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Making content stand out 
from the streaming crowd

There is so much video content being pushed 
out into the ether that without a !nely 
tuned search, discovery and personalised 
recommendation facility, it is almost 
impossible for viewers to quickly surface the 

content they want to engage with. And, if viewers aren’t 
satis!ed they will churn leaving content providers with a 
market share headache.

As the Nielsen State of Play report, published April 2022, 
stated: “The groundswell of over-the-top (OTT) platforms 
and content now provides more choice than consumers 
can keep track of. It’s clear that media companies will need 

streaming-!rst mindsets going forward, but they will also 
need to understand consumer behaviour and sentiment 
to deliver what audiences are looking for – and keep them 
engaged amid an ever-growing range of choice.”

Peter Docherty, founder and CTO of ThinkAnalytics, 
outlines the scope of the problem: “If you look at an OTT 
service, people may have 100,000 di"erent programmes 
available to them to watch. One of our customers may 
even o"er up to two million pieces of content. So the main 
challenge is to get people watching before they get bored of 
searching.”

It’s pointless having attractive assets if you can’t attract 

In 2022, end-users are presented with a glut of content at any possible moment. As such 
platform operators need to do more than ever if they want their shows and movies to make 
an impact, reports Anna Tobin.

Nielsen’s State 
of Play report 
argued “the video 
streaming industy 
as reached a 
tipping point."
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anyone to them, adds Jose Luis Vazquez, CEO at Mirada. 
“You can have thousands of assets in your library that you 
have invested heavily in, but if you can’t get that asset in 
front of the right users it becomes worthless.”

Re!ning content descriptions 

Part of the battle to win over eyeballs is down to how 
accurately you describe your content, says Martin Prins, 
head of product at Media Distillery. “Content descriptions 
are often too generic and not su#ciently descriptive of 
what the content is. Each time a user selects an item of 
content and it’s not what they want there’s disappointment. 
And consumers will only tolerate a certain amount of 
disappointment before they consider churning.”

It does’t help that many TV services do not create 
individual user pro!les and even if they do, users often 
don’t use them. In this situation, says Pierre Donath, CPO 
and CMO at 3SS, “The TV service provider can’t know 
which individual in the household is making the content 
selection and pre-senting relevant recommendations can be 
a guessing game.”

It’s also di#cult to assess how many assets a viewer 
must consume in order to create an accurate pro!le. This 
is also dependent on whether that pro!le related to what 
users willingly watched or what the system pushed in 
front of them, says Vazquez at Mirada. “Are you what you 
have been watching? That’s the big question no one has 
the answer to yet.”

Searching out the variables

Search and recommendation is crucial to user experience, 
but to optimise results this must take into account a 
number of variables, such as search time of day and which 
device the content is to be delivered to. “It’s unlikely that 
you are willing to watch the same content on the big TV, 
as you would if you were travelling on a train, so you need 
to be able to di"erentiate those aspects,” says Vazquez at 
Mirada. 

There needs to be an e"ective visual element to search 
too, adds Trent Wheeler, SVP, product at Gracenote. “One 
trend involves presenting programme imagery within 
user interfaces that captures the speci!c aspects of content 
that attract individual viewers. For example, if a service’s 
content recommendation algorithm is suggesting a TV 
show to a viewer because of their a#nity for the theme of 
‘love stories,’ then the image shown to them should visually 
communicate romance. What makes this possible is a 
granular understanding of all aspects of content through 
deep and descriptive programme metadata. 

“Through personalised visual merchandising, video 
services can actually move the needle on key consumption 
metrics. In a recent test of a solution called Gracenote 

Personalised imagery, a leading US streaming service ex-
perienced an 11.2% increase in time spent watching titles 
versus non-targeted images and a 7.7% lift in the number 
of titles watched. When video services are vying to keep 
viewers engaged with content on their platforms, these are 
compelling results.” 

Understanding the metadata

Drilling down, it’s clear that good content intelligence really 
understands the metadata. This identi!es the themes, 
characters, sports and sports teams and even directors 
that viewers like and this can be used with a variety of 
recommendation techniques.

“To deliver highly personalised entertainment 
experiences, understanding content at a granular level 
is now more important than ever,” says Wheeler at 
Gracenote. “Gracenote addresses this need through its 
Video Descriptors o"ering, which assigns structured 
metadata tags to TV shows and movies based on di"erent 
dimensions, such as mood, theme, setting, character or 
source material. By capturing what content is about and 
relating those attributes to other programmes, the metadata 
solution enables nuanced dis-covery and recommendations 
capabilities that surface the programming that will best 
resonate with individual viewers.” 

Content makers are also keen to work with operators to 
get their content greater visibility on programme guides. 
And, Wheeler says that Gracenote’s recently launched 
ID Distribution System facilitates this. “It helps content 
sources manage and optimise both !rst-party and third-
party Gracenote metadata and its distribution to video 
services around the globe, making it easier to connect 
viewers with programming and UIs of downstream dis-
tributors,” he explains. 

Measuring success

It’s all very well having the tools for content discovery, but 
it’s just as important to work out which work best when, 
adds Doherty at ThinkAnalytics. “You must be able to 
measure and see what’s working and what’s not work-
ing. To do this, you need more than a generic business 
intelligence plat-form, you need an insight platform that’s 
set up to give you key metrics and KPIs that will help you 

Super-aggregators can 
deliver value through search 
and discovery functionality 

that breaks down walls 
between siloed streaming 
catalogues and linear TV.

Trent Wheeler, Gracenote
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make better business decisions. You also need to be able to 
A/B test to see which particular carousels work best. You 
need to be constantly testing, because you can always make 
improvements.”

With regulations – such as GDPR in the EU and similar 
in other territories – content providers are restricted 
in the data that they can collect on users and use for 
measurements. But as Prins at Media Distillery points out, 
you can do a lot to support the user and provide a better 
experience, without breaching data privacy. “Viewers can 

derive huge bene!ts from getting a better understanding 
of content. If a viewer rapidly gets accurate, granular 
knowledge about an item of content, about say, Roger 
Federer’s latest tournament, rather than just tennis or 
sports, the discovery experience is improved and this can be 
achieved without tracking the viewer.” 

This is why metadata and the AI that analyses that data 
is so important. It could tell you, for example, that a user is 
planning a trip to Paris and, therefore, they may be open to 
content involving Paris. 

The rise of the content super-
aggregators

Metadata is what underpins all content discovery, rea#rms 
Mirjam Laux, VP international platform of Roku, adding 
that ultimately, metadata works better when you can 
share it. “At the moment, metadata is owned by individual 
platforms and streaming services, but there is willingness 
within the industry to collaborate and !nd a solution. 
Ultimately, we all want to improve the viewing experience 
for consumers and grow the overall streaming universe. 

“Platforms like ours must work hard and together with 
publishers to surface the right and relevant entertainment 
for consumers to watch at the right time to ensure the 
search experience is seamless and up-to-date.”

Equally, viewers want to be able to discover all of their 
content in one place. They no longer have any loyalty to 
channels and they don’t think about what’s on catch-up, 

Voice control is also playing a growing part in content discovery. And 
to optimise your voice search discovery you must take advantage of its 
increasingly sophisticated features, says Peter Docherty, founder and CTO 
of ThinkAnalytics. 

“It’s not just about using the natural language processing (NLP) 
to understand what the person says, it’s using this in combination 
with content intelligence to un-derstand the intent behind the voice 
command. What are they really looking for? What did they mean? 
Then you have to be able to translate that into something that can 
be delivered. They might ask are there any good come-dy movies on 
tonight? But maybe your content intelligence has picked up they like 
slap stick comedies, but not dark comedies, for example.”

Mirjam Laux, VP international platform at Roku adds that voice 
control speeds up the search process and it will increasingly become 
the go-to search facility as younger users are much more comfortable 
with it. “We are seeing an increased use of voice control for content 
discovery, particularly among digital natives,” she says. And, of course 
as voice control is reliant on machine learning, the more it is used the 
better it gets. 

“The user experience for people with strong regional accents can be 

pretty poor right now, but it’s getting better all the time,” says Kjeld Beijer, 
product marketing and product partnerships manager at 24i. “We’re 
also seeing services, such as Google Voice Assistant, making more use of 
voice pattern pro!ling that identi!es not only the words spoken, but the 
in-dividual speaking those words. So, if a parent asks a question like ‘show 
me something funny’ they may get a very di"erent answer to if their child 
asks the same question, even if the words used are exactly the same.”

Video services must gather more ‘world knowledge’ to actually 
understand what users are asking via voice queries, sums up Trent 
Wheeler, SVP, product at Gracenote. “People naturally use more words 
when talking than writing - especially with a remote control. With 
text-based search, metadata on programming that’s currently airing or 
available may be su#cient. But with voice-based search, services require 
more metadata to understand what the end user may be asking for. This 
includes knowledge of alternative programme names, abbreviations, 
colloquialisms and more captured in programme metadata. 

“When datasets are truly comprehensive, better search results and, 
there-fore, more satisfying user experiences will naturally follow. This is 
the point at which voice control for video content will begin to approach 
its full potential.” 

Optimising voice control 

Gracenote video 
descriptors assign 
metadata tags 
to TV shows and 
movies based 
on di"erent 
dimensions, such 
as mood, setting 
or source material
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or live. They just want to watch something that they are 
interested in, in that moment. What they want is a universal 
home search screen, and this is where super-aggregators 
come in. 

“Super-aggregators have opportunities to deliver value 
through universal search and discovery functionality that 
breaks down walls between siloed streaming catalogues and 
linear TV,” says Wheeler at Gracenote. “Additionally, with 
views across all content catalogues, they have opportunities 
to de-liver increased personalisation and, as a result, drive 
advertising revenue for their overall ecosystems.”

Content aggregators need to build strong partnerships 
with their various content providers so that they can have 
access to that metadata, but this is easier said than done. 
A truly functional universal search and recommendation 
facility is the holy grail that everyone is working towards and 
technology is not the obstacle here, says Kjeld Beijer, product 
marketing and product partnerships manager at 24i. 

“We know that consumers want this and that it’s in the 
best interests of content aggregators to give it to them, 
so they can solidify their role at the heart of in-home 
entertainment,” he says. “At 24i, we have a cloud-based 
Uni!ed Search feature in our middleware that is being 
used by operators, such as Waoo in Denmark, to unify 
search across the di"erent aspects of its platform. If it 
has agreements with the third parties on its platform, we 
also include content from those third parties in the search 
results. But we know that services like Net$ix and Disney+ 
aren’t always willing to do those deals – they will share 
metadata with selected partners, but not with everyone, 
because they prefer to own the complete customer journey. 
They don’t want to just become a collection of content 
landing pages where people come from someone else’s UX. 

“That’s one of the reasons I think it’s hard to see a point 
in time where we’ll have a truly universal search and 
recommendations facility. There would need to be so many 
agreements in place between !erce rivals who aren’t going 
to want to give up control of their customer journey. The 
same can be said for a single metadata standard or a single 
platform that aggregates all the streaming content from 
every di"erent service provider – many streaming services 
just don’t see that it’s in their interests to cooperate.” 

Pierre Donath at 3SS is a little more optimistic, he says: 
“The APIs exist that can allow the required pro!les to be 
built. Content rights are, of course, the bigger challenge. 
Exclusivity of content will be tough, but I believe rights 
holders will become less restrictive over time in response 
to competitors who favour a more $exible approach to 
content availability. Who gets access to data is at the heart 
of this topic.”

Stefan Blickensdoerfer, CTO at 3SS, adds: “If they make 
it easy and, critically, cheaper to access and consume the 
content ‘stuck’ in di"erent content providers’ silos, this 
can be a win-win. Aggregators can earn through reve-nue 
sharing and innovative monetisation models and content 
owners gain subscribers and viewers.

“Obviously, if everyone aggregates the same content, 
again this creates direct, head-to-head competition, 
and, therefore, the players need to !nd their niche, and 
competitive edge. They can do this through better, more 
creative bundling and pricing, and/or by making the 
service available on more devices, giving the consumer 
increased choice. Combining the video service with other 
services is a powerful strategy. Here, operators are in 
pole position, because they have an existing relationship 
with the customer and can bundle with broadband, 
TV and mobile-data access.” This gives operators the 
opportunity to create super bundles and provide users 
with a single bill for all of their services. 

Increasing fragmentation is forcing !erce rivals to work 
together, adds Beijer at 24i. “We’re seeing more of the larger 
pay TV operators boosting their ARPU by bundling services 
like Net$ix as part of their o"ering, giving con-sumers the 

convenience of a single bill, and sometimes signi!cant 
discounts, as well as a single interface and aggregated 
content discovery experience. Broadcasters want to go OTT 
to have a direct relationship with their audience, but they 
also want to stay part of the pay TV ecosystem, because it 
o"ers them a route to more eyeballs. And the hardware 
manufacturers want both broadcasters and pay TV 
operators to continue publishing apps on their app stores. 
It’s a symbiotic relationship.

“When we’re talking about aggregation, it’s also 
important not to overlook the bundling that’s also going on 
in the pure OTT arena, as smaller SVOD services team-
up to take on their bigger rivals by creating added-value 
packages. A good example is CuriosityStream’s ‘Smart 
Bundle,’ which com-bines its own content with that of rival 
SVOD services Tastemade+, SommTV, Topic, One Day 
University and Nebula. I suspect we’ll see more of that kind 
of partnership as smaller services compete with the bigger 
!sh in the streaming market.” 

To conclude, there is no simple answer to getting the 
right content in front of the right people at the right time, 
but technology is the enabler here, not the obstacle. This is 
a challenge for the industry to come together and solve. 

Above: Chinese 
STB maker 
Skyworth Digital 
partnered with 
3SS to create a 
Android TV STB 
platform.
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