
 Long Leash Empowers 
ROI Across the Long Tail
thePlatform Opens 
New Era in Web Video 
Advertising via Innovations 
in Viral Distribution and 
Recommendation Processes

By Ian BlaIne, CeO, thePlatfOrm

Amid skyrocketing Web media 
consumption, content own-
ers for the first time have an 
opportunity to realize the full 
ROI potential of their video 
assets by taking ground-

breaking steps to monetize under-viewed 
and under-valued long tail assets. 

This power to maximize ad revenues 
across all classes of professionally produced 
content represents a sea change in the 
economics of content distribution. Content 
owners’ ability to directly control content 
distribution channels, the modes of expos-
ing content to end users and the processes 
assuring ad dollars will flow with content 
exposure means revenues will no longer be 
limited to highly promoted short-tail con-
tent. Distributors still matter, but their rela-
tive importance will shift as consumers flock 
to new destinations. 

This “long leash” approach to managing 
content is made possible by innovations in 
distribution and monetization that are now 
part of the Web content publishing and man-
agement resources offered by thePlatform, 
whose mission is to afford customers the ver-

satility to support their video businesses on 
PCs, mobile and the TV. Just as the long tail is 
a metaphor for where content of great inter-
est to the few can be found, the long leash is 
a metaphor for letting content go wherever 
it can benefit the owner while making sure 
monetization occurs wherever it lands. 

This requires use of techniques that 
employ smart syndication to drive content to 
new destinations and social networks as they 
gain audience. It requires new search tools 
and recommendation engines that harness 
contextual information and the wisdom of 
the crowd to create viral associations of val-
ued content across social networks and indi-
vidual user sessions, proactively ensuring that 
content, no matter how far down the long 
tail it might be, finds its way to interested 
users. And it requires automated implemen-
tation of advanced advertising placement 
and tracking techniques that gain advertisers’ 
persistent trust and participation in the smart 
syndication process.

The Advertising Challenge
Until now sophisticated application of 

the long leash has been a tall order, which 
helps explain why advertising associated 
with video viewing hasn’t grown in tandem 
with the volume of video consumption on 
the Web. Web tracking service comScore, 
measuring usage in July, reported more than 
142 million U.S. Internet users watched 558 

million hours worth of online video during 
that month. But the overall prognosis for Web 
video advertising for 2008 is well below what 
analysts had anticipated. 

Research firm eMarketer, which recently 
lowered its initial video advertising forecast 
for 2008 by more than half, now says this 
segment will generate only $505 million, or 
about two percent of the estimated $25 bil-
lion going into Web ad spending this year. 
Clearly, there is much room for improvement, 
as evidenced by eMarketer’s projections that 
video ad revenues will top $5 billion by 2012. 

Experience shows the number one issue 
preventing ad dollars from flowing to profes-
sionally produced content is lack of inven-
tory. There simply isn’t enough to satisfy 
advertising demand. A considerable amount 
of branded professional content is viewed in 
untrusted situations without ad support, and 
a good deal more goes unviewed because 
the means of connecting users with profes-
sional content that might be of interest have 
been primitive at best. 

If this content was reaching viewers 
through trusted means of distribution, the 
ads would follow. Thus, the key is to increase 
the number of impressions around any given 
piece of content and to increase the number 
of pieces of branded content that are getting 
to individual viewers. 

The New Content  
Management Environment

Fortunately, the pieces are in now in 
place to allow content owners of all types 
to build video businesses across the Web. 

thePlatform_Ad_1007.indd   1 9/26/07   4:22:24 PM

A BroAdBAnd InformAtIon resources Inc. Publication www.screenplays.bz

Vol.2, No. 1 | JaNuary 2004
Vol.2, No. 1 | JaNuary 2004  A BroAdBAnd InformAtIon resources Inc. Publication www.screenplaysmag.com

november 2008      s t r At e g I c  I n f o r m At I o n  f o r  t h e  B r o A d B A n d  m A r k e t P l A c e  magaz ine



Over the past two years the complex eco-
system behind the scenes has developed 
and improved to a point where content 
companies can get back to focusing on their 
primary goal of creating great content for the 
medium and driving revenue from that video.  

Today, it’s not so much about whether 
the technologies are there, but rather what 
the best approaches to implementing them 
are. There’s now a choice of back-end video 
management companies like thePlatform 
that can provide turnkey solutions to help 
media companies assemble the pieces in 
ways that are specific to their needs. In theP-
latform’s case these solutions support smart 
syndication that harnesses the wisdom of 
the crowd by employing advanced recom-
mendation engines and new viral distribu-
tion models to maximize content reach and 
advertising returns.

Basic syndication is now ubiquitous on 
the Web. thePlatform’s clients are publishing 
their professional video everywhere – to sites 
like YouTube and Fancast; out to the mobile 
handsets of the largest U.S. carriers; and even 
to game consoles like the X-box. 

But there are still media companies who 
are reluctant to let their video out as widely 
as it could go. The first step to maximizing 
monetization of content across the owner’s 
entire library is to accept that open syndica-
tion is here. The leash needs to be flexible 
enough to let the video flow to whatever 
screens consumers choose, especially now 
that media player technologies and newer 
HD formats are enriching users’ entertain-
ment experiences. 

Smart Syndication
The next step in open syndication is smart 

syndication that employs bundled feeds to 
keep consumer watching more of the con-
tent owners’ video content wherever it lands 
across the Web. This requires that when a 
user engages with a video feed, the managed 
connection “learns” in real time what other 
files in the content library might be of inter-
est to that viewer and offers those as viewing 
options as well.

thePlatform is building on two well-
established types of recommendation ser-
vices to greatly extend their usefulness in 
this regard. But it’s going much farther, first, 
by expanding the power of the recommen-
dation paradigm to drive viral exposure of 
content across multiple social networks and, 
second, by implementing mechanisms that 
gain a better understanding of how specific 
recommendations perform over time so 

as to constantly increase the frequency of 
viewing responses to options in the bun-
dled feeds. These innovations are the key 
to accelerating monetization of content far 
beyond today’s best modes of syndication.

In the case of recommendations that are 
based on finding what may be of interest to 
a particular user through contextual analysis 
of video, thePlatform, as a unit of Comcast, is 
benefiting from its affiliation with StreamSage, 
a company that became a part of Comcast 
in 2005. StreamSage goes beyond the use of 
metadata associated with each video file to 
find the associative triggers that tie disparate 
pieces of content together by converting 
speech to text and running the text through 
a semantic processing engine to pull out key 
words. And StreamSage is developing impor-
tant search and indexing methods that go into 
building stronger cross-program connections.

Using these advanced analytical and index-

ing techniques the StreamSage recommenda-
tion engine draws a connection between two 
seemingly unrelated videos in which people 
are talking about the same topic. For example, 
analysts discussing different games in sports 
clips might refer to the same player, which 
might be valuable to someone wanting more 
information about that player but who would 
not look for that information based on which 
games are being covered.  

Such cross-thematic ties have obvious 
relevance for gaining more exposure for a 
particular content owner’s news videos as 
well. And they also can lead to more views 
of entertainment programming. A viewer 
watching a recently produced TV show 
who has a great interest in sitcoms with a 
certain story theme might be drawn to a 
show two decades old based on the similar-
ity of themes, leading to more viewings of 
episodes from an old sitcom that otherwise 

Web media market iNtelligeNce
Finding Good Content 
and Amplifying the Effect

The viral marketing power of content enabled by the long leash of smart syndication starts with 
exposing related options to a single viewer (Ben) and then generates viral recommendations to his 
friends and their friends through social networks such as Plaxo and Facebook.
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Web media market iNtelligeNce
might never have been known to the viewer.

The other category of recommendation 
engine thePlatform is using relies on wisdom 
of crowd analysis, a method made famous 
by Amazon and now used by video suppliers 
such as Netflix. Here the engine finds asso-
ciations between content files that might 
have no contextual relationship but which 
usage patterns reveal to be appealing to a 
shared audience. 

Farther augmenting the content owner’s 
ability to make sure as many options as possi-
ble are exposed to a viewer when that viewer 
first accesses a clip, thePlatform is work-
ing with leading video search engines like 
Google, Yahoo and MSN and various content 
providers on ways to improve discoverability. 
But, as useful as all these techniques might be 
in driving more viewing options to each view-
er, there’s more that can be done to ensure a 
higher frequency of views per any given set of 
options and to make sure that these recom-
mendations are extended beyond a given 
viewer to everyone else within that viewer’s 
social networking environment. 

Revolutionizing  
Viral Exposure of Content

In other words, steps need to be taken 
to maximize viral distribution of content 
through sharing of recommendations among 
groups of friends and associates no matter 
what social networks they are tied into. And 
then there needs to be a way of tracking per-
formance of the recommendations in order 
to continuously improve on the relevance 
of any given set of recommendations to any 
given set of users.

Today recommendation engines gener-
ate a lot of noise, which is to say, people are 
presented a lot of choices that are really not 
of interest. This is because, up to now, there’s 
been no way of systematically learning from 
usage patterns whether a set of recom-
mendations that might work for one user is 
working for another.  The way to cut through 
the noise is to look at the social interactions 
around the videos as they are passed from 
one user to the next.

Comcast’s acquisition of social networking 
provider Plaxo in May has provided thePlat-
form the tools it needs to accomplish these 
goals. The company is leveraging Plaxo’s 
strategic expansion into a new approach to 
social networking that will provide the data 
essential to far more accurate targeting of 
recommendations and far greater reach for 

recommended content through viral connec-
tivity across multiple social networks.

Plaxo, well known as a service that con-
nects some 50 million users to business 
colleagues and friends, is repositioning itself 
through a new brand, Pulse, to be at the 
center of all social interactions by allowing 
people to seamlessly interact across the 
social networking universe. Using Pulse, 
people can sign in with one name and 
password and gain access to each other in 
disparate social environments like MySpace 
and Facebook, allowing them to share data 
across boundaries, import friends lists from 
one location into another and, most impor-
tant to content owners, promulgate their 
viewing experiences to the widest possible 
set of associates. 

In essence, Plaxo is becoming a kind of 
dashboard for the social Web helping to man-
age and maintain relationships across different 
sites. This opens a path to much greater viral 
distribution of content and content recom-
mendations. Moreover, because insight into 
activity across these boundaries provides far 
more data on the shared interest patterns of 
users, thePlatform can implement techniques 
to greatly improve the matchups between rec-
ommended content and end user tastes.

This universal social networking environ-
ment allows thePlatform’s tracking systems 
to gauge performance of recommendations 
across social networking boundaries. The 
ability to track the social interactions around 
video creates a virtuous circle where, with 
every viewing of virally distributed video, 
new recommendations are presented and 
thence distributed anew across the socially 
interconnected user base. This spinning of 
the virtuous circle adds up to exponential 
growth in the views content owners record 
across their entire libraries. 

Virally Distributed  
Monetization Functionalities

All of these capabilities are being built 
into thePlatform’s Player Development Kit, 
allowing individual content owners to imple-
ment whatever techniques they desire to 
expand the exposure and relevance of con-
tent to end users and to ensure that advertis-
ing follows that exposure wherever it occurs. 
For example, by implementing the user 
rating option available to Plaxo Pulse mem-
bers, the content supplier triggers a set of 
responses starting with the user’s rating of a 
piece of content and then going to a prompt 

that allows the user to propagate recom-
mendations on that content automatically to 
all friends and associates who are linked to 
that user, no matter which social networks 
they belong to. 

By enabling this open social envi-
ronment and injecting media into it, 
producers of professional content can 
take advantage of the power of viral dis-
tribution that has made user-generated 
content the most widely consumed 
category of video on the Web. And with 
this ability to promote across the social 
universe thePlatform can see whether the 
non-intuitive sophisticated recommenda-
tions enabled by StreamSage and usage 
pattern-based engines are driving views 
and so can make recommendation adjust-
ments accordingly. 

Ratings, viral propagation of recommen-
dations and tracking of recommendations 
performance in the interest of improving 
relevance are all available as plug-in applica-
tions with thePlatform’s Player Development 
Kit, allowing content owners to enable these 
capabilities as content goes out to all users, 
regardless of their social network or other 
affiliations. Indeed, in thePlatform’s model, 
the content owner is benefiting from viral 
distribution of a player that incorporates all 
the functionalities of the long leash, includ-
ing ad campaign management systems, ad 
serving engines, reporting and analytics and 
new innovations that are enhancing effi-
ciencies for advertisers.

The player is not only integrated with 
major players in the ad space such as 
Google’s Doubleclick and Microsoft’s Atlas; 
the company is also working with many 
other innovators who are pushing the 
boundaries of online advertising and mon-
etization. With these gains in advertising per-
formance, the benefits accruing to content 
owners who make use of the new smart syn-
dication and viral marketing tools supplied 
by thePlatform are sure to increase rapidly in 
the months ahead.  

Clearly, the moment has arrived for a 
transformation in the economics of Web 
video. Content owners have access to the 
controls they need to realize full value from 
their content catalogues through the wid-
est possible exposure of their content. The 
advertisers need inventory; now the suppliers 
of professional content can provide it in the 
trusted distribution environment advertisers 
are looking for. ■


