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A  year ago, if anyone had suggested that 
a bunch of singing, dancing celebrities 
would inform the industry’s most 
innovative entertainment format in years, 

they may have been told there was a better chance of 
a one-eyed monster winning a primetime competition 
on Fox. 

As it happens, all of these things happened in the 
same breakout show. Fox’s The Masked Singer was 
the runaway hit no one saw coming, premiering on 
2 January with 9.4m and maintaining strong ratings 
across its 10-week run to conclude with a whopping 
11.5m. 

The success of the noisy guessing game – in which 
celebrities sing in full-body costumes and masks, with 
top contenders reaching series’ end while keeping their 
identities hidden – is putting costume-led formats back 
in vogue, and sparking broadcaster interest in older 
but similarly visual shows such as Banijay Rights’ Wild 
Things and All3Media International’s Sexy Beasts. 

The story of how Plestis, founder of Endemol Shine 
North America-backed prodco Smart Dog Media, 
happened upon the original Korean format King of 
Mask Singer is quickly becoming formats lore. 

In October 2017, the former NBC reality chief 
was in a Thai restaurant with his family when he saw 
the MBC Korea format on television. By November, 
Plestis had secured US format rights with the help of 
Paradigm agent Steve Wohl. 

“It’s not a typical performance show where you’re 
saying someone is a good or bad performer,” explains 
Plestis. “It’s a guessing game.” 

“The engagement is truly unique because everyone 
wants to play along in guessing who is underneath the 
mask and having those debates online. No one knows 
100% but everyone can guess.” 

Indeed, the success of The Masked Singer – which 
is heading to Germany’s ProSieben and Australia’s 

Network 10 on the back of Fox’s smash success – is, as 
one distributor puts it, “putting crazy costumes back in 
the public eye”.

“Broadcasters are seeing that interest from the 
audience in finding out who is behind the masks and 
staying till the end.” 

Lion Television’s 2014 dating format Sexy Beasts, 
which originally aired on BBC Three, had a similar 
premise, with colourful, eye-catching prosthetics 
used to transform three suitors looking to woo a 
single dater, who must settle on a final match prior to 
discovering their identity at the very end. 

While the show was short-lived on BBC Three, it 
sold into the US (A&E), China (Tencent), Korea (KBS) 
and Lithuania (TV3), among others. 

“Having a mask and not showing faces beforehand 
means the audience is playing the game as well and 
has to stick around – that moment is so key,” explains 
Nick Smith, SVP of format production at All3Media 
International. 

While the show is currently eyeing a third series 
on Vietnam’s VTV3, two new territories are freshly 
interested, including one that has also picked up the 
MBC Korea and Fox-distributed Masked Singer. 

Similarly, Banijay Rights has also seen spiked interest 
in costumed game show Wild Things, which was 
originally produced by IWC Media, Mad Monk and 
Motion Content Group for Sky One between 2015 
and 2017. 

German broadcaster RTL II picked up the format 
earlier this year, with plans to shoot in May and fill a 
primetime slot on the channel later this year. 

The format finds partners working together for a 
cash prize that lies within a forest. To win, contestants 
need to overcome a range of obstacle courses and 
challenges – all while one of them is dressed as a 
woodland creature that can’t see anything from within 
a costume, relying entirely upon their partner to guide 

Rapper T-Pain’s monster 

won The Masked Singer

Costume drama 
The runaway success of The Masked Singer is putting costume-led formats back in 
the spotlight and sparking interest in other quirky, visual shows. Manori Ravindran 
investigates the logistics of pulling off a masked feat
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them through various challenges.
“The slapstick nature of its comedy is designed to 

appeal to a family audience, and in a world where 
households are watching multiple screens at a time, 
it’s a show that families can watch together,” explains 
Nicky Murphy, deputy head of production for IWC. 

Certainly, Masked Singer’s Plestis notes that 
costumes are something of a missed opportunity 
in some markets. Outside of children’s 
shows such as long-running 
Sesame Street and its “gigantic 
puppets”, you don’t see many 
costumes on US broadcast 
television, he says. 

“It opens up this art outside the 
digital landscape we’re enmeshed 
in with its avatars and everything 
else. Masked Singer is a little old 
school when you think about 
it, but you still need to have 
new-school principles involved 
in the design and making sure it’s 
durable,” he explains. 

Masked logistics 

Indeed, the integration of 
costumes is complex. “It’s not 
simply having a costume 

as you see at Disneyland. We need to make sure that 
person can sing, move, dance and ultimately survive 
in it,” says Plestis, who highlights that wearability is as 
crucial as the “visual impression” of each outfit. 

A roll call of series one costumes includes the 
aforementioned one-eyed monster; a bedazzled 

peacock; straight-jacket-wearing rabbit; and 
futuristic raven in a cage-like headdress, among 
eight other elaborate entries. 

“The first costuming [precaution] is ‘don’t 
break the outfits,’” he says. “They’re very 
expensive and we had a couple of instances 

when some of them had to be repaired 
significantly. It’s really important to protect those 

outfits completely.”
Plestis adds that producers also need to 

be nimble in tailoring costumes to suit 
contestant needs: “Ricki Lake’s Raven 
originally had a gigantic cage around 
her head with a little nest on top. It 

became too heavy for her and she 
had some back problems, so we 

eliminated that for the rest of the 
competition.”  

While each costume 
ranged in price, some 

of the more expensive 
outfits, such as Donny 

Osmond’s Peacock, 

All3Media International is 

seeing renewed interest in 

Sexy Beasts
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Wild Things costumes 

needed frequent repairs

Semi-finalist Donny 

Osmond was revealed as 

the Peacock

“went into the thousands” to make. 
Similarly, the mask for Rumer Willis’s Lion was 

inlaid with real gold to achieve “durability and a 
sparkly effect”. Meanwhile, Antonio Brown’s Hippo 
may not have been as elaborate, but was one of the 
most time-consuming costumes to produce. 

“It’s going to be an evolving process in series two 
around how to make the costumes even lighter and 
ensure the audio level is really good for the singer 
because they are singing live underneath the costume.” 

The showrunner notes that the programme went 
through several masks to ensure audio wasn’t distorted 
or muffled. 

“For the Monster, you have a gigantic cylinder and 
the Peacock has a big filter in front. There isn’t one easy 
solution for each.”

This was also the case for Sky One’s Wild Things, 
which endured “frequent” repairs to its woodland 
creature costumes, with audio and communication 
serving as the primary logistical feat, according to 
IWC’s Murphy. 

“Each costume had to have holes in the nostrils 
to fit a pencil camera for the final game, and 
communications devices inside the headpieces to enable 
the Wild Things to communicate with their partners. 

“The costumes were also very hot, so we had to 
minimise the time contestants had the ‘head pieces’ on 
and buy ‘Cooling Ultra Sports Vests’ to ensure they 
didn’t overheat.” 

As Murphy can attest, there’s “a lot more” to 
costume-led programmes than one might assume. 

Keeping costs in check 

If Wild Things were to return in the UK, the exec 
says there is scope now for celebrity involvement – 
particularly on the back of The Masked Singer’s success 
– as well as a kids version. 

For Fox’s part, the Masked Singer team will keep the 
format fresh with different costumes and celebrities. 
While the budget isn’t necessarily bigger, Plestis 
promises “creativity with the dollars we have”. 

“Since costume height was always the one indicator 
of who celebrities were, we will play with size. It could 
be a much taller costume than the person who’s inside 
of it to give the illusion of height,” he says. 

“You don’t want to skimp on the outfits – those are 
the key for success and what makes everyone excited.”

However, All3Media International’s Smith points out 
that costume-led formats don’t need to break the bank 
and can be far more cost-effective than people think. 

For example, when masks were produced for BBC 
Three’s Sexy Beasts, molds of the original masks were 
made in order to duplicate the designs – the most 

expensive part of the process – in other territories. 
“Initially, countries were just using recreations of our 

masks, but then China came in and had good-quality 
masks made at a cheap price, and we were able to 
supply other countries from China as well.

“That’s really the only thing that makes the show 
somewhat expensive, and now that we have a way of 
doing that cheaply, it’s a cost-effective show to make,” 
says Smith. 

In addition, because the format is so visual, it makes 
launching the show a lot easier. 

“To have that kind of bold ‘have you seen these 
crazy costumes and masks?’ angle really helps in 
promotion,” says Smith, noting that in Germany, 
entertainment channel SIXX rolled out a splashy 
marketing campaign for its adaptation. 

“They had billboards with beasts in them that would 
speak to people as they went past. It looks so different 
and it stands out – you remember it.” TBI
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Banijay’s biggest bet at MIPTV turns the 
simple game of ‘tag’ on its head with a 
high-intensity format that is as universal as 
they come, albeit with some fancy parkour-

fueled hijinks.
Produced by Lucky Pics and Banijay-backed 

Brainpool TV, Catch was originally commissioned by 
German commercial channel SAT.1, which is airing 
the format in a three-hour block this spring following a 
December pilot.

Fronted by affable Canadian-Italian presenter and 
comedian Luke Mockridge – Germany’s equivalent 
of Jack Whitehall – the show finds four celebrity-led 
teams of top athletes and course specialists competing 
across eight rounds in challenges that take the game of 
‘catch’ to new levels.

 “It has a really simple idea behind it, which is 
to make a show out of a children’s game,” Marcus 
Wolter, CEO of Banijay Germany, tells TBI.

“From the first moment, you know what the game 
is all about. Everyone has played it and knows what it 
feels like the second before you tag someone.”

Banijay Group has developed around 30 different 
games in order to scale the format to the needs of 
different markets. Games such as ‘Under Construction’ 
cost more, while challenges such as ‘The Circle’, 
a baton race around a makeshift arena, are less 
expensive.

Looks are, however, deceptive with two-tier obstacle 
course ‘Under Construction’.

The construction-themed game finds participants 
hoisting themselves over hurdles; shuffling down 
balance beams; being launched into heavyweight 
punching bags that need to be maneuvered just so in 
order not to be mowed to the ground; and eventually 
jumping six feet into a pool of foam padding. All this 
while a competitor follows in hot pursuit.

Elsewhere, another obstacle course consists of 
six black freestanding platforms of varying heights. 
The course is tailor-made for parkour experts, 
who elegantly leap from one to another, sometimes 
careening around sharp corners, and other times 
dangling from a platform hands outstretched to collar 
an opponent.

Banijay Rights’ latest format serves up a game of ‘tag’ unlike you’ve ever seen before. Manori Ravindran 
overcame a few hurdles on the Cologne set to catch up with Brainpool TV’s new physical format

Obstacle course ‘Under 

Construction’ is not for the 

faint-hearted 

Good Catch
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“�e more we have 
those games that 

people can replicate 
with their families 

in their backyard or 
park, the less they 

need expensive 
gym memberships 

or to buy lots of 
equipment, because 
you can play chase 

anywhere.”
Lucas Green, 
Banijay Group

The format plays out in Brainpool TV’s massive 
studio in Cologne – once a cable factory that was used 
to construct the first submarine cables that laid on 
the Atlantic Ocean floor, connecting Europe to North 
America. With four studios available, there is plenty 
of space – and tech – for the likes of Catch. One of the 
most impressive features of the German show is the 
state-of-the-art spider-cam that zips through the air 
from all corners. 

Used to film sporting events such as football 
games, the spider-cam can move both vertically and 
horizontally to capture the action, thanks to cables 
connected to a gyro-stabilised camera-carrier.

According to Lucas Green, head of content for 
Banijay Group, borrowing modern filming techniques 
that have been pioneered in professional sports has 
served to elevate physical formats into success stories.

 “The spider-cam really allows you to get up close 
and follow the action,” he explains.

“If this show was produced 10 years ago, you 
wouldn’t be able to get into the heart of the drama as 
you can now.”

 In Germany, there is increasingly a robust audience 
for punchy physical formats, particularly on the 
back of RTL’s Big Bounce Battle and Ninja Warrior 
Germany. 

However, Tobi Pollmüller, creative producer with 
Lucky Pics , explains that, “What’s good with Catch 
is that, for the first time, we have a show that focuses 
primarily on running, which is not a huge part of Ninja 
Warrior or Big Bounce. It’s very unique and we notice 
that the audience is fascinated by it.” 

Overseas potential

While the show plays out in a three-hour block in 
Germany, where audiences are used to such scheduling, 
there is scope for shorter versions of Catch that take 
advantage of its range of available gameplay. 

“You can play this with faster games, smaller teams 
and fewer games,” explains Marcus Wolter, CEO of 
Banijay Germany.

“It could air as a one-hour, two-hour or three-hour 
event version. You can choose how many games to put 
into one show.”

Green adds that the show is easy to sell to 
producers and broadcasters because of its simplicity 
and scalability. “You don’t need to spend a long time 
explaining how this works, so it’s a great family show.”

Moreover, there is a pricepoint for the format that 
makes it affordable for even a small territory in the 
Nordics. “It’s not hugely expensive because it’s really 
about a game of chase, and you can pick and choose 
what games to make it affordable.”

However, the format’s piéce de résistance, ‘Under 
Construction’ would likely figure in most international 
versions of the show.

 “It is a more expensive game because there are 
more pitfalls and drops, and more padding and safety 
is required because you’re running up and down. That 
sort of game would be in every [show] so you’re getting 
better value for money.”

 However, the simple games – such as the obstacle 
course with big blocks – are equally a major selling 
factor, says Green.

 “The more we have those games that people can 
replicate with their families in their backyard or park, 
the less they need expensive gym memberships or to buy 
lots of equipment because you can play chase anywhere.

 “That’s very easy to transfer between different 
territories,” says Green, adding that another game 
called ‘Blind Catch’ finds a blindfolded player being 
guided around an empty arena by a teammate stood 
at a distance in a bid to help them catch a blindfolded 
opponent.

Banijay is currently exploring the potential for a 
German and Scandinavian hub “to allow even greater 
economies of scale while still retaining the profile of the 
show”.

Another option is, of course, to construct localised 
courses. Brainpool TV’s  Pollmüller notes that some 
of the games can be shipped, adding that “they are 
constructed in order to facilitate shipping via tracks”. 

Meanwhile, though German Catch is not shot live, 
there is also room for that functionality within the format. 

“It’s all about how you combine the games if 
you want to do it live,” says Wolter. “If you want a 
gameshow with more editing, then you choose the 
non-live version, but if you want to do an international 
champions league of Catch with different countries – 
then you can combine that live capability.” TBI
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International consultancy K7 Media’s second 
annual ‘Tracking the Giants’ report was created 
in order to better follow and understand the 
trends driving the formats market in disruptive 

times, allowing us to identify, at a glance, the formats 
that have endured, those in decline and the new shows 
that may be evergreen sellers for the next decade.

A crucial new category for 2019 has been ‘New 
Beginnings’, introduced to help keep pace with the 
rapid rise – and sometimes equally rapid fall – of 
debuting formats. 

These are shows that launched in the last three years, 
have sold to at least five territories and have at least 
half of those versions still on air. Particularly notable in 
this bracket is the Endemol Shine Group (ESG) format 
All Together Now. This fresh spin on the singing 
contest genre from the UK boasts 100 judges who 
sing along with contestants they approve of. The more 
people join in, the better the contestant does.

It’s a simple but incredibly effective twist on a 
popular genre, and despite launching less than 18 
months ago, in January 2018, it has already been 
acquired by eight major international territories. Out 

of all the shows tracked, this is the greatest number of 
sales in the shortest amount of time, and thus earned 
All Together Now the inaugural title of our ‘New 
Beginnings Champion’.

More intriguing trends begin to emerge when 
organising the best-selling formats by genre. 

For example, the strong performance of ob-docs 
such as The Secret Life Of 4 Year Olds and Old 
People’s Home for 4 Year Olds do not rely on a rigid 
format bible but rather, the format for both shows 
derives from the filming technique and technology.

Indeed, the age element is very much a factor in many 
of the shows making up our ‘New Beginnings’ cohort. 

Others include Talpa’s The Voice Senior and 
Little Big Shots: Forever Young from Warner Bros. 
International TV Production, both of which adapt hit 
formats with an eye for older generations. 

With global populations in many territories facing 
a demographic shift towards the elderly, the social 
reasoning behind this development is easy to spot. 
When we apply keyword weighting to our data set, 
it’s notable that the three most popular words used to 
describe top formats in the last three years are ‘dating’, 

K7 Media’s new report ‘Tracking The Giants’ uses historical and current data to pinpoint the underlying trends 
in TV format sales worldwide. K7 communications manager David Ciaramella details the most popular format 
themes and why a breakthrough format can now – actually – come from anywhere 

(L-R) The Four, Old People’s 

Home For 4 Year Olds and 

All Together Now

�e giants among formats

Israel
The world’s second most 

prolific producer
of formats between 

2009-2019
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‘physical’ and ‘generations’. 
A less combative approach is also driving changes 

in the reality competition space, where formats that 
warmly celebrate talent rather than punitive judging 
are trending upwards. 

Strong sales for Armoza’s The Four and Lip Sync 
Battle from Viacom International Media Networks 
show that audiences are responding to programmes 
that ditch the often cruel putdowns of formats past in 
favour of communal fun.

�e geography behind the sales

However, knowing what is selling is only half the battle. 
We’re also interested in where formats are selling, and 
here the data reveals some dramatic changes. 

Which countries are the power players when it 
comes to creating formats, and how has that changed 
over time? Which countries are gaining confidence 
in global sales, and which countries are beginning to 
exercise more buying power?

Our long-term study of sales trends shows, 
unequivocally, that the traditional answers to these 
questions no longer apply as we reach the roaring 2020s.  

Up to the 1990s, international format sales were 
dominated by the US, which had 62% of the market. 
This was the peak of network and cable TV reign and 
the commercially-driven US broadcast ecosystem was 
well positioned to take full advantage, particularly in 
the quiz show genre with evergreen hits like Family 
Feud and The Price is Right and CBS mainstay The 
Wheel of Fortune. 

Together with the UK (23% market share) and 
Japan (15%), this trifecta of territories accounted for 
virtually all sales of top TV formats.

During the 1990s, the dramatic rise in reality TV 
caused the balance to shift. The UK took the top spot 
during this period – and has held on to it ever since – 
while smaller territories such as the Netherlands began 

to punch above their weight, scoring global success 
with shows such as Big Brother (ESG) and Long Lost 
Family (Lineup Industries).

As media has fragmented at a staggering pace in the 
2010s, with digital distribution and streaming opening 
up new platforms and market pathways, the US has 
slipped further down the list, supplanted by a newly 
emboldened Israeli production sector and a resurgent 
Japan.

Indeed, it is Israel that has arguably performed the 
best in the last 10 years, coming from nowhere to be the 
world’s second-most prolific producer of TV formats.

Rather than several large territories supplying 
the most popular formats, we now have a much 
broader and more evenly spread landscape of smaller 
provisioners. While the occasional breakout smash 
format such as The Wall (ESG) may skew the data 
in the short term, these outliers don’t change the 
ongoing trend towards a more diverse array of format-
originating countries.

As for the future? All eyes are on recent Korean hit 
Masked Singer (MBC Korea), which hasn’t made it on 
to our list this year, but with six international versions 
including a just-launched US edition and reported 
bidding wars in numerous territories, it looks certain to 
make a splash in our 2019/2020 report.

Few would have thought 10 years ago that major 
Western networks would be fighting over the rights 
to a Korean talent show, but this is the reality of the 
format market in 2019. 

While this may be a shock to the system for 
territories that are used to comfortable domination, it 
suggests an immediate future where compelling ideas 
can make an impact, regardless of their origin. 

While disruption always comes with a sense of 
peril, the prospect of a wider global format exchange 
is undeniably exciting, and it will be interesting to see 
what changes are evident in next year’s ‘Tracking the 
Giants’ report. TBI

“Rather than several 
large territories 

supplying the most 
popular formats, 

we now have a 
much broader and 

more evenly spread 
landscape of smaller 

provisioners.”
David Ciaramella, 

K7

8 international
sales in 18 months

All Together
Now 

Formatsp90-91 K7 Giants AprMay19v2MCMRKBPASS.indd   11 27/03/2019   21:17



p105 Talpa AprMay19.indd   1 25/03/2019   18:34



April/May 2019 13 

TBI Formats | Set Visit

The lovechild of Monopoly and Westworld 
would look a little something like Keshet’s 
2025 – an expansive, 24/7 social strategy 
game with six “humanoid” hosts, 150 

cameras across a specially built 2,400 square-meter 
city outside Tel Aviv, and a price-tag on quite literally 
everything. 

Although Endemol Shine Group fired a legal 
shot at Keshet in March with a six-page cease-and-
desist letter, claiming that 2025 ripped off elements 
of long-running format Big Brother – a power play 
Keshet International’s MD of networks Revital Basel 
swats away as a “tactical play” made for commercial 
reasons – it is clear upon visiting the set that there are 
significant departures between the two shows.  

The format, whose budget is believed to be around 
20-25% more than Big Brother’s, was recently 
stripped across the week on Keshet 12 over 10 weeks 
and is believed to have cost tens of millions of shekels 
to produce, not to mention two years of development 
and four months of production set-up. 

It finds 12 contestants from all walks of life entering 
the city to play a complex game of strategy. Everyone 
is given the same amount of money upon entering, 
but everything they do thereafter will cost them, 
with a special bracelet tracking their movements and 
transactions. 

For example, they can pay either 3,000 Israeli 
shekels ($830) a week to stay in the city’s fancy hotel 
or sleep on a park bench for free. They can eat cheaply 
out of vending machines or pay 250 shekels ($70) to 
eat at the restaurant. Similarly, catching up with friends 
and family back home, doing laundry and wearing a 
different outfit every day will set them back. It’s worth 
mentioning, too, that all locations across the city are 
sponsored – from the vending machines to the Ikea-
branded hotel and clothing stores. 

Generosity gets you ahead in the game, with 
contestants treating one another to experiences such 
as hotel stays in order to strengthen alliances – even 
paying to keep friends in the game. In addition, viewers 
at home can vote for their favourite players and award 

In the “near future” of Keshet’s innovative new format 2025, everything has a price – 
even goodwill. Manori Ravindran reports from the set in Israel 

Inside 2025

The wealthiest contestant 

wins the game
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money, and contestants can also be taxed. In this way, 
money comes and goes rapidly. 

At the time of TBI’s set visit, the top player had 
roughly 25,000 shekels ($6,900), while the bottom 
of the leaderboard posted around 15,500 shekels 
($4,300). Each week, the player with the least amount 
of money is booted out, and replaced by someone new. 

Amidst all of this, the contestants freely engage with 
six surprisingly expressive and interesting humanoids 
– picture the bust of a mannequin with an oval CGI 
face – all of whom are operated by real actors behind 
the scenes using state-of-the-art facial recognition 
technology. 

Meanwhile, fixed-rig cameras are in place across all 
rooms – even bathrooms – while cameras roam behind 
the scenes via an extensive dolly system. If it reminds 
you of The Truman Show, it should. 

The show, which has been outperforming Reshet’s 
Celebrity Big Brother, rates highly among adult men 
and upscale audiences. While the initial batch of 
contestants features largely civilians and one well-
known TV personality, an all-celebrity version of the 
show is also being planned. 

Sales potential

Ambitious formats such as 2025 are notoriously 
difficult to get right, and in a landscape that saw 
Talpa’s dystopian society-building format Utopia 
struggle to get off the ground, all eyes will be on Keshet 

International to see where – and how – the show 
travels outside of Israel with the mainstream networks 
being targeted by the distributor. 

The question, ultimately, is whether the format can 
rate as well as, or even surpass, the more established 
Big Brother format, which is still the closest 
comparison despite its differences. 

While the format may seem astronomical in price, 
Keshet International’s SVP of distribution and new 
business Kelly Wright says sponsorship opportunities 
via product integration rather than outright product 
placement play a major part in lowering costs around 
the show. 

“It’s not just sponsorship – it’s ownership,” says 
Wright. “When you’re building a game for a city 
like this, you’re selling ownership of a piece of the 
landscape. You don’t have that in other shows. 

“Here, there’s a unique opportunity for [a company 
such as] Zara, Ikea, Samsung or Apple to be the 
exclusive thing people watch eight hours a week in 
primetime for three to four months.” 

The format also lends itself naturally – and 
necessarily – to hubs. While the Israeli set will be one 
such hub, with room in the year for two international 
adaptations to shoot between series, plans are also 
underway for a number of Eastern European hubs in 
cost-effective markets such as Lithuania, Bulgaria and 
Hungary. 

Wright reckons that the format plugs the gap in 
the unscripted market for “near future”-themed 
programming. 

“We know that if our viewers are not watching us, 
they’re choosing to watch something else on Netflix. 
Most of the time, that will be a premium drama, and 
many of them are set in the near future. So why hasn’t 
that world been explored yet on unscripted free-to-air 
television?” she says. 

Interestingly, there is also capacity to tie in other 
formats that may be on air. 

Because Keshet 12 has aired the All3Media 
International-distributed Cash Cab across six series, 
it made sense to create a 12-minute challenge within 
2025 that borrowed from that format, with players 
answering rapid-fire general knowledge questions 
from inside a car driving around on set. 

“It’s promotional for both sides because we’re 
launching a new season of Cash Cab as well. It’s 
an example of a cross-promotional strategy,” says 
Wright. 

Broadcasters will also be drawn to the ability to 
cast a wide range of contestants from different social 
backgrounds. The tagline, after all, is “everyone starts 
as equals”. 

Where they end up, of course, is a different matter. TBI

“�ere’s a unique 
opportunity for [a 
company such as] 

Zara, Ikea, Samsung 
or Apple to be the 

exclusive thing 
people watch eight 

hours a week in 
primetime for three 

to four months.”
Kelly Wright, 

Keshet International

A state-of-the-art studio 

captures all angles
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In a competitive entertainment landscape that 
finds channels jostling for the coveted 16-34 
demographic, youth-skewing formats are 
among the toughest to cast – and, as evidenced 

by recent headlines - the most crucial to get right. 
While social media can lift a show from obscurity, 

one need only cast a cursory glance at Twitter during 
any episode of ITV2’s Love Island to get a sense of 
how insidious the platform can be, despite representing 
just a fraction of the viewing public. If reality TV 
contestants needed a thick skin in years past, today 
they need a core of steel. 

Fittingly, there is now a heightened duty of care for 
casting directors and producers shepherding young 
casts through not only the limelight of broadcast, but 
also the inevitable period afterwards, when cameras 
have dispersed and public appearances and TV gigs 
have dried up, but a contestant’s life is forever changed.
Ultimately, if TV professionals once envisioned a 
natural end to a cast relationship post-finale, they are 
having to quickly “revise” such protocols, as ITV 

creative director and Love Island co-creator Richard 
Cowles tells TBI.

Love Island backlash  

The UK’s biggest entertainment format has come 
under extreme scrutiny in recent weeks following the 
suicide of 2017 contestant Mike Thalassitis, who was 
found dead in a London park last month. The 26-year-
old’s death came just nine months after the passing of 
32-year-old Sophie Gradon, a 2016 contestant who 
was found dead  last summer – her death making 
headlines in June while the show was pulling in its 
biggest audiences ever for ITV2.

The two events have prompted widespread criticism 
of the format, with former contestants lashing out 
against producers for a lack of consistent aftercare 
upon leaving the show. 

Jonny Mitchell, a 2017 castmate, told Sky News 
that he received a psychological interview only “within 
10 minutes” of exiting the infamous villa, when he 

Shipwrecked (above), Love 

Island (right)

Aftercare, or afterthought?
With TV’s biggest entertainment format facing backlash over its aftercare practices, do 
casting directors and producers need to re-examine duty of care for youth-targeting 
formats? Manori Ravindran investigates
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“had no idea about public perception”.
“It’s completely irrelevant. They should ask me six 

months down the line, or even a week. I think the 
entire way it’s structured needs to change,” he said, 
calling on producers to provide better aftercare. 

The incident also saw the UK’s health secretary 
Matt Hancock weighing in on duty of care, telling 
delegates at a health summit that “it is a duty on any 
organisation putting people in the position of making 
them famous overnight, that they should also look 
after them afterwards”. 

However, if you ask ITV’s Cowles about the 
precautionary measures in place around mental health, 
he will say that duty of care is taken “incredibly 
seriously”. 

“It’s a priority for us,” he tells TBI in an interview 
which took place days before Thalassitis’s death. 

“We have a whole medical process that includes 
psychological support and evaluation before, during 
and after coming on the show, and we’re very open 
and honest with the Islanders, both before and after 
the show, about how their lives might change.”

Many cast members who have regular jobs exit the 
villa to a new normal, with lucrative opportunities as 
models, presenters and influencers all on offer. Not 
everyone, however, can turn such breaks into a full-
blown career.   

Cowles says contestants are warned about the 
scrutiny placed on the cast and how to manage 
expectations. “We warn them of the pros and cons,” 
he says, adding that measures are taken to ensure 
castmates enter Love Island with “their eyes open”. 

However, the exec admits there does come a time 
when his team needs to move on once a contestant has 
left the show. 

“We always sit down and try and help them get 
management and representation because, at some 
point, you have to hand the baton on to other people 

because they’re not part of the show [anymore] – but 
that doesn’t mean we ignore them.”

Crucially, Cowles notes that the team is “constantly 
reviewing those processes with each series because 
they become more extreme as the series becomes more 
popular”. 

ITV will again review care procedures this year to 
“make sure all our processes are correct,” says Cowles. 

Indeed, days after Thalassitis’s death, the channel 
vowed to extend “support processes”, offering therapy 
to all Islanders as well as social media and financial 
management training for future casts. 

“The key focus will be for us to no longer be reliant 
on the Islanders asking us for support but for us to 
proactively check in with them on a regular basis,” 
announced ITV in a statement. 

The UK show last year received 120,000 
applications – which are accepted on a rolling basis, 
until each series comes to an end – and has so far 
received 75,000 applications for the 2019 programme. 
A nine-person team has been meeting potential cast 
members since January, with an “aspirational” group 
of 40 set to be presented to Cowles, other key execs 
and the network later this month. 

“Love Island is basically teasing up the summer 
that’s to come, and it’s the summer you wish you could 
take part in, so we want to populate the villa with 
people who make viewers feel like they also want to be 
in there, getting to know them,” says Cowles. 

“Aftercare is not an afterthought” 

Because Love Island is filmed and broadcast within 
days, with the cast stripped of smartphones and 
prohibited from contact with the outside world, they 
are largely oblivious to real-time reactions online. 

This wasn’t the case, however, for E4’s Shipwrecked 
reboot, which took a group of young castaways to 

“At some point, you 
have to hand the 
baton on to other 
people because 

they’re not part of 
the show anymore”

Richard Cowles, ITV
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the South Pacific’s Cook Islands for two months last 
summer, with the finished show stripped across two 
weeks in February. 

Executive producer Neale Simpson explains that 
“the whole show was in the can, so the cast knows 
what’s happening and they can see the journey they’re 
going on.”

While the show does a battery of psychological 
testing and provides 24/7 counselling during the 
show, what it has ramped up from previous series of 
the programme, which last aired in 2012, is an acute 
awareness of social media. 

“We have made sure we are communicating with 
contestants daily, especially when we know there are 
big stories coming up, just so we can talk through 
things with them,” says Simpson, citing a WhatsApp 
Group with the cast. 

“Twitter is a very hostile, dysfunctional place where 
we put a disproportionate sense of value on the full 
audience’s reaction to a show,” he explains, noting 
that of the show’s average consolidated audience of 
800,000, less than 0.2% was engaging on Twitter. 

“But that’s not what our cast see, so we felt a duty 
of care to make them understand that Twitter is a toxic 
place.”

Emma Shearer, head of casting for the Banijay 
Rights-distributed format, notes that “aftercare is not 
an afterthought” but rather a “constant part of the 
casting process”. 

“We’re in a fortunate position of power and 
whenever anyone enters into a programme, we have to 
be prepared to support them.” 

Studio Lambert, producers of Channel 4 dating 
show Naked Attraction, similarly bears a great 
responsibility with its contestants, who appear on 
the show fully nude – a task that takes on a different 
weight when around 85% of the show’s applicants are 
aged 18-35. 

Mike Cotton, deputy creative director at Studio 

Lambert, explains that the casting process is “lengthy” 
and includes several background, social media and 
psychological checks and interviews, many of which 
are filmed. 

“I pride myself on the fact that everyone who 
takes part in the show comes out having a positive 
experience.”

Cotton highlights that appropriate safeguards are in 
place ahead of filming, with contestants provided an 
“out” until the very end. 

“We tell them they may be 20 years old now but in 
20 years’ time, a screengrab of the episode can crop 
up, and are they fully aware of that. They then talk 
to a psychologist who makes sure they are [mentally] 
robust and have considered all options,” he says. 

“In studio, we also have reserve contestants that they 
know about, so they can change their minds at any 
point. Because we do all these things, we haven’t had 
any issues further down the line.” 

Real talk 

Unlike some youth-targeting reality shows, MTV’s 
elimination-free The Real World features the same 
group of seven housemates throughout a series, and 
has consistently covered a range of topics, never shying 
away from broaching the personal and political. 

One of the longest-running unscripted shows in 
the history of reality television, the show last aired 
on MTV in 2016 but is being revived on Facebook 
Watch later this year, produced by Bunim/Murray in 
association with MTV Studios. 

Megan Sleeper, SVP of casting, explains that instead 
of tiptoeing around mental health, the show embraces 
these struggles. 

“Some young adults do suffer from depression and 
anxiety and a lot of the times that’s part of their story. 
Certainly, that does get discussed as part of the casting 
process,” says Sleeper. 

However, she also highlights a robust “risk process” 
taken to ensure cast members are “in a healthy place” 
when they do join up, including a background check 
process and psychological evaluations.  

Interestingly, social media is being incorporated into 
the Facebook Watch programme, with users of the 
platform getting to vote for the show’s final roommate 
via a polling function on the site. 

“When we took a look at the season being made for 
Facebook, we wanted to engage the audience and give 
them the opportunity to let us know what speaks to 
them and who they want to see. It lets them get their 
voice heard,” says Sleeper. 

The reboot’s Facebook page has more than 761,000 
fans so far.  TBI

Channel 4’s Naked 

Attraction
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Race Across The World finds a 
group of contestants working 
in pairs to get themselves from 
London to Singapore without 
air travel or their phones. 

With only the cash equivalent 
of an air fare to get to their 
destination to pay for overland 
travel, they must use whatever 
means necessary – from trains 
to pick-up trucks, ferries to tuk-
tuks – to cross entire continents. 

Nick Smith, SVP of format 
production for All3Media 
International, says the 6 
x 60-minute format was 
inspired by society’s reliance on 
technology and how it impacts 
how we travel. 

“We now travel over 
countries, rather than 
through them. The absence 
of technology – whether 
that be smartphones, or 

even aeroplanes – gives our 
travellers the opportunity 
to authentically 
experience the country they are 
traveling through.”

The show – which had a 
strong launch on BBC Two 
in the UK, exceeding its slot 
average by 24% – will likely 
draw comparisons to that 
other around-the-world format 
The Amazing Race. However, 
Smith says the distributor will 
sell Race Across The World to 
all territories, even those that 
already air The Amazing Race.  

“The format’s main offering 
is the freedom and authenticity 
it affords the contributors. 

They can travel, work and sleep 
wherever they want, meaning 
they get to control their own 
experience – this is where it 
differs to other travel challenge 
shows,” he says. 

The show can also be scaled, 
focusing on smaller or larger 
areas geographic areas. “It is 
versatile. Participants don’t 
even have to be from the same 
country it is filmed in. There 
are also opportunities in joint 
country commissions,” he says. 

All3Media International is 
courting a number of buyers and 
is already fielding “numerous 
offers” for the show on the back 
of excellent ratings on BBC Two. 

Formats Hot Picks The top international formats hitting the Croisette

Race Across �e World
Distributor: All3Media International
Producer: Studio Lambert
Broadcaster: BBC Two (UK)
Logline: Pairs of travellers must race to the Far East without taking a 
single flight and without the use of smartphones 

Top
Pick
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Produced by Kew Media 
Group-backed Media 
Headquarters, this “co-
operative” competition series 
forces 10 strangers to travel 
more than 1,000km across a 
historic fur trade route and pool 
their skills and resources to 
claim a cash prize. 

Looking to bring something 
different to the survival space, 
The Brigade is inspired by past 
legendary expeditions when 
individuals depended on each 
other to survive and succeed. 

“This sparked the idea of 
a competition format where 
the goal is to stay together 
as a team against the odds, 
rather than be the last one 
standing,” says Jonathan Ford, 
EVP of sales for Kew Media 
Distribution. 

Another distinct quality 
of the format is its lack of 
produced challenges. “The 
adventure is very real,” he 
says. “There are no produced 
challenges – there’s just 750 

miles of dangerous and remote 
wilderness. It’s a true adventure 
from point A to point B with 
28 days to make it to the other 
side.” 

What’s significant, too, is 
the historical element of the 
trade route, which “in many 
ways, is reviving the lost art of 
waterway travel”, according 
to Ford, who notes that the 
historic angle grounds the 
format in a rich backstory. 

“However, that angle 
is not paramount. At its 
heart, the format is about an 
extraordinary survival challenge 
facing a group of 10 strangers, 
and whether they can come 
together as a team to tackle 
a daring wilderness race in a 
limited amount of time.” 

Ford is focusing on global 
finished tape sales before 
turning attention to format 
deals in Europe and English-
speaking countries such as 
Australia and New Zealand, 
and eventually Asia.

�e Secret Song
Distributor: Vivendi Entertainment
Producer: DMLS TV
Broadcaster: TF1 (France)
Logline: An unassuming celebrity is surprised by a famous friend or 
family member who serenades them with a favourite song

A pilot for shiny-floor format 
The Secret Song debuted on 
French commercial broadcaster 
TF1 in late December to 
become the best launch of a new 
unscripted show in France in 
2018. 

The format – which will 
return for two more episodes 
this fall – finds major celebrities, 
including singers, TV hosts, 
comedians and athletes, seated 
in a special chair in the middle 
of a stage to watch other artists, 
friends and family surprise them 
with a new take on a song close 
to their heart. 

Matthieu Porte, EVP of 
international and development 
for Vivendi, says The Secret 
Song is catered specifically to 
celebrity participants, noting that 
“the goal is to surprise people 
like Taylor Swift and Elton 
John”. 

“If you want the show to be 
emotional for the person sitting 
in the chair as well as the studio 
audience on site and viewer at 

home, you need to have people 
sitting in the chair who are 
national treasures,” he says. 

What’s particularly heart-
warming about the format is 
when other singers also join in 
on the song being sung. “Quite 
often, these are even bigger 
celebrities, or family and friends 
you would never have expected 
to be singers,” adds Porte. 

Vivendi is close to securing 
a commission with a Finnish 
broadcaster, and there is also 
broadcaster interest from 
Germany and Mexico as well. 
Meanwhile, the format has been 
optioned by Endemol in Italy, 
Spain and Portugal. 

Porte says the show can be 
produced as a one-off special 
or a series with self-contained 
episodes. For smaller channels, 
series orders that make full use 
of a custom-built studio may 
be more economically feasible. 
Target broadcasters in the US 
and UK include the likes of NBC 
and BBC One. 

�e Brigade: Return To �e Hudson
Distributor: Kew Media Distribution
Producer: Media Headquarters
Broadcaster: Sky Kids (UK)
Logline: A group of strangers must work together to conquer cross-
country wilderness for $500,000
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Channel 4’s bold 3 x 60-minute 
doc series tackles an important 
issue in a humorous and 
relatable way, confronting the 
realities of how porn is made, as 
well as the ease of access and its 
societal influence. 

The programme’s show-
stopping premise challenges five 
mothers to work together and 
write, cast, direct and edit a film 
that is effectively “ethical porn”. 

The doc was in good hands 
with Firecracker Films – the 
producers of such shows as The 
Sex Clinic and Single Mums 
Club – which has a rich history 
of tackling difficult subjects with 
mischief, purpose and a sense of 
journalism, according to Nick 
Tanner, director of sales and co-
productions for Passion. 

“Can the mums create a 

film that promotes a happier, 
healthier and more real 
portrayal of sex? It’s this unique 
concept that allows the show to 

address the issues head-on but 
also be engaging, entertaining 
and often funny. It’s an eye-
popping and eventful journey,” 
explains Tanner.  

Interestingly, the format is 
more scalable than one might 
assume. “Porn is a worldwide 
issue,” says Tanner. “The show 
is a formatted social experiment 
captured in a documentary 

style.”
As such, he reckons that the 

format is “highly adaptable” for 
broadcasters outside the UK.

Passion has so far received 
interest from broadcasters 
and producers across Europe, 
Australasia and the US, though 
the exec admits that it may be 
“too confronting” for more 
conservative territories. 

Few of us envision checking off 
the items on our bucket list in 60 
hours but that’s the task at hand 
for two celebrities in Story Lab’s 
latest offering, who must manage 
to do as much on no sleep. 

OTT service Viu is keen 
to build on young audience 
engagement through the show 
by allowing users and viewers 
to interact with the talent and 
help to navigate the direction 
of each episode through 
its Facebook partnership, which 
has been especially created for No 

Sleep No FOMO. 
“This format is full of colour, 

fun, excitement, drama and 
interactivity allowing all viewers 
and users to engage with the 
talent and content throughout 
the show. It connects cultures and 
transcends boundaries,” explains 
Fotini Paraskakis, EVP of 
entertainment for the distributor. 

The exec points out that the 
business collaborated with Viu on 
the format, marking a “natural 
next step” for the partners. 

“Viu is one of the fastest 

growing OTT platforms in the 
region and we were both keen 
to partner on a project that 
would further expand our reach 
creatively and commercially,” she 
tells TBI. 

Paraskakis expects the format 
to travel extensively “as its core 
concept really resonates with 
millennials and how they live their 
lives today”. 

The distributor has already 
received interest from the US, 
Europe and Latin America. In 
terms of platform, the exec says 
the format’s flexibility in both 
content and duration allows it 
to work well on any platform, 
whether a traditional linear player 
or an OTT service like Viu. 

“It’s very buyer-friendly,” she 
adds. 

Mums Make Porn
Distributor: Passion Distribution
Producer: Firecracker Films
Broadcaster:  Channel 4 (UK)
Logline: Mothers of teenagers are given the tools to write, direct and 
produce their very own porn film

No Sleep No FOMO
Distributor: The Story Lab
Producer: Gleam Productions
Broadcaster: Viu (Asia)
Logline: Two celebrities have 60 hours in a new city to complete the 
ultimate bucket list, all on zero sleep
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Who Wants To Be A 
Millionaire? producer Stellify 
Media’s latest offering is billed 
as the world’s first undercover 
weight-loss show. Each self-
contained, hour-long episode 
finds two contributors spending 
six months eating and living 
better, in secret, in order to 
prepare for a major life event. 

Guided by expert weight-loss 
coaches, the participants hide 
their progress from friends 
and family through a specially 
designed “fat suit” that is 
moulded to their bodies and 
changes over the six months to 
conceal their transformation 
until the big reveal. 

Kieran Doherty, co-MD of 
Stellify Media, describes the 
programme as a “body-positive 
transformation show” that has 
consciously opted not to focus 
on weight loss or scales. 

“Rather, we focus on real-
world goals, such as being able 
to play with your children, 
getting back into a hobby or 
increased energy and positivity. 
That’s the metric we use to 
measure success, and weight 

loss is a by-product of the 
process.” 

Each contributor receives 
three to four iterations of 
the skin-tight spandex suit, 
which has various bunches 
and pouches of fat that move 
around, explains Doherty, 
who adds that the suits are 
“reasonably comfortable” 
and, crucially, not prohibitively 
expensive. 

The exec notes that the show 
starts just prior to the reveal 
and leaps back in time to the 
start of the process. “It keeps 
building up to the reveal,” says 
Doherty. 

“The fact that our weight 
loss is hidden means we don’t 
have to use a linear edit like 
other transformation shows. 
We can show the end at the 
start without giving the game 
away.” 

The unique undercover 
element, alongside the 
body-positive nature of the 
experiment, has already 
resulted in early inquiries into 
the format, which will premiere 
as a pilot on BBC Scotland.   

Drag Lab
Distributor: Hat Trick International
Producer: Summer Films
Broadcaster: Channel 4 (UK)
Logline: A British drag collective gives guests lacking in confidence a 
drag makeover

Summer Films’ 6 x 60-minute 
series centers on one of the 
UK’s most popular drag 
collectives, Manchester’s The 
Family Gorgeous, which hosts a 
monthly workshop where they 
teach guests how to unleash 
their inner divas through drag. 

“Drag is a joyous 
celebration,” explains Sarah 
Tong, director of sales for Hat 
Trick International, discussing 
the recent appetite for drag-
themed shows on the back of 
success for formats such as 
RuPaul’s Drag Race. 

“In a world where identity 
matters, what could be better 
than celebrating the biggest 
and most fabulous side of 
ourselves?”

In the series, The Family 
Gorgeous takes its ‘drag lab’ 
on tour across the UK via a 
flamboyant glitter bus, working 
within various communities 
and culminating in a show-
stopping performance for 

family, friends and locals. 
Tong explains that the 

format – which is intended to 
air in a primetime slot – brings 
drag into the mainstream 
and “shouts that drag is for 
everybody, whether you’re gay 
or straight, old or young, man 
or woman. 

“Doing drag for the very 
first time takes courage and 
this series uses the power of 
drag as a kind of therapy, 
taking contributors from all 
walks of life on genuinely 
emotional journeys to build 
their confidence, do something 
hard and achieve something 
fabulous.” 

Hat Trick International is to 
sell both finished tape of the 
show as well as format rights. 
Because it is a human-interest 
doc as well as an entertainment 
format, Tong says the 
distributor will target a “range 
of networks and platforms all 
over the globe”. 

Secret Body
Distributor: Sony Pictures Television
Producer: Stellify Media
Broadcaster: BBC Scotland (UK)
Logline: A body positive transformation show that sees two 
contributors eating and living better – in secret
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Host and executive producer 
Rob Lowe, who was in the 
UK for Warner Bros.’ first UK 
Screenings event in February, 
called the studio’s latest offering 
Ninja Warrior a format for the 

mind for the mind. 
The show’s scene-stealing 

centerpiece is a German-
manufactured mechanical 
arm that is used in everything 
from production lines to theme 

parks, which rotates and spins 
contestants as they try to answer 
various trivia questions across 
a “mental obstacle course” that 
feature four pillars of questions, 
covering general knowledge, 
memory, puzzle solving and 
sequencing. 

“If you have a blind spot, this 
game will find it,” says Lowe, 
who notes that “failure is almost 
the best part” of the show. The 
actor gives the example of an 
astronaut contestant, who was 
out on the first question – a 
surprising feat given astronauts 
train in similar fast-moving 
capsules. 

Indeed, the show’s set-up 
provides a unique opportunity 
for a range of contestants, and 
Lowe says casting is a key part of 
the format. 

“We found fantastic people,” 
says Lowe of the US programme, 
which premiered in March. 
“They’re all really interesting 
and unbelievably smart. I talked 
to people that trained by riding 
rollercoasters while being quizzed 

by their family.” 
Andrew Zein, SVP creative for 

format development and sales 
at WBITVP, says there is hub 
potential for the show following 
a first international series 
commission. Two territories 
are in active discussions, while 
“plenty more” are interested. 

The exec also reassures that 
the arm, which is called ‘Ava’ out 
of the US, is not as expensive as 
it looks on screen, and can easily 
be replicated. 

Zein also adds that the 
celebrity aspect of the show is 
flexible. If the format launches 
in primetime, an A-class star 
will surely draw an audience. 
“However, in other territories, 
Mental Samurai might well play 
in prime access or stripped” 
which will change the tone of 
the show.  

“It’s a really fun and engaging 
programme,” says Zein. “The 
way it has been cut together 
is similar to Ninja Warrior, 
and provides for a fun, pacey 
commercial hour.”

US cable channel E!’s new 
entertainment format provides 
a hilarious, honest take on 
the state of modern dating, 
with three pairs of comedians 
providing up-to-the-second 
commentary on blind dates. 

With dating back in vogue 
across the formats world with 
shows such as Netflix’s Dating 
Around and BBC Three’s Eating 
With My Ex building steady 
buzz, Dating No Filter comes at 
an opportune time. 

However, Ana Langenberg, 
SVP of format sales and 

production for NBCUniversal 
International Formats, says 
the show’s light-hearted nature 
differentiates it from similar 
offerings. 

“Other shows have been 
more serious – with people 
actually looking for more 
committed relationships. Dating 
No Filter has a lightness and 
sense of humour I haven’t seen 
before. At its core, it has a warm 
heart, but it is still very frank 
and funny.”   

Fittingly, the comedians on 
the show – some of them with 

successful followings and top 
YouTube channels that draw 
major audiences of their own 
– hold nothing back and offer 
up opinions on every single 
awkward interaction and heart-
warming moment that takes 
place between two strangers. 

The 20 x 30-minute format 
premiered on E! in January, 
stripped across four nights of the 
week. 

“We have had interest from 
multiple territories and I think it 
could work anywhere – dating 
is such a universal and modern 
aspect of most cultures, and so is 
comedy,” explains Langenberg. 

“The show is not expensive 
to produce and it can be done 
in so many ways. It’s also very 
inclusive, so can show and 
represent people of different 
sexual orientations.” 

Dating No Filter
Distributor: NBCUniversal International Formats
Producer: Lime Pictures, All3Media America
Broadcaster: E! (US)
Logline: Comedians provide play-by-play commentary on blind dates

Mental Samurai
Distributor: Warner Bros. International Television Production
Producer: A. Smith & Co. Productions, Warner Horizon Unscripted & 
Alternative Television, Apploff Entertainment
Broadcaster: Fox (US)
Logline: Contestants answer trivia testing mental agility and intelligence 
while traveling at high speeds in a specially designed capsule
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Viewpoint Kieran Doherty

“ Wayne Garvie 
called and asked if 
we had anything to 

pitch Netflix. He told 
us we’d have about 
20 minutes to pitch 
our ideas. A couple 
of weeks later, we 

were commissioned. 
Straight to series. Ten 
episodes. Go. It was 

as quick and painless 
as that.”  

Kieran Doherty is 
joint -MD of Sony-owned 
Stellify Media, producers 
of Who Wants To Be A 

Millionnaire?

It all started when Stellify joint-MD Matt 
Worthy had an idea for a gameshow where you 
are not allowed to move – and if you do move, 
something terrible happens to you. 

That was enough of a hook for us to decide to 
make a taster tape for Flinch. Tom Popay [head 
of development, Stellify Media] pulled together an 
amazing team and filmed it in Matt’s barn, and 
because everyone in the sizzle is a friend of the 
company, it meant we could get away with doing 
the most unspeakable things to them. The craic was 
great. If I close my eyes, I can still hear their screams. 

A few weeks later, Wayne Garvie, president of 
international production at Sony Pictures Television, 
called and asked if we had anything to pitch Netflix. 
He told us we’d have about 20 minutes to pitch our 
ideas. I think I was actually watching the tape when 
he called. We decided to only pitch Flinch. 

A couple of weeks later, we were commissioned. 
Straight to series. Ten episodes. Go. It was as quick 
and painless as that. 

Making a show for Netflix was unlike anything 
we’d ever experienced before. All the usual rules 
go out the window instantly. There is no time slot. 
There is no hard and fast episode duration. There 
is no pre or post-watershed. There isn’t even a 
transmission date. It’s at once liberating and slightly 
terrifying. Thankfully, our commissioner Nat 
Grouille had seen this panic in the eyes of a producer 
before and patiently explained the only thing that 
mattered was the content: make it like the sizzle was 
the mantra. 

We’d be launching in multiple territories at once, 
so we had to make sure a non-English-speaking 
audience would enjoy it as much as an English-
speaking audience. As Nat pointed out, we had a few 

things going for us. The idea was easy to understand 
in any language— and so are screams. Ultimately, we 
just needed to make sure we didn’t overly complicate 
things. 

We set ourselves an unbreakable rule: the games 
should not require elaborate explanation. A wide 
shot should tell us everything we need to know. Our 
producer Paddy McKenna had a test to determine 
this - if he walked past your seat on an airplane 
and the show was playing on your iPad, would he 
understand what was going on from the tiniest of 
glimpses and with no sound? If the answer was no, 
the game wasn’t for us.

Once we’d settled on the games we hired a comic 
book artist called PJ Holden to storyboard them. We 
did this primarily as a way of visually pitching the 
games to Netflix, but these drawings also served as 
a great resource for the crew and our fearless games 
director Joe Campo, who used the drawings as a 
guide when it came to shooting. 

We shot in an abandoned farm in the middle of 
the Northern Irish countryside during the summer, so 
as you can imagine, it was absolutely freezing. The 
production crew were indefatigable. Our three hosts 
– Llyod Griffiths, Desiree Burch and Seann Walsh 
– were fantastic. And our cast of contributors were 
brilliant sports, even when we were torturing them 
for our own amusement. 

The edit was another new experience. When 
there is no hard duration to stick to, you really can 
make the best version of your show. Like I said 
before, this was liberating but also terrifying. Are 
we too long? Are we too short? I don’t think any 
two episodes are the same length. When Netflix 
says it’s all about the content and nothing else 
matters – they really mean it. TBI

Making a physical gameshow for Net�ix
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