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Introduction
As everywhere, the media sector
is having to navigate its journey
out of the pandemic. Onwards
and upwards.
However, this navigation is happening in an
industry experiencing rapid and significant
change even before COVID-19.
On a quest to help media leaders find their way in
the shifting landscape in which they’re operating,
Korn Ferry held candid conversations with dozens
of senior leaders—CEOs, Presidents and Chairs—
across a global network of subsectors, spanning
TV, film, music, audio, gaming, news and more.
Our interviews revealed a number of common
themes, including the acceleration in the evolution
of consumer behaviors and operating models and
effective leadership through the crisis. We also
discussed the new ways of working, the rise of
a different kind of leader and the significance of
human capital in the future. This industry insight
and analysis comes straight from the top and is
essential reading.
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Accelerating
through
transformation
What’s behind the blistering
pace of change?

Virtually every leader we spoke
with has experienced the pressure
of ever-accelerating change on their
business throughout the pandemic.
In fact, many of those changes
were already underway pre-COVID.
Still, global lockdowns exponentially increased the pace of
transformation, driven by the need to adapt quickly to remote work,
and the increased consumption of digital media by locked-down
consumers with time on their hands.

So, what’s driving these changes?
We uncovered nine significant forces at play...
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The fight for IP as a means to
win and retain the consumer
Across forms of media, the fight for IP ownership rages on

Right now, it’s boom time for on-demand platforms, and everyone wants in on the action. But once the dust
settles, our interviewees predict that only a few global and mass-appeal streaming platforms will thrive.
Their success (or failure) will be based on their ability to fund a sizeable Intellectual Property (IP) portfolio,
and to offer exclusive access to it. In short: it all comes down to the content.
As Simon Robinson, President, APAC and
Chief Transformation Officer at Discovery, Inc.
aptly put it,

“ultimately, the technology
becomes ubiquitous
because anyone can build
that; the differentiation is in
the content, which enables
the offerings to deliver
something unique.”
It’s this dynamic that explains Netflix’s $17
billion content spend in 2020, and why Amazon
arguably paid a significant premium for MGM’s
coveted library. And it’s also what’s driven AT&T
to reduce investment in the race by planning to
spin out its budget-hungry WarnerMedia business
to free up capital for its telecom business.
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One executive
summed it up perfectly:

“There was a moment early
in the pandemic when
Disney shut down a theme
park and lost something
in the order of $7.5 billion,
and yet the stock still
went up because Disney+
launched. If you were an
executive in that moment,
you realized suddenly that
it’s less about the cash flow
of those big behemoths.
The scorecard was really
going to be based on one
fundamental thing, which
was subscriber growth.”
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Independent content makers with
unique ideas will continue to shine
Great storytelling will always be in demand

Although the large direct-to-consumer (D2C) platforms continue to use their internal studios to create
content and rapidly build their own IP portfolios, it’s not enough. The scramble for dominance and longevity
demands more content than can be produced internally, even if they lock up big-name talent in exclusive
deals. This content gap means there’s an ongoing opportunity for independent content creators who
can shop both their IP and production capabilities to a highly competitive buyer ecosystem. It’s a seller’s
market, if you have something “undeniable.”
Those holding the key to “undeniable” talent
or IP can often retain a stake in the long-term
value of some content, while also benefitting
from attractive cost-plus production models
in the near-term. Interestingly, independent
studios’ ability to finance production as part of
the value-add equation is becoming less and
less important. That’s down to the deep pockets
of the large tech-first platforms, combined with
their desire for unencumbered monetization over
an increasingly global consumer audience.
Here’s another smart summary from
one executive:

“You’re moving towards a
business where it is harder
to own something, yet the
rewards for making it are
also higher, but there’s a
cap on it …You’re trading a
backend for a guarantee.
Netflix doesn’t really want
your money… they want
your content.”
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As control over IP is increasingly ceded to the
major D2C platforms—whether because it is
produced internally or later purchased in ongoing
industry consolidation—independent players will
continue to have an essential role in surfacing
and developing new voices, creative talent and IP.
As Jesse Sisgold, President of Skydance Media
put it,

“the industry is obviously
in a massive transition,
but with that comes real
opportunity. With more
content available through
more forms of distribution,
the pure-play independent
content companies that
can deliver compelling
and entertaining content
(on time and on budget!)
for global audiences
should continue to be
partners with and valued
by both the streaming
and traditional distributors.”
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From audio to web and mobile,
digital publishing formats reign
In publishing, digitization delivers on
speed and agility

The conversion of books and news from print to audio
formats has gathered pace, thanks to lockdown lifestyles.
Authors and journalists can now build a fan following and
audience for stories without having to go through traditional
publishing channels, mirroring how YouTubers operate.
Meanwhile, consumers are ready to spend less time on their
screens; audio offers the perfect escape from endless scrolling.
Like with other IP businesses, high podcasting valuations
are driven by content valuations, not ad revenues. Cumulus
Media’s CEO Mary Berner told us they are moving the
organization’s self-identity towards audio (rather than
radio), and to a business that is platform agnostic. There are
opportunities to extract value from some of the best and most
experienced audio creators on earth with that repositioning.
As supply-chain issues in traditional book publishing caused a
slowdown and pushed consumers towards digital alternatives,
repeated lockdowns have similarly impacted the distribution
of print publications, further accelerating the consumption of
digital magazines and news.
Meanwhile, reporters are increasingly using mobile phones
to record video and file reports, eliminating the need for an
entire production team in the field. Guests and commentators
are now used to setting up their own live links, without
using additional technical support. With this reduction in
the resources needed to support news-gathering operations,
organizations have become more streamlined and agile,
further supporting a faster transition towards mobile
journalism and digital content distribution.
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Accelerated digital infrastructure is
driving growth in emerging markets
More Asian markets embrace on-demand entertainment

In developing economies, COVID-19 has been a catalyst
for digital adoption, seeing millions of new subscribers
to on-demand platforms. As one leader familiar with
the APAC marketplace told us,

“once an economy starts
digitizing like that, it becomes
opened up for digital services.
Last year in Southeast Asia,
40-million people connected to
the internet for the first time…
that is unprecedented.”
That’s a 400% increase on the 10-million new
connections that were made in 2019. Mind blowing.
These regions also saw a rapid transition from cash
towards mobile wallets. For subscription platforms
requiring digital payments, this is big news. In India,
the pandemic has greatly accelerated over-the-top
(OTT) media service adoption, as audiences sought
out fresh content while TV production was stalled.
With a lack of smart TVs, OTT access also brought the
second screen into the home, and with it, individualized
viewing patterns. India now boasts 40-million paying
OTT subscribers, up from just 10 million before
the pandemic. Another senior leader familiar with
the APAC marketplace noted an 84% increase in
gaming content downloaded in Asia, with rates
growing significantly.
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Demand for social change has
opened consumer mindsets
‘Local’ content has global reach

Programmers with access to consumer
consumption patterns and data are finding that
consumers worldwide are open to a broader
range of stories. Not surprising, considering the
global cultural revolution spurred by George
Floyd’s death, and other recent events making
headlines worldwide. One leader we spoke with
also commented,

“With accelerated
dissemination of
information, anything
happening in one part of
the world can immediately
travel around the globe.
For example, the Black
Lives Matter movement
spread quickly to Asia.
It forced thinking about
diversity, LBGTQ, and
inclusion. Social media
platform usage has gone
up and contributed to the
rapid spread of ideas, and
adoption of issues, at a
global level.”
This consumer appetite for a broadened
understanding of the multi-cultural world in
which we live has been reflected in increased
consumption of international programming.
Culturally specific content is easily crossing
national boundaries.
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Pearlena Igbokwe, Chairman, Universal Studio
Group, is grateful to be witnessing this trend,

“my agenda when I came
into the studio was to
open up the slate as much
as possible and diversify
the voices here. It’s clearly
become an imperative,
because that’s what the
world wants.”
Similarly, Simon Robinson at Discovery has also
observed an influx of viewers watching content
localized for other markets, telling us,

“the world is becoming a smaller place,
and content is bringing it together.”
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New consumer opportunities in gaming,
interactive experiences and NFTs
Monetizing the new fandoms

Fandom CEO Perkins Miller shared that people are increasingly losing themselves
in video game play, leading parallel lives in the metaverse, and spending money
to support fandom communities. Vince Klaseus, President of Universal Brand
Development at NBCUniversal, points out that consumers are also being drawn into
the less charted territory of non-fungible tokens (NFTs). This new technology includes
everything from a new way to trade Pokémon cards to the ultimate evolution of fine
art collecting—virtually.
Savvy media executives like Klaseus are moving quickly to capitalize on these
new forms of highly commercial IP extensions for movies, music and more.
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The value of targeted digital experiences,
and the power of physical experiences
It’s all about communities…

According to RX (Reed Exhibitions) CEO Hugh Jones, test and learn strategies
have revealed that people are willing to pay a premium for things they care deeply
about. In the exhibition space, more value is being captured from delivering highly
tailored digital experiences to niche audiences. Targeted and focused digital
platforms increasingly deepen community involvement in between powerful
physical experiences. Physical gatherings become the tent-pole convening
events, following a string of high-value digital touch points.

11

08

Digital marketing and e-commerce are
intertwined and ubiquitous
Point of purchase goes viral

With much traditional retail closed down during
the pandemic, brands increasingly rely on
social and digital content channels to market to
consumers and even sell direct. From her recent
perch as Head of EMEA for YouTube, Cécile
Frot-Coutaz noted that commerce is increasingly
migrating to social and messaging platforms,
a trend which has become particularly visible
in Asia.
Music labels are leveraging social platforms to
launch music and artists. And those artists are
leveraging their relationships with fans through
paid memberships and product endorsements.
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One leader pointed out that today there is a level
of openness from artists to being associated with
a brand that didn’t exist thirty years ago. Today,

“navigating art and
commerce is the job.”
Even within other consumer products businesses
in the entertainment space, like the one led
by Vince Klaseus at NBCUniversal, online
considerations come first. This means digitally
savvy retail channel partners are the priority,
and digital marketing assets gets increased
priority over traditional marketing assets
(such as retail endcaps).
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Capitalization counts
when you’re playing
the long game
It’s essential to invest in
growth and progress

All media businesses have learned that
access to capital and a long-game mindset
are prerequisites to successful growth and
transition. That’s equally true whether they’re
a digital-first D2C platform investing to
achieve global dominance as an entertainment
content provider, or a legacy media company
repositioning to compete in an increasingly
digital-first distribution environment.
As a case in point, the appetite for
local news—whether delivered via print,
broadcast, or digitally—is stronger than ever.
Lee Enterprises Chairman, Mary Junck, points
out that companies with the backing to invest
in digital infrastructure, partnerships and new
ad products are already retaining and building
new value, even while legacy infrastructures
are being wound down.
Channel 4’s CEO Alex Mahon shared that her
organization’s freedom from a short-term focus
on shareholder needs gave her room to take
risks and refocus all the channel’s key KPIs
around aggressive digital progress. As a result,
Channel 4 has the largest digital consumption
footprint in its market, dwarfing its closest
competitor by more than 10 basis points.
Not to mention that the company’s 2020
digital subscriber acquisition rate significantly
outpaced that of the largest digital-first
platform in their market.
Importantly, the executives we spoke
with caution against investors who
back purely cost‑driven consolidation.
Companies ill‑equipped to progress
their digital infrastructure or advance
their digital product‑set rapidly lose
their ability to compete, and will lose
relevance in the mind of the consumer.
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In short, leaders of media businesses large
and small are aligned in the view that
companies delivering the content consumers
want will retain the advantage over others
simply looking for operational efficiencies.
As Marc Cimino astutely put it,

“What we’ve learned
through the digital
transition is that you
can’t just say ‘no’ to
what the fans want.”
Maria Kyriacou, President,
ViacomCBS Networks
International advised,

“love your audience and
super‑serve your audience;
it’s about content.”
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Leading
effectively
through crisis
What to do when all hell
breaks loose

Once the pandemic hit, leaders found
themselves suddenly juggling multiple
priorities, under great pressure.
They had to quickly take stock of their
people, plans and processes to help
their organizations adapt to the new
world order. Forced into the role of a
wartime general, leaders’ abilities and
resilience were tested like never before,
as they dug deep into their capability
sets. Developed by increasingly agile
leaders, a fairly common playbook for
navigating crisis emerged.
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First, find your feet
Stability became a key priority

For many leaders, safeguarding cash and liquidity was the first imperative. Whether companies quickly
instituted furloughs and salary cuts, or dipped into rainy day reserves, most were united in not yet knowing
“where the bottom was.” This uncertainty forced a series of immediate actions to preserve cash, enable
remote work environments, and address employees’ professional and personal concerns.
In the face of a huge crisis, it was time to pull
together. Business leaders leaned into their
Finance, IT and HR functions to provide essential
support. Many employees across the business
played their A-game, rising to meet every
challenge. Kevin Beggs, Chairman of Lionsgate
Television, was amazed to discover how quickly
Lionsgate could adapt to remote working,
learning that “we can run a business from
our houses.”
Maurice Levy, Chairman of Publicis Groupe,
was extraordinarily impressed by the agility,
dedication and capability of his team, who

“went overnight to 80,000
home offices.”
For Perkins Miller, whose company serves
fandom communities, stabilization meant
ensuring the platform could handle a 70% surge in
direct‑to‑consumer traffic over 30 days, all while
being managed remotely. Mary Berner shared,

“we re-organized in a week.
Within 10 days we moved the
entire organization, including
90 offices, almost 4000
people and all our studios,
to work remotely. Because
you had to do it, you did
it. Some of our staff even
programmed from closets.
It showed us what we could
do when we had to.”
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Principles were laid out as guides to facilitate
increased decision-making at lower levels.
Constant communication throughout the business
also helped leaders make fast decisions in real
time as the pandemic unfolded. One leader
commented that their regular meetings

“were like AI in action.
We learned how to handle a
local COVID-19 case in one
market, and that informed
how we’d handle it when
it hit the next market. We
dealt with 300 cases and
one death, though never
more cases than the
average for our employee
population. Our learning
really accelerated as we
went along.”
Hugh Jones also talked at length about the need
to set ground rules and empower the troops to
both make decisions and mistakes. By making
it clear that a certain amount of failure was
expected—and would even be celebrated as a
learning opportunity—this CEO enabled his team
to work through the hard issues confidently.
He also went to great lengths with the board to
ensure meaningful incentives were put in place,
so that his leaders had something material to
shoot for when they emerged from the trenches.

Next step: scenario planning
Hope for the best, prepare for the worst

Extensive scenario planning was a common immediate follow-on,
providing many leaders with a structure for setting expectations with
the board and employees. Most organization did a “load of scenario
planning,” preparing for worst-case scenarios and developing cost
mitigation plans. Well-organized larger companies gave their middle
managers communications toolkits, to help them keep their people
in the loop.

A refinement of priorities
Rethink, refresh, reset

Once mitigation plans had been laid out, virtually every leader we
spoke with went through a process of re-evaluating their strategic
priorities and active investments. Perkins Miller at Fandom looked
for areas to dial back, freeing up investment for “no regrets” moves.
Guided by the acceleration of forces on the industry, Fandom made
the bet to buy another company sight unseen so they could push
into ecommerce.
Production shutdowns affecting sectors like film and TV gave room
for reflection and planning. Steve Bertram, President of Film &
Television at Entertainment One (a Hasbro company) told us,

“the pandemic gave us a year of R&D
time with the Hasbro brands. We now
have a deep library of brands and we
can’t work fast enough to bring them
to market.”
Many leaders led a process of “forced re-evaluation of the business
at a holistic level,” paring back on non-core or unprofitable initiatives.
Several described the opportunity to pause and re‑evaluate as being
akin to a “sports time-out,” giving them the breathing room to go
through a business simplification process. For many, lay-offs were
most commonly a reflection of shifting priorities.
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Invest into recovery
Crisis, or opportunity?

Many leaders called out a real-time learning: in adversity comes opportunity.
As businesses were stabilized and priorities clarified, the next step for nearly
all the leaders was to lean into opportunity creation, rather than risk mitigation.
Using “found money” recovered from simplification efforts, many companies
redeployed resources, often increasing investments in the technology needed
to run and deliver on the business.
A few leaders we spoke with even took the opportunity to re-engineer the entire
go-forward sales process. Stephen Miron, Global’s CEO, taught his teams how to
sell more broadly across the company’s portfolio of media offerings, while Hugh
Jones trained his team to re-orient around value-based selling. In both cases,
a re‑engineering of the compensation scheme was key to making the successful pivot.
Some leaders used the pandemic as an opportunity to simultaneously reskill and cull
the ranks while revenues were temporarily down. However, in an audio business that
was more favorably impacted by COVID, Podium Audio’s CEO Scott Dickey seized
the opportunity to hire celebrity talent who were suddenly available, given the stall in
film and TV productions. Christian Wegner, CEO at SWMH Media Group, talked about
how the pandemic was a real booster for his media business,

“There was a significantly higher demand for
quality-oriented journalism. We saw a major
increase in our e-paper and digital subscriptions.
The pandemic situation fostered our approach
for cultural change towards digitization,
including inside our organization.”
Nick Hugh, CEO at Telegraph Media Group, also leveraged the urgency of the crisis
to accelerate his newspaper company’s acceleration towards digital platforms and
models. He says of the rapid turn,

“we’ve gone from people saying ‘the Telegraph
will die’ to being the second most profitable
newspaper in the UK. It’s very helpful for hiring!”
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Communication and
composure throughout
Keep calm and carry on

Nearly every leader we spoke with used constant and transparent communication as a tactic to provide
direction, facilitate rapid decision-making, and maintain an extended team’s energy and commitment.
Most leaders implemented more frequent meetings to manage the business, some even meeting daily
at the executive level. Many also found great benefit in reaching deep into the organization for two-way,
face‑to-face communication with staff at all levels.
To counteract a high level of unpredictability in
the Asian marketplace, one leader started doing
coffee conversations with random team members,
and virtual drinks with small groups at the end
of meetings.
Anxious to avoid the written word in very
high‑change environments, many leaders
committed to regular internal Town Halls
to personally deliver tough news to their
teams. When communicating in writing about
particularly sensitive topics, Perkins Miller took
extra care to communicate clearly, saying

“I approach everything as if it’s going to
be like someone reading it back to me in
court at some point.”
Our leaders’ resilience was truly tested, and
many admitted that it could be lonely at the
top. According to Hugh Jones, leaders need
to recognize that their tolerance for pain may
differ from their employees’, and they should
be prepared for people to disagree with their
decisions. Basically, you can’t please all the
people all the time.
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Despite the high likelihood that they’d be making
some unpopular decisions, many of the leaders
we spoke with felt that the persona of “war‑time
general” suited them well. Said Universal Studio
Group’s Pearlena Igbokwe,

“I learned that the more
chaotic things get,
the calmer and more
focused I get, primarily
because I realized that
other people are going
to spin out and my job is
to be the strong center.”
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The changing
ways of work
We’re not going back to
business as usual

All the leaders we spoke with
acknowledged they expect
some permanent changes in
the way work gets done in the
media industry:

Fewer flights,
smarter communication
Meetings look different now

Many of the leaders we spoke with are convinced that virtual meetings are a positive for their business,
saving time and expense as well as improving employee communication at all levels. Perkins Miller has
discovered that video provides for a more interactive platform for town halls, given useful features like chat
and live polling. Lionsgate’s Kevin Beggs now regularly gets up to 90 people joining him online and plans
to continue using a virtual platform in the future, given how effective it has been for the business.
The leader of one highly distributed organization
shared that while he expects Zoom usage to
drop a little to allow for recovery from burn
out, there are clear advantages with using the
platform. Going forward, he plans to increase the
cadence of mass communication through Zoom,
rather than travel office-to-office as in the past.
He has seen benefits from more organization
wide cooperation as offices have been united
by Zoom. People are sharing screens and
collaborating more than before.
While Jesse Sisgold at Skydance Media missed
being able to just “hammer a deal out over lunch,”
he also points out that the reduction in business
travel has been a real time and money saver,
adding, “Do we have to send 12 people to Ireland
for a table read? No!” Marc Cimino said,

“I think people are going to be more
productive based on what we have
learned about how to work over these
last 12 to 14 months. I think it’s almost
going to be taboo for someone to show
up in another country and say, ‘oh, I just
came in for this meeting.”
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For executives who had previously lived life on
the road, the health benefits of being grounded
are no doubt contributing to the revised attitudes
and behaviors towards travel. Cimino added,

“From my own personal
experience, as someone
who consistently flew a
hundred thousand miles
a year, three or four times
a month… I feel so much
better. I think It’s going to
be a big change for the
better and it’s going to
create efficiency and
higher production.”

Flexible working is working
Happy employees, better efficiency

Most leaders expect to settle on a hybrid work from home model, partly to retain found efficiencies
and partly because employees are demanding it.

“There will be a new normal,
and it won’t be five days in
the office,”
predicted one executive, while another shared
that their organization is targeting a 30%
reduction in office space over the next few years.
Mary Junck conceded that work from home
was not encouraged at all before the pandemic.
Lee Enterprises has now completely reversed
its position—and even hires remote employees—
though it expects to settle on a hybrid structure
after having “relearned how to be flexible.”
While most have conceded that remote work
arrangements have produced more efficiency
alongside increased employee satisfaction, one
CEO reported that COVID has also helped to
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reveal weaknesses among certain managers.
Character issues, in particular, have become more
visible and people who were never very effective
now have fewer places to hide. Not all these flaws
are coachable fixes and employees unable to
demonstrate their value will be left behind.
Maurice Levy at Publicis has witnessed a priority
inversion where for many, work has become
less important—just a way to put food on the
table. He believes workers fit along a spectrum.
People on one end have effectively disappeared,
they just don’t show up or have become invisible.
At the other extreme there are the people
working like crazy, around the clock. And in the
middle, people are simply adapting. Levy also
believes that, among people who have learned
they can work from anywhere, a larger class of
lifetime freelancers will emerge.

Deliberate physical convening
Proper meetups must still happen

Despite the overall benefits of hybrid and remote
work, leaders have growing concerns that people
will become less fulfilled by their work experience
over time. Some of these insights are reflected by
leaders’ own experiences. Entertainment One’s
Steve Bertram admitted experiencing feelings
of isolation,

“I learned I really miss being in the
office. I miss interacting and being
in group meetings.”
Another top leader felt the same:

“As a leader, I learned that
I really, really like being
with people, and I really
miss it. I miss in-person
communication. You can’t
feel the emotion of a person
in the same way without
it and I miss it and it’s
something I want in my life.”
Leaders also worry about not having casual
access to younger team members and vice versa.
There is a common view that Zoom is too formal
to replace the “drop in,” and there is concern
over the relationships which aren’t being made,
while existing ones become overly transactional.

Read part 2:
Leading into tomorrow
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Many are looking to deliberate physical
convening to maintain connections, reinvigorate
creativity and mentor younger staff. Its widely
acknowledged that Zoom is not a great forum
for team building activities, and onboarding
employees virtually can be a challenge.
One leader reflected that, while working from
home has allowed his company to reach top
efficiency, evidence suggests that culture and
ideation have taken a hit. He has also received
direct calls from miserable younger staff members,
something unheard of pre-pandemic. They want to
be acknowledged, they want to meet people, and
they want to be mentored.
Another leader agreed that, while hard
productivity is quantifiably up,

“the soft productivity which relates to the
quality of what we do—our culture, team
dynamics and depth of relationships, all
of which play out in long-term benefits—
is suffering.”
There is worry that this loss of soft productivity
will eventually manifest in more disconnectedness,
retention issues and loss of innovation. In other
words, “the casual conversations that lead to
business will suffer.” There is a consistent view
among all media leaders we spoke with that
these issues still need to be addressed and it
will take the form of more physical interaction.
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Introduction
As we saw in Part 1, the world
of media is undergoing a
rapid transformation, with
the pandemic being a major
catalyst for change.
The crisis made huge demands of media’s
leaders as they helped their businesses adapt
to this new normal; how we work looks very
different now, and it’s likely to stay that way.
Meanwhile, corporate social responsibility
commands increasing spotlight.
In the following chapters we explore what today’s
leaders think, feel and do. We capture some bold
predictions for media’s future and we look at
issues around human capital and the workforce.
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Corporate social
responsibility
is taking a
front seat
It’s time to step up

A number of media leaders spoke
about the evolving role of social
responsibility in the corporate
environment. They felt it was
their duty to protect the health
and wellbeing of their workforce
throughout the pandemic, a huge
responsibility. And when the murder
of George Floyd sent shockwaves
around the world, it also gave rise to
much soul-searching in the industry.
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Companies can drive
social change
Putting purpose first

Vince Klaseus commented that NBCUniversal (and parent company,
Comcast) has been increasingly stepping in to play a larger role
with gridlocked social issues, given that governments are not
always working like they should. Companies are taking a deeper
responsibility for their employee base, as a reflection of their
corporate values. One leader pointed out,

“there is an increased sensitization
towards the desire for good health for
people and for the planet. With the
loss of travel, people are finding more
time to contemplate the bigger things.”
United Entertainment Group’s CEO Jarrod Moses, whose company
helps brands articulate and live their purpose, commented,

“there has been an interesting
dichotomy of an accelerated sense of
purpose with a slowing down to ensure
that what we are doing is right—and
the balance is difficult. We really want
to make sure things are holistic and not
contrived. Bigger brands always had
this ‘purpose’ but have elevated it to a
higher calling, and smaller brands see
this as an opportunity to differentiate
themselves. Transparency and trust are
an important part of this.”
With the broad menu of social issues on the table today, the leaders
we spoke with also recognized the importance of responding publicly
to social issues when it is a chance to reinforce company values—
while being wary of weighing in on hot-button topics that have no
relation to the company’s core mission. It’s a tricky balance.
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The diversity and
inclusion wake-up call
Walking the walk

Following the George Floyd murder, many leaders
we spoke with moved quickly to strengthen
the push for diversity, equity and inclusion in
their business. One leader acknowledged that
his sector had previously been slow on this
front, adding,

“we have all gotten the wake-up call that
this has to be accelerated at every level—
in recruitment, training, mentorship,
advancement and programming.”
A number of executives were quite candid in their
assertions that, the social unrest has shown that
companies have a real responsibility to support
change socially and as media companies need
to do a better job reflecting the audiences they
serve. Many are already working to cast a much
wider net in recruitment at all levels.

Mental
health matters
Zoom fatigue is setting in

Media companies globally have also been feeling
the need to provide more forms of mental
health support to their workforce. Employees
feel increasingly burned out from an abundance
of Zoom sessions, a lack of connectedness
to colleagues, a lack of separation between
work and home, and a myriad of personal
challenges rising from the pandemic and social
unrest. Just “soldiering on” is outmoded and
unproductive. New ideas like “Covid Fridays”
(a variation on Summer Fridays), the concept of
“mini vacations” (offline hours), increased access
to mental health benefits and the recognition that
the current pace is simply not sustainable are
all factoring into the conversation to find ways
to bring renewed energy and engagement to a
tired population.
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A new kind
of leader has
emerged
CEOs get real

In the pandemic, leaders learned that crisis
calls for certain uncompromised leadership
qualities. Positive. Vulnerable. Inquisitive. Agile.
Compassionate. Communicative. Empathetic.
Present. Resilient. Authentic. These are the words
repeatedly used by our interviewees to describe
the leadership muscles that got the biggest
workout during the pandemic. As one leader
aptly called out, leaders didn’t need a new list of
attributes, but to flex towards the qualities most
needed in a crisis.
A number of contributors spoke about the importance of a leader’s role
as corporate cheerleader, to find the energy to be relentlessly positive and
highlight the bright side. At the same time, leaders earn credibility through
embracing vulnerability, by being frank with the organization about their
own fears and concerns and having the confidence to tell the organization,
“I don’t know.”
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Kevin Beggs highlighted the need to more closely
examine the personal needs of the employee base
and appreciate how much they are in flux.

“People are evaluating their own
lives more fully and asking
themselves, ‘do I want to be in this
marriage, relationship, job, industry?
What do I really love doing?’”
Holding individual conversations and checking in
at every level was enlightening for him and others.
People felt heard, feelings of traditional hierarchy
were reduced, and increased levels of employee
engagement could be achieved. One CEO we
spoke with reflected on the best ways to guide
a young employee population.

“I have learned that if I am not open
to any conversation, it is not going to
fly. Especially if it is something that is
issue- or cause-based. I have to make
everyone part of the conversation before
a decision is made, then they have to
respect the decision.”
Commented another leader, who also leads an
organization with lots of younger talent,

“The skill that never gets the headlines—
but has always been the most important—
is EQ. The empathetic leaders, the ones
that listened, did the best. I would take
someone who is emotionally in tune over
someone who is smart. That is #1.”
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Universally, leaders were challenged to support
their teams in a more personal way than what
they had previously been used to. Whether
called to counsel colleagues who slipped into
depression, or support those who lost a loved
one, the virus forced leaders to hone their ability
to have crucial conversations with team members
in tough situations. Said Mary Berner,

“I think I have become more empathetic.
I have more appreciation for employees
as humans because I feel responsible
for them in a different way.”
Jesse Sisgold discovered that in many situations,
vulnerability must replace Mr. Teflon.

“We have shared tears on
200-person Zooms.”
Simon Robinson puts it all together in describing
how he has adapted,

“We came from a world that was pretty
prescribed… For me personally, the
biggest change is being comfortable
in not knowing the answers, having
the willingness to make and learn from
mistakes, and bring in new voices and
capabilities. I’ve learned to listen, iterate,
adjust and correct quickly and to be
creative in how I approach things.”
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A look into
the future

Where is all this going?

We asked leaders what they
saw for the future, from 2025 to
beyond. To draw out the boldest
and most uncensored predictions,
we kept things anonymous.
Here’s a rapid‑fire summary
of what they had to say,

hold
on to
your hats
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The big
get bigger
Consolidation will continue everywhere. Even the
major streaming services will feel consolidation,
while a major European player may emerge.
There are currently too many choices for
consumers to navigate (and too many for
people’s Visa bills to support). To cut through the
noise, consumers will gravitate towards brands
they trust. There will be a growing trend towards
re-bundling, and tactics focused on customer
acquisition will give way to tactics for retention,
forcing agendas to elevate content even further.

Mashed‑up
business
models
Most see room for just three to four big
streamers, not unlike the old broadcast model—
yet on a global scale. Consolidation to form a
handful of large international production groups
will not be far behind. A major studio will buy a
theater chain. A major media company will buy
a major music company. Fan data and access
will inform interesting new mashups of content
development (as already seen in the Bohemian
Rhapsody movie). Apple will buy something
big. Advertising will find a bigger presence
on streaming platforms; brands need more
outlets for their dollars as broadcast and cable
infrastructures fall out of favor, and consumers are
willing to tolerate low ad loads for reduced or no
subscription fees. Gaming, shopping, and content
will be increasingly intertwined. And governments
will have an increasing say in all of this.
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Speaking
to specific
audiences

Death of
traditional
distribution

“Going to the movies” will become a specialized
experience: fewer features, at higher quality.
Windows in the film business will gradually
collapse. We’ll see increased demand for highly
specialized and localized content that speaks
to distinct cultures and meets discrete interests.
User-generated content will play a big role in
this ongoing shift.

Sports and news will migrate to digital streaming
and publishing formats, serving both local and
national audiences and beyond. Traditional cable
will disappear. Newspapers will no longer print
daily in a lot of locations. The phone will become
the primary screen for everything; bigger screens
will be secondary. But content will not become
an endangered species, it will just travel to
consumers through different channels.

The
rise of
the bots

Meet ups
and the
metaverse

Many newsroom activities will be automated.
More stories on financial news and sports will be
written by bots, but this needn’t necessarily be a
threat to journalism. AI can automate mundane
tasks so that journalists are not tied down to
grunt work. Ultimately, journalism is about being
creative and curious, about critical thinking
and judgment, and that will always need a
human touch.

Interactive shows will go mainstream, they’re not
just for gamers anymore. Social lives will move
more deeply online into the metaverse. These will
become popular platforms for music premieres,
concerts, and shopping. Advertisers will reach
consumers here, and companies will build their
brands here too. Meanwhile, cultural centers will
thrive as hubs for physical interaction. We are
social beings who need to be with other people,
and that won’t change. People who moved out of
cities during the pandemic will miss the hubbub
and come back.
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Good health becomes
a corporate priority
Mental health will be a big near-term issue, especially given the anxieties around returning to the office.
There will also be increased focus on the overall health of employees, especially for those looking towards
leadership roles. Health has always been a factor in leadership selection, but the pandemic has made it
a big determinant in how key team leads are viewed. Given the personal privacy implications, this will
get complicated.

New working Return of
models will
the roaring
evolve
twenties?
For many, going into the office will only happen
on an ‘as needed’ basis. For young professionals,
who thrive on workplace friendships,
experimentation with new models will arise.
New pod strategies may develop, such as live/
work housing arrangements for people seeking
a sense of professional community away from
big cities. The freelance economy will grow.
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What can we learn from the Spanish flu?
Back then, there was a second wave. Then people
decided that “life is short, so live it up!” If history
repeats, the 2020s might end up as hedonistic
as the 1920s. If we can get past all the variants,
prepare for wild times ahead.
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Human
capital: who,
what, when?

Looking at the workforce
of the future

During our discussions
about the current state of
the media landscape and
where it’s heading in the
near term, we identified
seven talent challenges
that will be essential for
leaders to address:
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A shrinking talent pool,
changing employee priorities
The recruitment race is on

Following a period of layoffs and furloughs
during the pandemic, many media businesses
are currently understaffed. This challenge has
been exacerbated by the “Great Resignation,”
with employees dropping out of the workforce
altogether, spurred by their desire to change
their lives and find a bigger meaning.
As one leader observed,

“we are starting to lose
some people who, following
their own reflections, just
don’t want to do what
they are doing anymore.
They are leaving the job
and the industry altogether.
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Some are making life
choices to go live in places
like Montana. Priorities have
just changed.”
The solution to understaffing isn’t as simple as
just hiring people back off the street. To attract
people back into the business—and retain others
who are considering quitting—companies need to
be thoughtful about their employer proposition
and adapt to meet the talent where they are.
Companies with high volume recruitment needs
will need to consider approaches to Recruitment
Process Outsourcing (RPO) that maximize the
efficiency of their own thinly staffed recruitment
teams. Given that talent is in increasingly short
supply, it’s essential to be able to compete at
the highest level if you want to win the race.
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Working smarter
with rewards
It’s not just about the money

When big tech entered the media landscape,
those companies leveraged their deep cash
pockets and massive valuation growths to
dislodge and assemble massive teams of top
talent. Unable to compete on a cash or equity
standpoint, the rest of the media ecosystem
must work smarter. That means being creative
in designing total rewards programs that show
up the non-monetary deficiencies of the global
tech platforms. Conversely, the big tech platforms
need to find more ways to deliver on internal
talent development programs, particularly where
employees increasingly feel stalled and long for
a better work/life balance or a higher purpose.
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The need to progress
underrepresented talent
Helping new voices get heard

Like other industries, media organizations
are under societal pressure to progress more
underrepresented talent into the executive
ranks and throughout. It’s also good business.
Says Steve Bertram,

“we are working harder to ensure our
own team’s level of diversity, and the
voices we bring forward, more fully
reflect the diversity of our audience.”
The challenge is that recasting the balance is
even more difficult in a tight overall labor market,
so companies need to invest more aggressively
in inclusive leader training, inclusive recruitment
skills, and professional development programs
for underrepresented groups.
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Digital
skills wanted
Turning the needle with tech

Stephen Miron astutely calls out,

“If you want to be truly
innovative in what you do,
the reference points are
often not within your own
sector. They’re outside it.”
That means media companies must continue to
expand and mature their footprints of digital
talent. Direct-to-consumer (D2C) technology
infrastructure, ecommerce, data and analytics,
and social media marketing know-how are
just some of the skills the industry needs right
now. Considering the external talent shortages,
organizations should look inward: design and
develop new structures that meet the changing
needs of the business, then evaluate current
talent and retrain those who can adapt to meet
evolving requirements. Maria Kyriacou concurs
that, considering current shortages,

“investment in training is not
getting enough attention.”
One leader talked about a phased approach
to upgrading their organization’s digital skills
by replacing those with outdated skillsets
over a three-year period, so as not to lose
institutional memory.

Simon Robinson notes that changing skillset
needs will also influence organization
design, driving

“more centralization of tech resources
to support a D2C business worldwide.
Organizations still need to find the
balance between investing in content
promotion and in developing the
platform itself, and how to prioritize
those investments on a global scale.”
Adds Robinson,

“companies will need to make content
discovery easier. Keeping up with
good technology will be table stakes.
Content will be the differentiator, so we
also need to ensure the algorithms don’t
only show you more of what you already
watch, but also expose you to new
things you might like.”
He further points out that digital skills are not
limited to data, product and engineering,

“we also have to bring in the people who
understand technology, to know what to
put in contracts, etc.”
Peter Bazalgette adds that a new data-led
culture must also facilitate the creation of
a consumer‑facing attitude in transforming
media companies from B2B to B2C businesses.
Finally, Jarrod Moses highlights the breadth of
digital savvy required,

“We absolutely need more
entrepreneurial talent
to help drive innovation.
And we need people
who look at things in a
diversified, broad way.”
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Golden age for both
creatives and UX
Different players need different skills

As Jan Koeppen, The Walt Disney Company’s
President of EMEA, looks ahead at the talent
landscape within media, he astutely notes,

“this will be a ‘golden age’
for creatives and producers
and also for engineers who
are building D2C platforms
and services.”
Steve Bertram makes a similar point, while
recognizing that priorities for these top
skills may also vary by context. For instance,
platforms that thrive off user-generated content
derive greater value from delivering on user
experience (UX): helping people find content
they want to watch and creating stickiness
between streams of short clips. More than other
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media players, these companies will require
leaders with sophisticated digital product skills.
By contrast, creative executives and experts
in curating great storytelling reign among the
premium content platforms. Bertram further
underscores the difference,

“I do think that D2C
platforms get a little bit
of a pass on their user
experience simply because
of their content... when
there is a show I want to
watch, I don’t really care
about the user interface.”
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Large-scale
leadership skills
Who’ll head up the media behemoths?

As media conglomerates become even more
consolidated, there will be an increasing shortage
of leaders proven at leading the massively scaled
and complex behemoths that result. Bets will have
to be made on potential, requiring organizations
to carefully assess and develop entire benches of
talent as part of a thoughtful and multi-leveled
succession agenda. Coaching for development and
other formal training programs will be important
tools for accelerating capabilities to lead at scale,
as an available cadre of

“been there, done that”
mentors will be equally limited. Pearlena
Igbokwe recognized the need for many skills
when leading an organization of great scale—
from financial to creative to collaboration
and influence.

“The challenge of leading
through the pandemic was
a real test for many leaders
and put a real spotlight on
the ones who could rise to
the occasion.”
Massively scaled creatively led businesses have
another important watch out: the dangers of
red tape and added bureaucracy that come
with scale plus complex integration agendas.
Marc Cimino knows from experience that the
best way to mitigate these risks inside a creative
business is to make sure that creative leadership
retains a strong representation at the top of the
organization. He notes,

“when your leadership is mostly creative—
the way we’re set up at Universal Music,
that provides a guidepost and brings
balance to the business leadership.”
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He adds that you

“can’t afford to underinvest in the
bench you have. The ability to promote
someone with institutional knowledge
mitigates a lot of risk.”
Some of the leaders we spoke with pointed out
that too much scale can also constrain the creative
license within big companies if there are too many
guardrails or inputs which ultimately dull the
content, or too much conservatism for the sake of
protecting a major brand. As Banijay’s François de
Brugada aptly framed the challenge,

“how do we remain a
network of creative
entrepreneurs while we’ve
multiplied our size by three?”
Others suggest that a portfolio approach, with
room for big bets and distributed decision rights,
can help mitigate this risk.
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Adaptable workforce design
Building corporate
culture in an age of WFH

Cécile Frot-Coutaz clearly summarized
what many leaders conveyed,

“People want some
amount of agency over
their work‑from‑home
choices; a hybrid model
is likely to emerge.”
One leader highlighted the realization that
at a practical level, location matters less than
executives thought. He said that previously in
his company,

“being a studio-driven newsroom, people
working from home was an unimaginable
scenario. Covid has shown that work can
get done effectively even remotely.”
Smart companies will find ways to leverage
the increased adaptability of people’s working
patterns. Alex Mahon has taken a new flexible
approach to recruiting, calling it, “omniplace.”
Says Mahon,

“’geo-leveling’ our personnel and
recruitment so that people are not
judged on where they are has given us
access to very different types of talent
pipelines… and provided people with
different ways of building their careers.”
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With growing tension between flexibility and
community, culture must guide. Leaders point
out that as they cope with demand for flexible
jobs, mobility, the aspiration to work from home
and even more freelancing, no one yet has a clear
understanding of the impact of all these shifts.
Sean Gamble, President and CFO and CEO-elect
of Cinemark, comments,

“In this whole work-from-home thing
we are all trying to figure out what
drives the most productivity. We want
to be flexible, but don’t want to lose
community, culture and training—
especially for the less experienced.”
As we navigate the way forward with hybrid work
models Maurice Levy cautions,

“a key question will be: how
to build a corporate culture
with people who are not
sharing the same space, no
longer talking in front of
the coffee machine, going
to the office, etc.? The
vast majority of people in
life have met by accident.
How do you cope with
the lack of ‘accidents?’
Life is not always run
by appointment.”

Putting the jigsaw
pieces all together
The bottom line for media

Even before the pandemic,
the media sector was in the
throes of significant disruption.
The pandemic has accelerated
that dramatically. Structural
forces are changing the face
of media forever: the fight
for IP ownership; digitization
delivering greater speed and
targeting; global versus local
content; the boundaries of
media expanding into gaming
and experience. These are all
creating a new cocktail of
challenges and opportunities.
As a result, the challenges of leadership
have increased in difficulty and complexity.
The pandemic has engendered new leadership
qualities: agility, courage and emotional
intelligence are the skills that count right now.
Leaders have had to turn crisis into opportunity
and address a renewed hunger for purpose
and social responsibility in their workforce
and customers.
Meanwhile, the future has arrived early. As the
big get bigger, consolidation will lead to
mashed up business models and we’ll see
the death of traditional distribution, while
interactivity goes mainstream.
The workforce has changed forever.
Shifting personal priorities mean we’re
seeing a shrinking talent pool, there are
fewer employees in the market. It’s not just
about the money anymore, health comes first
now. Underrepresented voices are elevating.
And digital skills matter more than ever.

Read part 1: Managing through crisis and change
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