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Algorithms and data analytics are making deeper inroads into screen production in
Europe. Tech companies like Largo in Switzerland and ScriptBook in Belgium promise
to aid the decision-making process with data science, Al, and machine learning. For
instance, ScriptBook offers script analysis and automated story generation, which the
company sees as co-authorship between humans and machines (ScriptBook 2018). At
the same time, data-driven US companies like Netflix and Amazon are ramping up
local-language content and opening production hubs in Europe. Their big appetite for
original content puts pressure on some local players, not least the traditionally dominant
national broadcasters. This trend has been accelerating in the wake of the Covid-19
pandemic: As audiences are confined to their living rooms, film and TV viewing online is
shooting through the roof (Hazelton 2020). Streaming services are left with stockpiles of
behavioural data as a result. With all this information at their fingertips, they can target
individual subscribers on the basis of their viewing habits. They can also feed this
knowledge back into the development of future projects. Kal Raustiala and Christopher
Jon Sprigman (2019) suggest that we are entering a world of ‘data-driven creativity’
(Raustiala & Sprigman 2019: 51). This paper investigates what that entails in the
development and pre-production stages of film and TV production.

| zoom in on the experiences of screenwriters, directors, and producers based in
Europe and ask: How does the use of audience data and algorithms affect their creative
labour? To answer this, | draw on concepts and methods from media industry studies,
production studies, critical algorithm studies, and critical data studies. This research
project contributes to scholarship in all these fields by shedding light on screen
production in what Ted Striphas (2015) calls ‘algorithmic culture’. The project builds on
existing scholarship investigating the use of data and algorithms in other creative
industries, especially music (e.g. Birtchnell 2018; Eriksson et al. 2019). This paper also
adds to larger discussions of the increased datafication of cultural production. The term
‘datafication’ was introduced by Viktor Mayer-Schénberger and Kenneth Cukier in 2013
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to describe the process of putting something ‘in quantified form so that it can be
tabulated and analyzed’ (Mayer-Schonberger & Cukier 2013: 78). My research explores
how datafied screen production is experienced by the people who create the content
that reach our screens.

Impact on creative labour

The findings are based on empirical work currently undertaken online and offline in
several European countries. More specifically, | examine data from three registers: (1)
semi-structured interviews with film and TV creatives, (2) ethnographic field observation
of industry events, and (3) industry trade publications, which provide insights into what
John T. Caldwell (2008) calls an ‘industry’s own self-representation, self-critique, and
self-reflexion’ (Caldwell 2008: 5). | will use thematic analysis — as described by Braun
and Clarke (2006) — to identify, analyse, and report patterns across these qualitative
data sets.

Since | am still in the field, it is too soon to draw any definite conclusions. However,
patterns and themes are already emerging in the data | have gathered so far. According
to Taina Bucher (2018), ‘personal algorithm stories’ reveal how people imagine and
understand algorithms, and how they negotiate and resist them in their everyday life
(Bucher 2018: 17). My interviewees have encountered audience data and/or algorithmic
tools in one way or another — either by using these technologies and insights
themselves or by collaborating with a streaming service. As part of the interview
process, | ask the film and TV professionals to draw their creative process. As Sophie
Woodward (2020) explains, getting participants to engage with materials in this manner
‘can tap into ways of knowing that are more attuned to material, embodied and multi-
sensory ways of being in the world’ (Woodward 2020: 55). Based on their drawings and
statements, it is becoming clear that my interviewees believe working in a data-driven
environment has an impact on their labour conditions.

When | ask screenwriters, directors, and producers about the specific data or metrics
they receive from streaming services or other commissioners, they emphasise that
these insights hide in the background. Yet the use of data and algorithms does appear
to have indirect implications. One example is the tight timelines on a Netflix production:
When you collaborate with a company like Netflix, you have to move much faster than
when you work with a broadcaster. The swift pace has tangible consequences for the
film and TV creatives, both in terms of their personal lives and how they perceive the
quality of their creative output. For some, the time pressure is a significant drawback of
striking a deal with Netflix. As one producer says, the tight deadlines might result from
the streaming giant’s way of working with data. Netflix cannot predict audience
preferences three years into the future. They have to cater to taste communities here
and now.

Observations like these reflect the different levels | address in my research, i.e. both the
macro-level (changing industry structures) and micro-level (creative practices of
screenwriters, directors, and producers). By adopting different methods and data
triangulation, this study provides an empirically based understanding of screen
production in an algorithmic culture.
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