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The word is out, and the word is wrong.”, writes Brian Eno in a combative appendix.1 

“‘Interactive’ is the wrong word. To  talk about ‘interactive culture’ is as redundant as to 

talk about ‘interactive conversation’...[Culture] is an invitation to engage with a 

different world.” Thank heavens someone said it, for the word “interactive” is now so 

debased that it has no value whatsoever; it has been stripped of its meaning. I have to 

start by defining what I mean by ‘interactive’ before I can talk about it. By ‘interactive’, I 

mean content which has a participatory, and preferably social, element to it, which 

changes when you use it. And I exclude, very deliberately, technologies which claim the 

name but in practice offer only the opportunity to select linear content from menus, 

navigating through databases as one goes. It is not surprising that ACTV, the American 

company from whom we licence our software, has long since given up on interactive, 

referring instead to individualised or personalised television.

This paper will look at what Videotron has learnt specifically about children's 

interactive television programming and advertising from its advertising trial last 

summer, and more broadly about interactive content in general.

By way of introduction it is worth reviewing what we have been up to at Videotron for 

the past four years. The Videoway cable box delivers conventional multichannel 

television, but also includes memory and a processor. Our service exploits these by 

delivering four channels of video which are linked together by the box, and controlled 

by software instructions embedded in the picture which tell the box what the viewer 

can do. This software allows us to do simple things (such as offering multiple camera 

angles on a music programme, Live at the Orange, or sports replays) and more complex 

ones (for example allowing viewers to get to the final round of a game show only if they 

have attained a certain score beforehand). There is only a limited reverse path. And if 



the technology  in its analogue version  is heading for a footnote in the history of 

television, it offers a model of a service which will be commonplace in the digital era.

In London, Videotron has offered this service as part of the basic cable service, to 

encourage usage. It is currently available to around 110,000 homes, making it the largest 

interactive service in the world. Our small specialist department has worked extensively 

with partners to develop projects (Carlton & LWT, the BBC, Channel 4, CNN, The Box, 

Eurosport), but has produced its own to test more complex interactive ideas. We 

continue to broadcast for about 5 hours a day; there is no tougher test than running a 

daily operational service.The advertising trial which finally ran last summer was the 

culmination of twoandahalf years work, which included a couple a false starts and 

several culdesacs. It ran for ten weeks from May to mid-July on the TVinteractive 

channel, with a heavy research programme to test the impact of the campaign (usage 

and recall); reactions to the creative treatment; and reactions to “interactivity”.The trial 

included a number of children's and family programmes sourced from a number of 

broadcasters  Channel 4 took the lead in this  and then reversioned for our interactive 

system. Titles included The Crystal Maze, TeckNick, Spirits Ghosts and Demons, Eat Your 

Greens, Games World, and Old Bear Tales2. 

JWT produced an interactive advertisement for Kellogg's on a surfing theme, which was 

mixed with a number of conventional linear ads. I am not able to disclose the research 

results, which remain the property of Kellogg's, JWT, and Videotron. What I can do, 

however, is draw from both the advertisement and the programmes some wider 

observations about the production of interactive content. There are three rules about 

interactive trials:

1. The negotiations with partners will take longer than you expect

2.. The rights will be a nightmare

3. Everything will be done at the last possible minute.

This trial was no exception. By the time the decision was taken to proceed, it was almost 

too late already. To get the necessary production done in time, we worked with the 

Brighton company Victoria Real, who had done a lot of work for us and who were 

familiar with producing for our system, and with another producer who had been 

involved at early stages of the development of the advertising trial, and who - again - 

understood our software and system. One of the lessons we have learnt is producing for 
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an interactive media requires a different mind set from producing conventional linear 

television, and adjusting to this takes time; it can’t be done overnight. JWT produced the 

advertisement, after their creatives and production team had spent time working 

through ideas with us and with Victoria Real. That process was both creative and 

technical, and a second lesson we have learnt is that you can’t disconnect the creative 

from the technical. They have to develop together, feeding off each other as they do so. 

Some organizations find this impossible to implement; we were lucky in that our 

department was so small and so poorly funded that we could not afford to do anything 

else.

Some of the broadcasters in the audience might find our selection of programmes a little 

eccentric. To some extent they were driven by availability, but they were driven by more 

than that. We were also trying to use the trial to test some creative ideas about 

interactive production.  Some of the designs were obvious. On The Crystal Maze players 

at home collected on-screen “crystals” by answering questions about the performance of 

the team on screen. One needed to collect enough crystals to be allowed through to the 

final round of the programme3. A similar design had been tested in Montreal by Le 

Groupe Videotron, then our parent company, on the original French version of the 

programme, Fort Boyard, and had worked well there. One of the things we learnt from 

the trial was that viewers prefer interactive programmes which reward them for their 

participation, not in the narrow sense of winning prizes, but where the participation 

gives them access to things provided they don’t mind making some effort.

Nickelodeon suggested the inclusion of TeckNick both for rights reasons (it is a UK 

production) but also because the subject matter - science and technology - seemed 

appropriate. Unlike The Crystal Maze, which remained a linear show with overlays, we 

were able to re-edit the linear programmes, one of the presenters recorded interactive 

links, and we added specially made graphics. It is a magazine show, and we were keen 

to try to get away from the “point and click” menus which seem to prevail in other 

interactive designs. The “left-brain” rational approach works well if one is trying to 

access a spreadsheet programme, but less well in a more emotional medium like 

television. We tested ideas such as menus which teased the viewer. One design even 

made a random choice via an interface borrowed from a fruit machine.

Old Bear Tales is produced by Optomen, and has been shown by Carlton, and strictly 

speaking it was close to the minimum age range for the advertising trial programming. 

However, precisely because of the young age of the audience, it was clear that our 
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conventional interactive designs, which draw heavily on text and graphics, would not 

be appropriate. Instead we found a design which exploited colour and voiceover which, 

we hoped, could be understood by younger children. 

The interactive advertisement itself ran at 90", because anything shorter would not have 

enabled the users to engage with the narrative. It was specially made, but around an 

existing campaign. And it effectively allowed the user to choose their own route 

through the story, with Tony the Tiger acting as narrator and gags built in to hold the 

attention. The first sequence asked “Do you want to be g-r-r-r-e-a-t?”; those who said no 

were sent to a fishtank with muzak to cool their heels. Those who said “yes” went 

surfing. A curiosity of the production process was that the company was able to use a 

lot of previously unused rushes; in a typical 30" Frosties ad, one sees one shot of the kids 

doing badly at their sport before Tony steps in and re-motivates them to success. In the 

interactive ad, a lot of shots of the kid coming off his surfboard were seen for the first 

time. 

Our general view of interactivity is that it is driven by two key ideas: the first is that 

content of itself is not the key, but process: what the design is asking of the user. The 

second is that flow is important: the intensity of the experience has to be appropriate to 

the medium. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has argued that optimal experiences are 

channelled in such a way that the user can steer a course between boredom (the 

demands on the user are insufficient) and anxiety (demands are too great)4. However, 

an interactive edition of Games World might include seven interactive “windows” (a far 

less intensive experience than a video game) users seem to accept that it is a different 

type of experience. They also appear to be willing to learn, even though it may be hard 

at first; children would puzzle out the interactive advertisement even though it would 

take them three or four times to do so. During that time their attention to the screen was 

all but total. 

The research bore out a conclusion reached separately by Videotron’s own research. 

This shows, perhaps not surprisingly, that awareness and usage of interactivity 

correlates both with the age of the adults and the presence of children in the household. 

On the advertising trial itself, numbers were very positive, especially those relating to 

recall and desire to purchase. The other impression - based on some of JWT’s in-situ 

recordings - is of interactivity on the screen promoting interactivity in the home. Parents 

and children would help each other work out what to do to join in.
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In conclusion, it’s worth asking why JWT and Kellogg’s chose to do a trial in a television 

environment at a time when the so-called smart opinion had concluded that interactive 

television had no future and the internet was where the action was. They did take a risk, 

it is true, but all the developments since then have borne out their judgement, and 

underscored the dangers of being too certain about developments in new technology.

Nigel Sheldon, at JWT, chose the Videotron trial because, firstly, it gave the opportunity 

to do a new media test in a real, live, multi-channel environment, not another new 

media testbed. And secondly, Kellogg’s, who have an extensive new media research 

programme, were interested in the impact of interactive media on their brand values. 

Most internet applications (Guinness excepted) are built around products where there is 

significant product information available, potentially, to the customer. This is self-

evidently not the case with Frosties. Yet brands such as Frosties will still have to survive 

in the new media environment.

And finally, this is where the mass market will be for interactive media. One of the 

simplest uses of some of the extra digital bandwidth is for enhanced broadcast 

television which invites the user to participate. The ACTV system which we use has 

already been redesigned for digital television services, as cheap software rather than a 

rather expensive proprietary hardware solution. Other service providers are working on 

different solutions to the same problem. The development of effective return paths, for 

example via the cable network, will develop the range of such services, while making 

the users’ relationship with their television set yet more complex. Brands will have to 

protect their value in the digital age, and this is true both of commercial brands and of 

television channels. Participation such as that tested by Videotron’s interactive 

television project isn’t the only solution; but the research to date suggests that it will be 

a critical part of it. A brand owner who is not using it to engage their users, and 

maintain and develop their relationship with them, no matter what their age, is simply 

choosing to handicap itself.
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1  Brian Eno, A Year With Swollen Appendices. London: Faber & Faber, 1996.

2. The Crystal Maze (Chatsworth for Channel 4); TeckNick (Nickelodeon); Spirits Ghosts and Demons 
(River for Channel 4); Eat Your Greens (Wall to Wall for Channel 4); Games World (Hewland 
International); and Old Bear Tales (Optomen for Carlton).

3. Without wishing to be unduly technical this is a Boolean “if/then“  instruction. It makes the capabilities 
of the software considerably more sophisticated.

4.  Mikaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow. London: Rider, 1992.
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