The Power of Sharing: the TV and media partnership, Nordvision

All over the world, public broadcasters find themselves under severe pressure and, not least, budgetary constraints. They have to produce more content on multiple platforms at the same, or even less, cost. Meanwhile, they are expected to maintain their “public service” distinction. There are no signs that the pressure will abate in the foreseeable future; rather on the contrary. Steadily increasing demands call for radically different forms of international collaboration between public service broadcasters.

Ever since its modest beginnings in 1959 Nordvision has been a cornerstone of collaboration among public service television companies throughout the Nordic region – that is, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. Nordvision is more vital, more comprehensive today than ever before.

How five small television companies in the far north managed to achieve this, how the collaboration works, what may be learned from it, and the challenges Nordvision faces in the future are the subject of this article by Nordvision’s Secretary General, Henrik Hartmann.

1.  Fundaments
Nordvision works to strengthen public service television in the region through co-production, program exchanges and regular sharing of information and experience. Intertwined cultures and history, closely related languages and similar social institutions and demographics are some of the factors behind the strength of this collaboration. Professionals at all levels are able to share their experiences and  knowledge freely within the Nordvision family – because they meet one another as colleagues, not competitors.  

History
The collaboration was formalized in 1959 through an agreement between DR (Denmark), NRK (Norway), SVT (Sweden) and YLE (Finland). RUV (Iceland) joined Nordvision in 1966. Today, Sweden is represented by SVT and UR (Educational Broadcasting) as an associate partner.

From the start the goal has been dually to strengthen the Nordic cultural identity and to offer Nordic audiences quality public service programming. For over fifty years Nordvision has supplied a great number of programs that have contributed to a sense of Nordic community. I dare say that Nordic collaboration in television and electronic media is one of the best and most successful examples of Nordic cooperation in the cultural sector.

Current objectives
In addition to strengthening the sense of community in the region, Nordvision should also
create added value for the participating companies. The companies cooperate in order to achieve more and better public service programming at lower cost. Over the past five years they have also undertaken to improve the efficiency of the collaboration through, for example, optimizing program exchanges and working to heighten the quality and relevance of co-productions.

2.  Cooperation in programming
Nordvision collaboration stands on three legs: co-production, program exchanges and sharing knowledge and experience. The companies co-produce programs in virtually all  the public service genres: TV fiction, children’s programs, science, educational programs, factual programs, cultural programs and investigative journalism. Co-productions are partly financed by the companies themselves and partly by revenue from distribution of the channels in the region. Thus, revenue from transborder viewing is returned to finance new Nordic program series via the Nordvision Fund.

The companies exchange programs and news coverage that they believe will interest viewers in the respective countries. The number of program exchanges has risen sharply over the past decade, from about 500 programs per annum to over 2,700.

Sharing of information and experience is another important ingredient in the collaboration. Professionals of all kinds – management, producers, engineers – benefit greatly from discussing challenges and solutions in everything from corporate strategy, program development, scheduling and copyright.

Whatever we have, we share
Nordvision program exchanges have undergone an explosive expansion in recent years. Most of the participating companies distribute programming over more channels than previously, which makes it both possible and necessary to transmit more programming produced in the Nordic region. Together, the five Nordvision partners – DR, NRK. SVT, RUV and YLE – have 17 television channels at their disposal.

Nordivision collaboration is based on the principle, “what we have, we share”. That is, the Nordic public service channels make a concerted effort to offer their public service colleagues most of the programs they own rights to, either via program exchanges or co-production. The respective companies select the programs they feel will interest viewers in one or more of the other four countries and put them on offer.

Digitization a valuable tool
Digitized program archives and production processes allow all those involved in production and scheduling in the five companies to collaborate much more closely. The companies have an internal digital distribution system, Nordif2, that can transmit a considerable volume of programs in broadcast quality quickly and efficiently.

Nordif2 communicates with the partners’ content management systems. Thousands of programs are distirbuted over Nordif2 each year. The system has minimized the cost of analogue distribution and allows “instant” transmission of news coverage between news desks. It can also be used for screenings at any time and anywhere in the system.

Nordif2 is not an archives. All program files and metadata – program descriptions and supplementary documentation (music titles, credits, scripts, photos and so forth) are erased after a certain period of time. All metadata that has been submitted to Nordif2 is automatically downloaded into another database, the Nordivision archives, which is searchable and accessible to all participating companies.

The Nordvision archives
The archives hold basic information about all the programs that have been exchanged or co-produced in the Nordic region since 2000. At the start of 2011 it contained metadata for more than 15 000 programs. The database is a valuable tool for all those involved in program exchanges and  scheduling. Since the latter part of 2010, video copies of the programs are also included.

Steady flows between companies
2010 saw more than 2,870 exchanges of Nordic programs and episodes between Nordvision partners via the digital distirbution system. This was an increase of nearly 35% over the volume in 2009. Program exchanges alone amount to more than 1,400 hours of air time on Nordic public service channels.

The statistics show that, on average, each program offered is accepted by two other companies. Thus, the exposure (air time) of each program is tripled thanks to the system.

Non-fiction genres make up the lion’s share of programs exchanged. Many children’s programs and educational programs are also exchanged.

3.  Co-productions in all the major public service genres
A survey of all the programs that have been co-produced or co-financed reveals the breadth of Nordvision collaboration. They encompass five principal categories of public service programming: children’s programs, drama, non-fiction, education and investigative journalism.

Nordvision co-productions 2010, by genre:

For children			577
Drama				238
Factual programs		139
Educational			228
Investigative journalism	  28
 Total			       1, 210  programs

Most of the collaboration takes place between the corresponding program units in the respective companies. They share of their experiences in program production, programming strategies and new ideas; new projects are ‘pitched’ and planned.  Meetings are attended by executives and those responsible for program commissioning and/or others with a mandate to take decisions.

Real children on camera
Nordic collaboration in the area of children’ss programs has a long tradition. It is an important area, and the programs are very popular. The following factors may be some of the keys to its success:

The Nordic cultures have a similar approach to children and childhood per se. The focus rests on young people’s own reality, and programs are about real children. Linguistic and cultural affinities are an important competitive advantage over international products from, for example, Disney and Cartoon Network. What is more, it is relatively easy to produce national versions of Nordic children’s programs using words children easily relate to. Consequently, the Nordic public service companies exchange a food number of children’s programs.

There is also a long tradition of collaboration on concrete program content. Producers of children’s programming have engaged in co-productions for many years now. This is true, not least, of so-called collections, where each country produces one or more segments in dramatic or documentary series.

Three of the companies – DR, NRK and SVT – have launched their own children’s channels in recent years. As a consequence, the need for collaboration and exchanges of children’s programming may be expected to grow in the years to come.

Nordic TV fiction travels remarkably well
Many successful dramatic series and single productions are the fruit of Nordic collaboration. Of all the Nordic productions, TV fiction is probably the genre that attracts most viewers. National frontiers are transcended more and more, as producers look for talent  both on camera and behind. The companies’ production units increasingly count the region as their home market – not only in broadcasting – and they do not hesitate to cross Nordic borders to find the talent and skills they need.

For some years now, most Nordvision companies have a designated a weekly slot for Nordic television drama, thereby rendering the collaboration in drama production a regular feature of the channels’ program line-ups. Collaboration is also a necessity if small public service companies are to be able to afford quality fiction production. Most Nordic TV fiction is produced with financial contributions from one or more Nordic sister companies.

Nordic TV fiction is enormously popular throughout most of the Nordic region. On average drama from neighboring countries in the region has audience shares on the order of 35 per cent.

Educational TV in new ways
 Whereas “educational television” is a classic focus for  public service and has a long tradition in the Nordic countries, the content of educational programs has changed considerably. Today, educational programs span over a broad range of subjects, from classical “school TV” programs for use in language learning and the natural sciences to documentaries and series on people in various life situations, with titles like “When old age takes its toll”, “The Nordic male”, “The perfect divorce”, and on to adult education like learn-to-read campaigns for dyslectics. There is also a new emphasis on web-based services. All the Nordic public service companies have school portals that address both teachers’ and students’ needs.

There is also a long tradition of Nordic collaboration in educational broadcasting, including Nordic editorial groups in the areas of concept development and production. Numerous programs have been produced by teams of colleagues from all the Nordic educational TV units.

Factual programs – lifestyle, science, the Arts, investigative journalism ...
Public service channels in the Nordic countries carry many hours of factual programming, a good share of which are programs exchanged within the framework of Nordvision. In addition, there are many co-productions: historical docmentaries, cultural programs and biographical portraits, among others.

Co-production takes many forms: sharing of reportage, interviews, archive material that is “re-packaged” in new programs for national distribution; “collections”, where, for example, three partners each produce a couple of segments in series; and pure co-productions having a distinct principal producer. Most recently, the companies have invested in joint projects to develop program concepts and formats.

Investigative documentaries – few, but important
Investigative journalism in the Nordic countries cooperate in research, work together to develop ideas and share the results. Besides the stimulus that collaboration represents per se, program content also benefits from the international perspective.  More and more issues have international roots and consequences, which examples from several countries can better describe.

At their regular meetings  members of the group exchange ideas and methods and discuss ethical issues (e.g., protecting the identity of sources, use of hidden cameras, evaluation of sources) that have arisen since their last meeting. Cross-border projects share research, sources, recorded material or actual co-production. Recent topics include surrogate mothers, motorcycle gangs’ criminality, and the gangsterism that lurks behind organized begging in Nordic capitals.

Each country has a dedicated slot for investigative journalism, and Nordic programs are incorporated into the national host program supplemented with national confrontative interviews and, occasionally, studio debates. The group may produce less programs than others, but the production process is also more time-consuming.  Many of the programs have had a strong impact when aired in prime time.

4.  Lessons learned
The great advantage of Nordic television and media collaboration is that the sum is significantly greater than its parts. Each participating company experiences definite added value: they gain access to more programs and can pool their resources to undertake major productions and develop program ideas.

For a small public service company operating in a small language, collaboration affords opportunities to, together with like-minded partners, generate and share knowledge and ideas relating to corporate strategy, engineering/technology, content and journalism.

Nordvision collaboration is imbued with a readiness to share information, insights and ideas. Most of those involved in the collaboration get a lot out of discussing their experiences with colleagues in other countries. Some say they feel closer to their Nordic colleagues than to colleagues in their own company, since they share the same specialties and face the same challenges.

One thing that has emerged from the collaboration to date is the importance of a decentralized structure. Obviously, the collaboration has to have the approval and understanding of top management, but concrete results are achieved by the program groups – and in the program exchange network. These are at the heart of Nordvision collaboration. Program groups often have members that are personally dedicated to the collaboration and are eager to share their knowledge as well as program content. Perhaps the prime advantage of decentralized collaboration is that the groups, unfettered by bureaucracy, work relatively quickly and produce results.

Nordic financing enhances production values
Collaboration affords several practical advantages, as well. When several companies co-produce and finance a series, it allows the production team to do more research, spend more time on shooting and more time on editing – all of which results in a better product.

Nordic co-production can open doors
When you represent a small television company in the far north it is often to advantage to be able to point out to public figures or stars you wish to interview, etc., that the program will be aired throughout the Nordic region, to a potential 25 million viewers. It often is a convincing argument to point out that this is an opportunity to reach five national audiences with a single interview, instead of having to do two, three or five.

The whole region as home market
Taken individually, Nordic markets are extremely small by international standards. Therefore, it is to advantage in several respects to identify the whole region as our home market. That is, to produce programs and series having universal utility. Nordic TV fiction is a good case in point, but the same applies to juvenile fiction, investigative  documentaries –  in fact, to most genres.

International coverage
Few topics are strictly “national” these days. Events that take place in distant places can have impacts on our local communities. The planet has become smaller; we want and need both to know what is happening in the world. It makes sense to co-produce and exchange programs that give us that kind of information and to share the costs of acquiring it.

Similarities and contrasts in the region
Nordic collaboration – of all kinds – often involves comparisons and contrasts. Comparing ourselves with others in the region is beneficial in many ways. When we describe the similarities and differences between us and our neighbors, we have an opportunity to see ourselves in the mirror and get some perspective on our ways of doing things. We see our strengths and weaknesses. In short, others’ example can help us do a better job. Collaboration fosters understanding of our neighbors, but, equally important, it helps us “see ourselves”.

Developmental projects
The idea behind Nordvision is that collaboration will yield a concrete value added: more and better programs at less cost. But there is also the idea that contact with creative partners will inspire innovation and new ways of thinking. The steadily increasing competition we face in the media sector calls for a focus on development. For that reason, Nordvision has its own R&D fund to support Nordic developmental projects. The fund makes it possible for each company to spend less money on more projects – which in the long term saves money.

Clear terms and good communication
Last but not least, the lesson learned is that not all our collaboration is successful. Experience shows that the clearer the terms, the project descriptions and guidelines, the better the outcome. Open channels and good communication are absolutely essential. 

5.  To strengthen Nordic collaboration in years to come
As noted earlier, Nordic collaboration in television in 2010 once again broke all previous records, and digitization opens new possibilities for further expansion. Both access to sister companies’ archives and program information and the capacity to exchange content from the web and new media will most likely grow.

Co-production and program exchanges will remain the core of Nordvision collaboration, but better overview, common metadata standards and improved accessibility will be in focus in the next few years. It will be easier to find material and have it distributed digitally. Not least, the wealth of content in our archives will be more accessible.

Nordvision is an important resource for strengthening public service broadcasting in all the Nordic countries. A pragmatic platform for Nordic cooperation in television, the partnership makes a significant contribution to the cultural life of each country.

By making available a selection programs judged to be of interest to each national audience, the companies offer viewers throughout the region relevant information and inspiring experiences – in the original languages.

“Norden” as a concept most likely has a much stronger presence in banquet speeches and political agreements than in people’s everyday lives. But the more than fifty years of Nordic cooperation under Nordvision’s auspices have given the people of the region at least some idea of our common heritage, stimulating our curiosity about each other – and our sense of community.

6.  The challenges ahead – global public service media cooperation
Media development is no longer a national matter, and competition in the media sector has never been greater. The major commercial media houses collaborate as a matter of course – on an international, even global, scale. In fact, the major media houses have become “major” global – and highly influential – actors precisely because they have merged, fused and collaborated.

On the one hand, media today are characterized by increasingly commercial and tabloid-like content, to an extent that sometimes poses a threat to cultural diversity. On the other hand, thanks to digitization, a vast amount of content has become widely accessible, free of charge. Never before has so much valuable knowledge and media content been available, just for the asking. This poses a challenge to traditional public service media and commercial media alike. Sharing of media content via internet is only just beginning.

I am convinced that Public Service Media will not survive unless we can look beyond our borders and start collaborating more widely across national frontiers. We have to become much better at sharing our history, culture and television fare - at the lowest possible cost. Without international cooperation public service media around the world will most likely find it even harder to keep pace with our commercial competitors in years to come.

Our need of unique, better, less costly – and more – public service content is growing exponentially. All kinds of social and creative networks are doing it already: sharing content, developing content together and passing it on to others. Public service media have to come out of our isolation and start doing it, too!

At the same time we will find it ever more difficult to maintain our distinction in the vast array of television channels unless we start collaborating across borders, perhaps even globally. We need to rethink our vision of public service, develop new ideas that are adapted to new realities, yet remain true to our ideals of diversity and independence. Global public service media collaboration may be one of the paths toward more unique and less costly public service content.

Nordvision 2010 in numbers
3 991 programs in total
1 210 co-produced programs (aired)
2 781 programs exchanged
   139 proposals for co-production
   130 co-productions in progress
    53 completed co-productions
1 067 news items exchanged
    48 co-production projects supported by the Nordvision Fund
    14 development projects received R&D support from the Nordvision Fund
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