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It seems that only a few years ago, when it came
to distribution of film and TV content in the

home entertainment industry, DVD was the only
game in town. Today, the array of device, format
and media choices available to consumers is
staggering. This, coupled with consumers’ insa-
tiable appetite for localised filmed and TV
 entertainment around the world has led to enor-
mous challenges for content producers and
 distributors alike. These stem primarily from the
demands of delivering huge volumes of digital
entertainment in today’s markets.

When you consider that this transition has
taken place to a backdrop of a challenging eco-
nomic climate it is no wonder that companies
throughout the industry are under extreme pres-
sure to cut costs and improve efficiencies.

Enter the cloud
There can be no doubt that this change has
been brought about by astonishing advances in
technology, which includes the meteoric rise of
cloud computing. Although they may not realise
it, 95% of consumers have come to depend
heavily on cloud-based services in areas such as
digital locker services like UltraViolet, social
 networking and email.  

Now more and more creative and production
companies are turning to the cloud to help
 increase productivity and reduce costs. Accord-
ing to the 2nd Cloud Circle Industry Trends
 Survey of senior business, finance and IT-based
personnel, saving money and improving
agility/flexibility are the two most common
 reasons for adopting the cloud.

Innovators have been quick to capitalise on
the many advantages of cloud computing to

offer a range of new services for packaged
media and digital delivery. There are now many
areas of work where the traditional approach of
one-user-one-workstation has been displaced by
cloud computing, including collaboration,
 review/approval of materials and workflow au-
tomation.

‘The cloud’ is not a well understood term (ap-
parently 29% of respondents of a recent  survey
thought it was for forecasting the weather!) So,
let’s get technical for a moment: cloud is a com-
puting resource that is:
• On-demand: the servers are already setup and
ready to be used;
• Self-service: the customer
chooses what he/she wants,
when he/she wants it;
• Scalable: the customer can
choose how much capacity
he/she wants and ramp up if
necessary;
• Measurable: there’s meter-
ing/reporting so you know
you are getting what you pay
for.

What makes cloud serv-
ices so attractive to many
businesses is the way that
they are charged – customers
pay only for what they use,
when they use it. This makes
cloud services much more
cost -effective than traditional
approaches to computing
and is allowing many organi-
sations to become more com-
petitive, profitable and agile.

Cloud and the media industries
With so much to gain, why then, on the whole,
have media organisations been relatively slow to
embrace cloud services?  

There are a number of reasons. Ironically, one
of the biggest is that businesses are so busy
doing what they know best and fighting fires that
there’s no time left in the day to step back and
see what benefits new approaches can bring.  

In an effort to make their workforce more
 efficient, businesses may choose to install new
information systems. However, a common pitfall
is that new systems usually bring new working
practices and procedures which take time to
learn. As a result, productivity can actually go
down rather than up when a new system is rolled
out. If operators are under pressure then intro-
ducing new systems can easily backfire if not
done right.                                                      >>

Cloud control

Consumers’ insatiable appetite for localised filmed and TV  enter tain-
ment has led to enormous challenges for producers and distributors alike
to deliver huge volumes of content. STUART GREEN, CEO of ZOO Digital,
says the answer lies in the Cloud.

What are/were your primary objectives in adoption 
the cloud? (Respondents asked to select three)

Source: 2nd Cloud Circle Industry Trends. 250 UK IT-based executives interviewed Sept-Nov 2011.

Transforming creative and production
process management
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Before we explore how media companies
can tackle this dilemma, let’s take a look at how
and why cloud-based platforms are beginning
to take hold as an alternative to the conventional
approach.

Traditionally, a business hires an IT team to
build and run its computer systems. This means
spending cash up-front on servers and software.
Once those systems are up and running the IT
team will make sure they continue to be so,
which includes continually updating software
and computer security. So, there’s a significant
capital cost and an on-going cost of a dedicated
IT team.

Contrast this with systems hosted in the
cloud.  Businesses no longer need to purchase,
install, host and maintain their own hardware:
servers can be “rented” – by the hour, if needed
– so that start-up costs require
almost zero cash. Starting up a
new service, or increasing
 capacity to deal with a peak
 requirement, such as a big
transcoding job, can be acti-
vated in moments and
charged on a pay-as-you-go
basis. This means that busi-
nesses pay only for the infra-
structure they need, when they
need it.

The business model that
has proven to be most popular
is Software-as-a-Service, or
SaaS, where software develop-
ers make available a complete
package of certain functional-
ity that customers can tap into
as and when required, scaling
resources up and down as
needs dictate. Under a SaaS
arrangement the service pro -
vider takes care of all those te-
dious maintenance tasks, such as bug fixes and
computer security updates. SaaS solutions are
usualy designed to be resilient, which means
that in the event of, say, hardware or network
 failure, customer services are uninterrupted.  

Under an arrangement like this there is usu-
ally no significant requirement for traditional IT
management at the customer site at all – main-
tenance and user support are provided directly
by the SaaS company.  Consequently, the cloud
 democratises IT – it allows any business or work-
group of any size to access the kind of services
that were previously accessible only to the
largest enterprises.

The implications of these benefits to the
broadcast industry were highlighted in a recent
conference on the cloud hosted by the IBC.
Opening the event, Bob Harris, CTO with Chan-
nel 4 Television in the UK, explained how his
 investigations into cloud computing began in
2008. His team developed web applications to
support two E4 TV series. The ability to automat-
ically scale up the cloud-based computing
 resources to respond dynamically to consumer
demand as viewers switched on to the applica-
tions during commercial breaks enabled

 Channel 4 to deploy a robust, scalable solution
at minimal cost.  

Harris explained how there are many miscon-
ceptions surrounding the cloud, which should be
dispelled as Channel 4’s cloud model is proven
to be secure, reliable and scalable on account of
its three most fundamental features: self-service,
pay-as-you-go pricing and “elastic computing.”
The latter refers to the capability of cloud
 systems to dynamically increase or decrease
 resources in order to maintain a consistent level
of service irrespective of the demands that are
being placed by users.

Many businesses are reluctant to adopt the
cloud due to security concerns, but Harris
 explained that cloud security today is designed
to meet the most demanding requirements of
corporate IT departments, including his own. 

Other industry speakers at this conference
described a range of applications that are prov-
ing valuable and cost effective. These include
video transcoding (the encoding of video
streams to support the wide range of formats
now required for digital delivery across multiple
distributors), where solutions such as Amazon
Elastic Transcoder and Microsoft Azure Media
Services are proving popular.  File transfer solu-
tions, such as Aspera and Signiant, designed for
moving very large data sets (such as video
 materials) between content originators, post
production facilities and distributors are being
delivered using cloud infrastructure. Applica-
tions that have been delivered traditionally on
the desktop are also moving to the cloud,
 including the controversial Adobe Creative
Cloud which makes the erstwhile Creative Suite
toolset available on a SaaS licensing model.

There has been an increasing trend amongst
organisations throughout the digital media and
entertainment industries to make greater use of
automation as a means to improve operational
efficiency. Coupled with the move to centralizing
operations, the cloud is proving to be an effec-
tive way to support enterprise video workflows.

Considerable efficiencies can be delivered when
automation and centralised operations are em-
ployed for distribution and playout.

Workflow is the key
The unifying characteristic across all of these
areas is workflow; many of the challenges faced
by businesses today concern the management
of workflows. According to the dictionary, a
workflow is “the sequence of industrial, admin-
istrative, or other processes through which a
piece of work passes from initiation to comple-
tion.” I’ll use the term to refer to all of the things
that a business (and its partners) has to do in
order to provide a certain service or to develop
a type of product.

In most aspects of creative media produc-
tion, wherever this occurs within the industry, the

efforts of multiple individuals must be co-
 ordinated to deliver the outputs that meet client
requirements, within budget, timescale and to
quality standards. The commercial success of
many businesses today is directly linked to how
efficiently these workflows are operated. Conse-
quently, management of workflows is increas-
ingly a strategic capability.  

Let’s look at an example to explore the
 importance of efficient workflow management in
businesses today. Consider a small marketing
agency engaged by a film studio to create
 advertising materials for a forthcoming feature
across a number of territories. Creative concepts
must be circulated for review by multiple man-
agers throughout the client’s organisation; text
must be translated; localised artwork must be
checked by native speakers; various iterations of
multiple items will be produced and versions
must be controlled meticulously. Managing such
a process to tight deadlines can be onerous and
vulnerable to human error.

If this sounds to you like project manage-
ment, then let’s be clear about how the efficient
management of workflows and projects differ.
Project management is normally applied to >>
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one-off undertakings, which are probably un-
likely to be repeated, such as the installation of
new equipment. In contrast, workflow refers to
activities that are performed repeatedly, to deal
with a business area that is undertaken time-
and-time again, usually a routine part of a busi-
ness’ remit (e.g. creating advertising materials).

The reason to make this distinction is that
 operating workflows occupy the majority of the
time of most businesses, and there is usually an
excellent opportunity to systematise workflows
through the judicious use of IT in order to dra-
matically improve repeatability, consistency and
quality.

Cutting overheads by half
What we have found is that most media busi-
nesses use very simple tools to help them man-
age even complex workflows, usually Microsoft
Excel and email. This can work fine up to a point,
but as the number of simultaneous jobs
 increases it becomes onerous and error prone.
In practice it limits the number of jobs each proj-
ect co-ordinator can reliably handle, which
means that administrative overheads are high.

ZOO has worked with a wide range of media
groups and we typically find that, with the sup-
port of the right software, project co-ordinators
can at least double their throughput. Or, put
 another way, administrative overheads can be
 reduced by at least half.

So, here’s the dilemma – how can a business
make the changes necessary to deliver these
kinds of savings without disrupting day-to-day
operations?

We have learned that the answer lies not in
making staff learn new workflows, but rather in
providing systems that proactively support the
existing workflows. In other words, businesses
continue to capitalise on the procedures that
have already been proven to be successful, but
draw on computer systems to automate their
 administration.

A new generation of workflow management
solutions is being enabled by the power of cloud
computing. Businesses involved in many aspects
of digital media production and distribution are
turning to cloud workflow management to allow
established and proven working practices to be
performed much more efficiently. By using flex-
ible, configurable platforms, bespoke systems
can be assembled very quickly and inexpen-
sively, optimised for the specific characteristics

of the target business environment. The imple-
mentation can be tweaked and adjusted over
time to ensure that it continues to meet the
evolving needs of the business. 

In addition to the case study above, here are
two other examples:

Collaborating on international marketing 
The theatrical marketing group of a major Holly -
wood film studio used Excel and email to man-
age the development of international cam -
 paigns. With lead times shortening, project co-
ordination was becoming harder and mistakes
were starting to creep in.

The group adopted a workflow management
system to support the production and localisa-
tion of poster campaigns for 40+ languages, in-
corporating secure online review and approval,
reducing time to market by half. This was done
with the minimum of disruption of day-to-day
business by capitalising on the workflows
 already operated by the group.

A self-service portal for clients
In an increasingly competitive market, a UK-
based POP agency was looking for a way to
streamline the way it handles communications
with a number of its key clients.

A workflow management system was put in
place to support client self-service, making it
easier for clients to submit orders, review and
mark up artwork and track progress. The system
reduces emails and automates aspects of client
administration, reducing costs. The clients, now
able to obtain real time status information, are
delighted with the interface that is tailored for
their needs.

Cloud computing is changing working prac-
tices to dramatically improve the efficiency of
creative and production businesses. By automat-
ing administration, businesses become more
productive. When materials and processes are
centralised there is better visibility and collabo-
ration becomes easier. By capitalising on exist-
ing workflows, systems can be designed that
cause the least possible disruption of day-to-day
operations.  In combination, cloud-based work-
flow management enables cutting costs and
 improving efficiencies.¢
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A Los Angeles-based digital media production
facility serving a number of major international
content owners wanted to add subtitle origina-
tion and formatting to its range of services. Hav-
ing previously outsourced subtitle production
to specialist third parties, management felt that
a suitable collaboration system would enable
greater control over projects and their quality,
selection of preferred translators and reduction
of costs. In addition, centralising subtitle mate-
rials would allow reliable archiving and manage-

ment of data. The challenge was doing this
quickly and without significantly increasing
headcount or incurring hefty start-up costs.

With the aid of cloud-based systems, the fa-
cility has been able to manage the efforts of an
extensive network of freelance translators lo-
cated around the world, increasing the number
of concurrent jobs by over 100, without any in-
crease in admin staff. One centralised system
has become the hub of subtitling operations,
allowing translators, QC staff, project co-ordi-

nators and clients to
collaborate effortlessly.
The system provides
full visibility of project
progress and status.
An added bonus is
that creating subtitle
files for compatibility
with a range of for-
mats, from DVD and
Blu-ray to digital plat-
forms like iTunes, are
generated automati-
cally and on-demand,
reducing cost and
shortening turn times.

CASE STUDY: Let the cloud work the crowd

STUART GREEN has led software companies
since the early 1990s. Since 2006 he is CEO of
ZOO Digital Group. With a PhD in Computer
Science from the University of Bristol, he
brings a technical edge to the leadership of
the company. In the early days of ZOO, Stuart

initiated the research which led to a range of new methods
to simplify the preparation of interactive video products.
He has also invented a number of the core algorithms used
by ZOO’s proprietary software – Stuart has more than 20
granted patents in the fields of image processing and
media transformation. Contact: www.zoodigital.com.
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2 versions (167 &171) to be 
combined with Single Blu ray 

disc tray

patented by MIP
for 2 BD discs

DOUBLE BLU 
RAY TRAY

> www.mip-packaging.com
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