPITAL

40%
EXPAND DOMESTICALLY

Source: BANFF Spark Accelerator for Women in the Business of Media, March 2021

35%
EXPAND INTERNATIONALLY

35%
BUILD LEADERSHIP TEAM

37.5%
IMPROVE INTERNAL  

BUSINESS PROCESSES
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Why diversified revenue 
streams are a good thing

Meanwhile, for Inspired Entertain-
ment’s Sarah Bolen and Sarah 
Lynne, the pandemic brought a 
different set of challenges as both 
co-founders gave birth to their  
first children. 

The company is best known 
for its popular Domestic Goddess 
YouTube channel, which has 
amassed a whopping 1.92 million 
subscribers since it was founded 
in 2014. It is fronted by Lynne, who 
hosts all the culinary content on 
the channel, while Bolen handles 
the producing and financial side  
of the business.

Becoming mothers didn’t slow 
business down too dramatically, 
says Bolen, and both took only 

short breaks as the company pivoted 
amidst revenue declines stemming from  
the pandemic. 

Typically, the majority of the company’s 
revenue is generated from brand 
partnerships and brand integrations in  
its video content, the majority of which  
fell away in the first five months of  
the pandemic.

 Over the years, Inspired Entertainment 
has made a point of having diversified lines 
of revenue, says Bolen, and this proved 
useful as the company shifted its attention 
away from its video-content business and 
more toward its meal-planning platform, 
Healthy Meal Plans, working on business 
development and growth strategies. 

“You never know when one [line of 
revenue] may all of a sudden not be viable. 
That's also the nature of working on 
YouTube – you're at the mercy of a platform 
and so that's something we've always been 
cognizant of.” 

To further bolster revenue, Inspired 
Entertainment also worked on repurposing 
its large back catalogue and licensing that 
content to third parties.

 

Finding a new focus

For Suzy Choueiri of Chatterbox Produc-
tions, the months before the pandemic were 
fruitful. She was deep in the hiring process 
for a major project as a series producer on 
a nationally broadcast show. The show was 
with a popular talent and a production com-
pany she had always wanted to work with. 
But, as for so many, that all disappeared in 
March 2020. 

While Choueiri has kept the lights on 
doing service production on TVOKids’ 
Dr. Cheddar, pushing original projects 
forward has been much tougher. “As a 
solo entrepreneur it can be difficult to keep 
the drive going each morning. A lot of the 
other production companies I interact with 
are partnerships – husband/wife, siblings, 
friends et cetera – so that can make it 
easier on some level to keep pushing the 
ball forward. You have someone else to 
share the burden with,” she says.

One thing the pandemic has done is 
make her rethink the content she wants to 
put out into the world. “Now we’re talking 
about empathy, food scarcity, climate 
change. I want to be [making] TV with heart. 
I didn't think about that side before, I was 
kind of like ‘let's make TV – let's just make  
it happen.’”

An added strain, says Choueiri, has 
been the sense that the competition 
has increased during the pandemic, as 
producers compete for grant money, 
meetings and industry attention, at the 
same time as working on their own 
businesses. 

“This is the best way to put it: it's hard not 
to let comparison steal your joy in times of 
COVID,” says Choueiri. “What I’m worried 
about is my competition.”

For the moment, Choueiri says she’s 
trying to get things lined up before making 
her big move. ”There's a lot of people out 
there, there's a lot of noise. I'm spending 
a lot more time trying to figure out who I 
am before I say ‘here I am’ so that I can cut 
through the noise.”  

“What I'm struggling 
with most ... is 
figuring out where and 
how the original IP 
series I'm developing 
will be possible in 
terms of production, 
its larger cast, etc, 
when everything else 
seems to be pivoting 
smaller in the current 
landscape.”  
– Emily Schooley,  
founder, Laughing Cat 
Productions  
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CANADA

LUKE AZEVEDO
VP Creative Industries & film 
commissioner
Calgary Economic Development

MARK BISHOP
Co-CEO, partner, executive producer 
marblemedia

PATRICK CAMERON
SVP operations
Cream

JUSTIN CUTLER
Commissioner
Ontario Film Commission 

BRAD DANKS
CEO 
OUTtv

AL DARK
SVP, media revenue
Rogers Sports & Media

PREM GILL
CEO
Creative B.C.

RICHARD GOLDSMITH
President, global distribution and 
consumer products
Thunderbird Entertainment

CHRISTINA JENNINGS
Chairman and CEO
Shaftesbury

DONALD LIZOTTE
GM and chief revenue officer
CBC & Radio-Canada Media Solutions

PETE MITCHELL
President and COO
Vancouver Film Studios

LAURIE MAY
Co-founder and co-president 
Elevation Pictures 

HÉLÈNE MESSIER
President and director general 
Association québécoise de la 
production médiatique 

MICHAEL PASZT
Managing partner
Raven Banner Entertainment

JUSTIN STOCKMAN
VP, content development 
Bell Media

THOM POWERS
Programmer
Doc NYC / Toronto International Film 
Festival

TROY REEB
EVP broadcast networks
Corus Entertainment

KAREN THORNE-STONE
President and CEO
Ontario Creates

JENNIFER TWINER MCCARRON
President, CEO and director
Thunderbird Entertainment

JILL SCHNARR
Chief communications officer
Telus 

CARLYN STAUDT
Global GM, Love Nature
Blue Ant

ANGELA SANTOMERO
Chief creative officer
9 Story Media Group

SHAWN WILLIAMSON
President
Brightlight Pictures

EUROPE

OLIVER BACHERT
SVP
Beta Film  

ANDREAS CARLEN
Technical director
Cyber Group

VALERIY FEDOROVICH 
Founder, managing partner, producer
TV-3 Channel / 
1-2-3 Production

OLIVIER LELARDOUX
Head of animation
Cyber Group

EVGENIY NIKISHOV
Managing partner, producer
TV-3 Channel / 
1-2-3 Production

*MORITZ POLTER
Executive producer, international 
Television  
Bavaria Fiction

MIDDLE EAST

KARNI ZIV
Head of drama & comedy
Keshet Broadcasting 

UNITED STATES 

ROSANNA BILOW
Agent, alternative TV
CAA

MARTY BROCHSTEIN
SVP, industry relations & information
Licensing International

POLLY CONWAY
Senior TV editor
Common Sense Media

*LIESL COPLAND
Partner and EVP
Endeavor Content

CARA CUSUMANO
Festival director
Tribeca Film Festival

Sources +
Editorial team

This report relied on interviews with these industry experts:
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*GEOFF DANIELS
EVP, unscripted programming 
National Geographic

SUSANNE DANIELS
Global head of original content
YouTube Originals

JILL DICKERSON
Head of unscripted originals
Snapchat 

KATHLEEN FINCH
Chief lifestyle brands officer
Discovery, Inc.

PRENTISS FRASEr
EVP, international TV sales 
Endeavor Content

PHIL GURIN
Producer
The Gurin Company

CORIE HENSON
Head of unscripted
TBS, TNT and TruTV

RYANN LAUCKNER
President and chief strategy officer
Asylum Entertainment Group

HOWARD LEE
President and general manager
TLC  

QUINCY NEWELL
Founder and CEO
TwentyOne14 Media  

SCOTT PURDY
Partner, strategy 
KPMG 

CAT RODRIGUEZ
VP, unscripted development and 
programming
A+E Networks

ROBERT SHARENOW
President, programming
A+E Networks

MATT SHARP
CEO, founder, and chief creative voice
Sharp Entertainment

LISA WILLIAMS-FAUNTROY
SVP, business affairs & legal
Discovery 

MICHELLE WROAN
Managing partner, L.A. 
KPMG 

UNITED KINGDOM

KATE BEAL
CEO 
Woodcut Media

 
 

GUY BISSON
Executive director and co-founder
Ampere Analysis

JAMES BURSTALL
CEO
Argonon

TIM DAVIE
Director-general
BBC 

*GIRTS LICIS
Head of strategy
K7 Media

DAVID KLEEMAN
SVP global trends
Dubit

FATIMA SALARIA
Managing director
Naked TV

CHRISTIAN VESPER
President of global drama
Fremantle 

THOMAS VINER
Creative director
Pioneer Productions

*New roles since interview
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Liza Sardi 
Editor in chief / Content 
director
Playback / Banff World 
Media Festival

Barry Walsh
Editor / Content director
Realscreen / Realscreen 
Summit & Realscreen West

Megan Haynes
Editor / Content director
Kidscreen / Kidscreen 
Summit

Jennifer Horn
Editor / Content director 
strategy 

Tim Davin
Art Director 
strategy 

Jordan Pinto
Associate Editor 
Playback

*Kim Izzo
Associate editor
Realscreen

Jillian Morgan
Special projects editor
Realscreen

*Daniele Alcinii
News editor
Realscreen

Alexandra Whyte
News & social media editor
Kidscreen

Elizabeth Foster
Copy chief & special 
reports editor
Kidscreen

Jeremy Dickson
Features & special projects 
editor
Kidscreen

*Lauren Malyk
Reporter
Playback

Kelly Townsend
Reporter 
Playback

Ryan Tuchow
Online writer
Kidscreen 

Justin Dallaire
Reporter
strategy

Mike Connell
Reporter
CARD

Andy Fry
Freelance reporter 
Playback

Mary Maddever
SVP / Editorial director 
Brunico - strategy / Media 
In Canada / stimulant 
Publisher
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Alex Bailey
Co-Founder/Producer,  

First Mark

Kat Kelly Hayduk
Producer, 

Turtlebox Productions
turtleboxproductions.com

Nicolette Saina
Co-Founder, 
Animated 

Film Gardens

Lauren Corber
Founder/President,  

LoCo Motion Pictures Inc.
locomotionpix.com

Lena Lees-Heidt
Partner, Play 

Management Inc
playmgmt.com

Melanie Windle
Co-Founder, 
Tinderbox

Alison Duke
Partner, Oya Media Group
oyamediagroup.com/oya 

Laura O’Grady
Producer/Director, 
Snapshot Studios

 

Jennifer Beasley
Founder and President, 

Big Cheese Pictures 

Joanne Henry
Principal Owner, 

Lakeshore Media Services 

Rebecca Singh
Founder, Leader Audio Description 

and Described Video Services
rebeccasingh.com

Flordeliza Dayrit
Director of Programming and 
Acquisitions, Muslim Kids TV

muslimkids.tv

Lori Lozinski
Producer/Director/Writer, 

Violator Films
violatorfilms.com

Theresa Wynnyk
Owner, Company of 

Women on the Screen
companyofwomenonthescreen.ca

JoAnne Fishburn
CEO, Good  

Influence Films
goodinfluencefilms.com

Stephanie Ouaknine
Co-Founder, Tinderbox

Jessie Behan
President/COO,  

Aux Mode
auxmode.com

Jennifer Holness
President, 

Hungry Eyes Media
hungryeyes.ca

Nicole St.Pierre
President, 

Sungate Films 

Trish Dolman
President/Producer,  
Screen Siren Pictures

screensiren.ca

Sharlene Millang
Producer, 

Treaty 6 Productions
treaty6productions.ca

Sahar Yousefi
Founder/CEO, 
Nava Projects

navaprojects.com

Amy Fox
Founder/Producer,  

Trembling Void Studios
tremblingvoid.com

Joan Prowse
Co-Founder & Producer/

Director, CineFocus Canada
cinefocus.com

Melissa Dotto
Co-Founder, SetTek

Leena Minifie
Owner, Stories First

storiesfirst.ca

Emilia Zboralska
Co-Founder & Executive 

Director, Pink Moon Studio
pinkmoon.studio

Trinni Franke
Co-Founder & Producer,  
A Token Entertainment 

Jennifer Pun
Producer, 

Edge Entertainment
edge-enterprises.ca

Leigh Doyle
Partner & VP Operations, 

DJG Global Marketing

Trish Neufeld
Director/Producer, 
Story Box Movies

Synnöve Godeseth
Founder and Co-Owner, 

Location Fixer Productions
locationfixer.ca

Judith Pyke
President, 

Curious Features
curiousfeatures.ca

Lauren Bercovitch
Head of Production, 

Kelly&Kelly
kellykelly.ca

Monique Hurteau
Owner/Founder, 

Through and Thru Films
throughandthrufilms.com

Kim Temple
President, High Priestess 

Publishings 

Sara Blake
Founder/Producer,  

Ceroma Films
saraluisablake.com

Winnifred Jong
Co-Founder, A Token 

Entertainment Company

Virginia Thompson
President & CEO, 
Vérité Films Inc.

veritefilms.ca

Rebecca Campbell
Owner/Producer/Director, 

Catapult Pictures
catapultpictures.ca

Maria Kennedy
Owner & Producer, Little 
Engine Moving Pictures

littleengine.tv

Heather Walker
Owner/Producer, Yowza 

Animation Corp
yowzaanimation.com

Carina Kom
Manager and Lead 

Consultant, P.V.P: Games and 
Entertainment Publishers

Marliss Weber
Owner, Parodos Media

parodos.ca

Meghan Duffy
Executive Producer,  

Black Watch Entertainment
blackwatchentertainment.com

Jenny Ng-Turner
CEO, Theia Entertainment

Brittany Nguyen
CCO, Origins Media Haus

originsmediahaus.com

Tanya Gough
Founder, StoryBilder

storybilder.com

Fiona Rayher
Co-Founder and 

CEO, Hoovie
hoovie.movie

Moyra Rodger
Founder and CEO, 

Magnify Digital
magnifydigital.com

100 of the most exciting Canadian media companies:  
which just happen to be owned by women.

CLICK HERE to see the 
professional bios of all 100 
BANFF Spark participants

Cohort 1

https://spark.playbackonline.ca/2021/participants/
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Maria Armstrong
CEO & Executive Producer, 

Big Coat Media
bigcoatmedia.com

Lauren Grant
Producer, Clique Pictures

clique-pictures.com

Emily Schooley
CEO, Laughing 
Cat Productions
laughingcat.ca

Carla Bridgewater
Owner & Founder, 

Sherana Productions
sheranaproductions.tv

Annelise Larson
Founder, Veria.ca

veria.ca

Sarah Timmins
President, 

Corvid Pictures

Suzy Choueiri
Owner/Producer, 

Chatterbox Productions
 

Michelle Melanson
President, Headspinner 

Productions
headspinnerproductions.com

 

Camille Beaudoin
Co-Founder and CEO, 
Mosaic Entertainment
mosaicentertainment.ca

Kate Green
Executive Producer, 

KGP Films
kgpfilms.com

Lauralee Sheehan
Founder & CCO, Digital 55

digital55studios.com

Tanya Brunel
Founder, cineGUIDE

Michelle Leader
Producer, Leader 

Production Services
leaderproductions.com

Katy Tooth
Producer/Director, 

Tooth Pics

Eva Colmers
Director/Producer, 

No Problem Productions
noproblemproductions.ca

Marylou Mintram
Manager of Distribution 

and Marketing, 7th Screen
seventhscreen.ca

Carol Beecher
Co-Owner, Fifteen Pound 

Pink Productions
fifteenpoundpink.com

Chantal Jackson
Founder, 

Vendetta Entertainment

Gina Simone
Editor/Director/Producer, 

Pocket Film School
pocketfilmschool.io

Emma Catalfamo
Founder & Director, Dancing 

Caribou Productions

Denise Lee
Founder, Burlington Films

burlingtonfilms.com

Ying Wang
Director/Writer/Producer, 

gYu Films International
gyufilms.ca 

Sara Corry
Producer, North 
Country Cinema

northcountrycinema.com

Nicola Pender
Director & Founder, 

Pender PR
penderpr.com

Sara Lynn Cauchon
Co-Founder, Inspired 

Entertainment
inspiredentertainment.com

Rennata López
Founder & Creative 

Producer, Lopii Productions
lopiiproductions.com

Brandy Yanchyk
Journalist, Host and 

Documentary Filmmaker, 
Brandy Y Productions

brandyyanchyk.com

Mackenzie Donaldson
Producer & President, 

The Donaldson Company 

Jill Roberts
Founder & Principal, 

The Writing Department
thewritingdepartment.com

Petie Chalifoux
Producer, 

Tohkapi Cinema

Joanne Loton
Owner/Producer, 
GarageGirl Media

Rebecca Gibson
Partner, Eagle Vision

eaglevision.ca

Sheena Rossiter
Co-Owner & Creative Director, 
Dona Ana Films & Multimedia

donaanafilms.com

Cjay Boisclair
Co-Founder, 
Askem Talent

Joan Jenkinson
Partner/Producer, 
Artemis Pictures
artemispictures.ca

Pamela Slavin
Founder, 

PSR Productions

Kerri Borsuk
Co-Founder, Piramide 

Productions
piramideproductions.com

Sarah Juma
Founder & CEO, StyleID

styleid.ca

Kaitlan Stewart
Founder & Producer, 

Fenix Film & Television

Carly Brenner Hunter
Founder, Carly Underwater 

Film & Safety
carlyunderwater.com

Alyson Kelly
Producer, Hodgee Films

Amy Tepperman
Founder & Education Director, 

Moving EDGEucation
movingedgeucation.com

Nauzanin Knight
Founder & CEO, 

1844 Studios
1844studios.com

Bonnie Thompson
Owner & Producer, 

Dreaming 
Bird Productions

Rachelle Chartrand
Co-Founder & CEO, 

Ignite Worldwide Media

Leslea Mair
President & CEO, 

Zoot Pictures
zootpictures.com

Leah Mallen
Producer, All in Pictures

allinpictures.ca

Alysse Glick
COO, Pigeon Row

pigeonrow.com

Amy Saunders
CEO & Founder, 

AlphaPR
wearealphapr.com

Patricia Scarlett
Founder and Co-President, 

Media Business Institute (MBI)

Cohort 2
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Executive Director, BANFF World 
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