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TD 03 - Mark Atkin, Director, Crossover Labs 
 

So, yes - I’m the director of Crossover Labs and classically, what we do in 

Crossover Labs, is to bring together people from the world of traditional media, from 

web design, or from games development and through a highly moderated process, 

get them to come up with and then develop interactive projects with a view to 

forming new partnerships, to create new types of interactive media in the future. 

  

Most recently we did one of these workshops up in Scotland and two of the projects 

that came out of that got funded by the Tribeca New Media Fund - another one was 

selected to be  […] “Power to the Pixel” so the outcomes are really quite good. 

 

The most recent workshop we did was with Oscar Raby, who created Assent that 

Mandy Rose showed you a little bit of there, in order to create factual content for 

Oculus Rift. Now anybody who has any doubts about the viability of virtual reality for 

the future should note that, David Attenborough, probably the world’s most popular 

documentary guy, is not making his next documentary for the BBC but for Oculus 

Rift. So, he's been filming with drones with 3-D cameras alongside birds, is currently 

under water in the Barrier Reef doing this. And so, I think since Oculus Rift was 

bought by Facebook last year, they’re are now redeveloping it and it'll be on 

everybody's Christmas list next year - I'm absolutely certain - and it really will be a 

very significant platform.  

 

So as well as creating these workshops, we also run a one-day conference on 

interactive media at the Sheffield Doc Fest and an exhibition of interactive projects 

at Sheffield and so if anybody is interested and seeing the kind of work that Mandy 

was talking about, you can see those sorts of projects at Sheffield Doc Fest. And, to 

give you a bit of an idea of the range of different types of things, we've had things - 

interactive documentaries that place in a theatre, “Choose Your Own Documentary” 

it was called, last year. We had two different types of virtual reality - one installation 

and Assent on Oculus Rift. 

 

We had games - games on consoles we had documentaries on phones and tablets 

as well as computers. We also had documentaries that took place in the streets 
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more like games, also created by the Blast Theory, that Mandy also referenced. As 

well as that, we also set up a market for interactive projects - really for the first time 

last year - where we managed to raise quarter of £1 million in one day for new 

interactive projects and we found now, increasingly, that in order to create this new 

type of documentary that's exploding over so many new platforms, we need to bring 

more than just film and TV, as Paul was pointing out, we have film and TV people 

there obviously in foundations - but also increasingly - art organisations, theatres, 

publishers newspapers. Now the world of storytelling for documentary filmmakers is 

exploding as finally - convergence is actually happening. 

 

So I'm going to sort of really pick up on what Mandy was talking about and what 

Paul was talking about and sort of extend their arguments a little bit further and it's 

going to be quite a practical talk as well, because Heidi asked me to talk about the 

tools that we use in order to teach storytelling in the digital era, but I'm going to start 

exactly where Mandy stopped to begin with, to set up the premise that she was 

beginning to elaborate - by starting at the very beginning of broadcasting. 

 

So this is a slightly different picture from the one she showed: this is the birth of 

public broadcasting really, on radio. So, when radio was first designed, they 

assumed it would to be consumed in this fashion - and it probably was for a short 

period, where the entire family gathered around it and actually, giving it all their 

attention - its the storytelling hearth in the corner of the room. 

 

But as time wore on, radio was used in different ways: It became something that 

you listen to while doing something else, when you doing the housework, when you 

doing homework maybe or you're driving to work or you’re actually at work - and so 

radio became an ambient medium.  
 

And then when TV was first invented, this was how it was originally designed and 

consumed, very much like those early days of radio, the entire family is gathered 

around and it - it’s the storytelling hearth in the corner of the room, everybody’s 

giving it their full attention. But as we know, this is increasingly how television is 

consumed these days. And it sort of rather looks as though television, which of 
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course sorted the primary access point for documentary is becoming and ambient 

medium itself. 

 

So Matt Webb in his blog - this was a few years ago – said: 

 

2008 was the year where we had peak attention “ - you can either carry on 

encountering as much as you do now, giving every input less and less 

attention every year - or you can start managing it, keeping some back to 

take long haul attention flights. What are the consequences of living post-

peak attention? Nobody will be able to understand anything hard unless 

they make sacrifices. 

 

This is quite a challenge for documentary creators. And so is this: This is a recent 

survey from two years ago - three years ago - where and number of people were 

asked about the data that is coming into their lives. And so people said in 2011, 

they thought that in just one year it had increased by 50%. And people - a 

staggering 72.7% describe their data stream as “a roaring river, a flood, a tidal 

wave.” 

 

So a significant number of people say that they feel as though they're missing out 

on stuff all the time. That's because we've reached this peak attention, we cannot 

absorb anymore - we kind of have a sense of this stuff out there - but were missing. 

And 62.5% said they wish they could filter out that flood of data. That's another 

challenge for us. 

 

Meanwhile, we’ve sort of gone through a kind of an evolution: From when television 

started out as being a social exercise and then film and TV became quite an 

isolated experience in the 80s and 90s with the advent of video and of multi-

channelling. And people used to watch a different thing on a different screen in 

every room of the house - but now we've gone past that and we’re back into an era 

of social television.  

 

The same thing is happening journalism: It used to be that everybody was read to 

from the same broadsheet by the town crier. And then we went during evolution 
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where we had a limited worldview that would come through our front door, that was 

probably quite different from the worldview coming through the front door of the guy 

next door - whereas nowadays, we aggregate our news from many different 

sources and some of those sources would be television, some newspapers - maybe 

radio is in there as well - but there’s also social platforms, there’s Twitter, there’s 

Facebook. 

 

So what we’ve started to do manage that kind of data flow - but we've socialised it 

as well. Because what the Internet does really well, is it facilitates different groups of 

people to converse in real-time and talk about the data. So this is actually what that 

activity reflects.  

 

So a lot of those people there are on social platforms: They're engaged in high 

social activity, they're watching television together - they’re probably on different 

types of platforms talking about the television that they're looking at - especially so if 

you think carefully about it, you can design it so that they are talking about that 

television show that they're looking at. Because what they're doing is they're trying 

to manage this tidal wave that's coming in and suffocating them and what they're 

doing there trying to manage this very complex data stream and make it human 

shaped and human sized.  

 

Mandy talked about media ecosystems. And it's very much true we’re in the middle 

of a shift from networks built around distribution, to ecosystems built around 

circulation. So there’s a flow of data, that starts maybe en your phone, that 

continues on your tablet - that happens in the newspaper, that appears on 

television. You have to sort of, unleash information in order that it's actually going to 

impinge upon you because otherwise so much stuff out there now it's very hard to 

get noticed.  

 

Now people – town planners - describe these kind of routes that people sort of 

make themselves that aren’t the ones that they designed - they call them desire 

lines. And what this reflects is that human beings will take a shortcut to where they 

want to go to: Its natural, it's normal, it’s an instinctive sort of a thing and it sort of 

reflect what they really want to do. So why would you sort of walk all the way around 
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the corner when you can just go straight down there? You know what is the point of 

that stupid complicated system when a normal human really would just go like that, 

right? 

 

You know, why would you walk all the way around the corner with your heavy 

shopping, when you can just cut the corner? What’s the point?  

 

Its a difference between the design and the user experience and then, in the media 

world what that means is that the design now is that design of networks, which is 

rigid television schedules that says this show is on at 8:30 on a Thursday. It's also 

the release schedule of film, that says that it takes place territory-by-territory and it 

starts in the theatre and then DVD and then goes to TV and then it goes online. 

Well the fact is that - it's a normal human instinct to take a shortcut to the content 

that they want, they will just go like “that”. So why not design it like that? 

 

So one of the responses of sort of entrenched interests when their business model 

is challenged, is this. We call cramming. It means “Wow, there’s all these new 

platforms, let’s just bung all our content on all of those platforms.” 

 

It’s what Marshall McLuhan, that prescient commentator on media, called “marching 

backwards into the future.” What it doesn't do, is look at what all of those different 

platforms are good at and what they’re for and what people use them for - and what 

it doesn't do is think about what are the creative opportunities that they invite us to 

adopt in order to win over the audiences on those platforms.  

 

So as Paul was saying, well once upon a time, in that old kind of rigid, network era, 

the creatives were free just to create. Film and TV provide distribution platform and 

content, the commissioners were the content curators, schedulers manipulated our 

viewing patterns, according to slots and times, marketing teams delivered 

audiences through press publicity and on-air promotion. 

 

These days people don't read newspapers in the same way. They used to get the 

newspaper, it came through the door and circled the shows they wanted to see and 

now, only our oldest great-aunt does that. Because we aggregate news through all 
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these different sources, we actually hear about stuff more through Twitter, or 

through Facebook - through any of these social platforms. We don't see the promos 

on TV because we don't watch live TV any more and we fast forward through the 

stuff that we’re taking that shortcut that we want to the content that we want. 

They’re not as effective - we see those promos elsewhere. We need to allow all of 

this stuff to flow and circulate through that ecosystem. 

 

Things have changed now and commissioners, funders and creative talent, need to 

anticipate what's going to attract attention in a crowd of media … 

 

[cut] 
 

… the fact that the vast majority of graduates from film and TV and media studies, 

work in retail or financial services - if they have a job at all. A tiny few actually get a 

job in the industry. I work quite a lot with new entrants, so these are people have 

recently graduated from film TV and media studies and they come to a Crossover 

Lab -  and I can't tell you the number of times that people have come up to me and 

said “I've just learnt more in one day, than I did in three years of film and television 

at university.” And of course they don't really mean that, but what they discovered is 

that finally they've find out how to put their creativity into a context.  

 

So all of what Paul was saying is absolutely true - we need to find a better way of 

taking their creativity and allowing them to actually find a place for that, by 

educating them about business but also by showing them the context in which its 

actually going to be consumed. 

 

Now all media is tending to become interactive. 

 

This is the results of a survey by the BBC - you know the BBC tends to be rather 

conservative, and so this is from the couple of years ago.  

 

And they found now that only 23% of their audience is a passive audience. Only 

23% BBC audience just wants to sit back and let stuff wash over them. The rest of 

their audience expects some form of interaction. And if you look - the weight is on 
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the right hand side, you know, lots of people want to initiate that. That means that 

they’re going to actually do a Google search on something. They're going try and 

find out more - they want to start commenting on something. A large 17% want kind 

of intense interaction. 

 

So if you only concentrate on the 23% you're denying yourself access to the biggest 

audience possible. So in crossover, we get lots of our - kind of inspiration and the 

kind of tools that we use - we kind of take them from other industries we refine and 

we apply them to media. So this is just like a little analogy really, from the games 

industry.  

 

The games industry is on the play side, obviously, and their whole attitude when 

they make stuff is what does my user “get to do?” Sort of the labour side is, my user 

“will do”. It’s also the old kind of network side of things, you know, you will watch at 

8:30 on a Thursday or you will wait 6 months until this film appears in your territory. 

But it's probably better for all of us to situate ourselves in the middle there, that 

“playbour” side of things: What does my user or audience get to do in order to 

participate in my work? That participation is becoming increasingly important 

because the vast majority of our audiences want to interact somehow. Because the 

problem is now, these days, once your finger hits your tablet or your phone, nothing 

happens. You're becoming irrelevant, you’re becoming invisible.  

 

So what we all need to do is we need to acquire a few new skills - we understand 

our audience and how they behave and you need to understand the design 

affordances of the platforms that we’re asking them to use, rather than doing that 

cramming thing. What are they good for? How do people behave on those 

platforms? What do they like doing on those platforms? How can we provide them 

with content that they want on those platforms? 

 

So we’re all now in the position of that young man there, who’s looking at his 

audience and thinking: Am I going to take them on a journey, that involves, maybe a 

bit of gameplay, that's got some web enabled stuff? Maybe there is an app involved 

and maybe it works on TV as well. So what does that journey look and feel like? 
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Now because you're an academic bunch, I've decided to show you a little bit of the 

history of some of the thinking that goes into some of the tools that we apply and to 

also reference some of the terminology that we use. So user-centred design is a 

concept that was invented in the 80s by this guy Alan Cooper in his book “The 

Inmates are running the Asylum.” So he came up with this terminology in his 

diatribe on “Awful technology projects created solely by engineers who end not to 

consider users, only specs.” So he called upon designers seize control of 

technology products to define a new interaction design practice, that defines the 

quality of our everyday experiences. 

 

Now one of the things he was really laying into here was the video recorder. Do you 

remember that device? That pretty well everyone had one in their home and one at 

work, but the vast majority of the people had no idea how to actually program them. 

It was the most stupid piece of technology, that was the most widely used piece of 

kit. And this kind of made him livid and you think, well, its just invented by 

technologists, but its not thinking at all about people who are using it. What we need 

to do is flip that around: Think about who's using it and how they're using it what 

they need and design it accordingly. 

 

So we’re in the same place now, so - and I call upon - you know - in this second 

part here, just put yourself in that frame. And call upon filmmakers to seize control 

of new technology, and define new interaction, that defines the quality of our 

everyday experiences. 

 

I used the word “Design Affordances” - Donald Norman came up with this: The 

“Design Affordance” is, well can you tell how something works by the way it looks? 

If you see a lever, you know that you're going to pull the lever - if you see a button, 

you know you're going to push the button. So what are the Design Affordances? In 

a very complex world of media, can we design things for audiences so that the 

moment look at it, they really know how to work. 

 

Gillian Crampton Smith clarified the definition of Interaction Design: She talks about 

shaping our everyday life through digital artefacts, for work, for play and 



GEECT “Teaching Documentary” Symposium – Cardiff, November 2014 
 

 

TD 03 - Mark Atkin 
9 

entertainment - that’s what we do. We need a clear mental model of what it is that 

were interacting with.  

 

So you think about the design affordances of different platforms and different things 

that we’re using - now can we make sure that anyone entering this complex world, 

knows exactly where they’re going. And Bill Verplank is interaction designer at 

Stamford. He also goes a little bit further talking about how the world reacts to you, 

and can we create a mental map and a pathway through that world, in order for us 

to design it, to then take that to funders, so that they can fund it. And so that it 

becomes completely clear to the end user, that they know exactly how this world 

operates, without having to think about it. 

 

Henry Jenkins came up with the word “Transmedia” - as the condition of hybridity 

between new and old media as the new norm. New generations of audiences 

expect direct agency in the process of content creation - alienate them at your own 

peril. And we've just seen that 75% of our audience expect some agency. And 

Yochai Benkler at Harvard, introduced the concept of “Peer Production” as a radical 

notion that disrupts all models of created capitalism and it's what Paul was talking 

about as well. 

 

Our hyper-connectedness system is transforming humanity by disrupting all market 

and political assumptions. And that, is the 17% I guess, here, which is obviously 

growing, you know, this was two years ago, so you know the weight of that must be 

shifting, so that, you know, people increasingly expect interaction and they 

increasingly expect intense interaction. 

 

So how can we start sort of designing for this? What kind of tools can we apply? So, 

I talked about “user centred design” - well what is that? So that’s putting your user 

or your audience at the centre of a process, where you design your media world 

around them. So this is an example of that process: We’re the users at the centre, 

we start at the top by understanding who your audience is and - ourselves as well, 

because it has to be led by the creativity, and also our competitors - and that is an 

iterative process. We then define the concept measured against the users model – 
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that’s an iterative process too. And then you develop a prototype. And then you test 

it against real people - and that's an iterative process too. 

 

That's the essence of interactive design. It helps us deal with things like this - and 

there’s five stages of interaction, where you have to assume that your audience 

starts out as being unaware - well how are you make them aware, in this 

overcomplicated, oversaturated media environment? How are they ever going to 

even hear about what you doing? The chances are very, very small these days. 

 

If it does impinge in their flow of data, how are you going to make them interested, 

how do you know they going to be interested? You've probably got a very limited 

time frame in which to get that interest - how are you going to do that? And once 

they are interested, how can you build into it? A pathway so that they will now they 

definitely engage? And once they have engaged, can you bring them back again? 

Well, why and when are they going to do that? What story can you tell us that is 

going to convince us that that will happen and can you make them passionate so 

that they start telling the rest of the world about it. 

 

We use pitching a lot in our labs, as a kind of a development tool - so we do lots of 

brainstorming and pitching, brainstorming and pitching, brainstorming and pitching - 

and we often use De Bono’s creative hats in order to sort of provide a framework for 

the brainstorming.  

 

I just used these recently in a documentary pitch: I asked a pitch panel to react 

wearing these different hats that force you to look at what's been presented to you 

through different sort of critical frameworks, so for instance, I’ll just sort of describe 

briefly three of them. So if you're just wearing a yellow hat, you can only say what's 

working about this, what's good, what's positive. If you’re wearing the black hat, you 

can just point out the weak points and try and find ways to improve them. If you're 

wearing the green hat, it's about innovation and creative solutions - how can you 

counter the black hat kind of solution.  

 

So, user centred design - I said you design a kind of a prototype, around which you 

now sort of design the process and what we need to do is understand our 
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audiences. So, for instance it could be someone like Shirley. So, we create a model 

person to design for, so we can evaluate our assumptions.  

 

So, in our media world, how is Shirley going to hear about the documentary? What's 

the first contact point? If she's interested in it, what’s she going to the next? So, 

where is she, under what circumstances did she hear about it? How is she going to 

tell everyone else about it? What does she want to do in order to engage in it? 

Where’s her entry point? Sometimes you need a number of different personas 

because there could be a number of different entry points for different parts of your 

audience - so sometimes you need 1, 2 or 3. 

 

In order to come up with your persona, you need to know a lot about them - you 

need a name, where they come from, where they live, you need to know their brand 

loyalties - all of the media habits and their values: You want to how they think. What 

they aspire to. What are the triggers that are going to make them engage with what 

you’re doing and also you need to know the tribes they belong to: their interests. 

 

So Cooper, who’s the first person I referenced there said: “A well-defined persona’s 

set can be a powerful tool. Personas are not only a replacement for good product 

design and they won't write any content for you unfortunately, but they can give you 

confidence in your decision-making processes you plan and give you a clearly 

defined target to right to.”  

 

So, in case you’re having any doubts about the kind of effectiveness when it comes 

to applying it to media products - Channel 4, who use them a lot. It helps them work 

out how to connect with their audiences. They connect with the - they probably have 

the, sort of the youngest demographic of any major broadcaster, certainly in Britain - 

maybe in Europe. So they’re actually connecting with the hard-to-connect-to kind of 

sector of - segment of - society.  

 

So they’re looking at their target audiences and looking at their media habits in 

order that they can now find out what platforms they’re on, what they like, what 

they’re prepared to do - what they’re not prepared to do - in order to start creating a 

kind of journey through this media world that they've kind of aggregated 
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themselves, that will focus on Channel 4 content, essentially. Designing these 

personas helps them do that. In this case they created eight. 

 

Then they take them on a kind of digital day - a look at them in absolute detail: What 

media they connect to from the moment they wake up, until when they go to bed. 

On what different devices?  

 

Because their intention now is that once they know how she behaves and what she 

wants to do, how can they get Channel 4 content onto those platforms - but it has to 

be stuff that she likes and that she is going to engage with at the appropriate time of 

day. Can you now sort of now create a user journey and write a believable story 

about your content, that shows how she is going to go through her day, she is going 

to find out about your stuff, she is going to incorporate it into her media world and 

start engaging with it. And can you sort of describe that as a map, that kind of map 

which is useful for you in order to design it, and for you to now take to a funder, so 

that when the end user starts entering this world, they’ll know exactly where to go 

and what to do. 

 

Mandy also mentioned this attention economy as well, because we spend our 

attention differently on different kind of platforms and devices. So the large screens, 

which are cinema screens but they're also television screens and computer 

screens, are designed for sustained bursts of attention, but they’re infrequent. 

Tablets are sort of relatively sustained but not as frequent. Mobile - very frequent for 

very short bursts of time. And we use these different devices in different places as 

well.  

 

So when you're designing media, that now flows across all different screens and 

that takes into account different peoples behaviours, you've got to think about the 

circumstances under which it's been consumed, in order for you to stand a chance 

for it to actually be consumed. So, in the course of somebody's day, can you map 

all the contact points on different devices that she’s using, where your media can 

now actually impinge. 

 



GEECT “Teaching Documentary” Symposium – Cardiff, November 2014 
 

 

TD 03 - Mark Atkin 
13 

And can you sort of tell a story that describes the engagement with your media. 

Because so much of the first connection with media is kind of web-based, it’s 

sobering to understand that the average dwell time on any webpage is fewer than 

five seconds. So you've got a very, very limited amount of time for somebody to 

actually make a decision that they’re actually going to engage with this thing, which 

is why that awareness and the interest thing is so vitally important. So we spend a 

lot of time working on that very first moment of engagement - can you tell a 

convincing story in the circumstances under which somebody first hears about and 

starts engaging with your content. 

 

And then once they’ve started engaging and they’re a first-time user, can you 

describe that journey as well - and if they going to come back, what is it about what 

you've designed that means that they’re actually going to return. And can you sort 

of describe that graphically, because if you’re going to make a case to funder for a 

relatively complex system, it's a lot easier if you describe it graphically so, 

something like a simple kind of a platform map here, which shows the relative sizes 

of those circles will probably show the relative importance of the different platforms 

on which this content appears.  

 

A platform like this - this was a documentary that was from Discovery called The 

Colony - that had a massively kind of online component, which started with, you see 

“On-air, Paid Media, PR, Blogger Outreach” all of these things were sort of dragging 

people into discovery.com, where you would sign in now with Facebook - so you 

would enter the world of the colony, which now uses your Facebook in order to tell 

the story of a world that’s now been subject to an outbreak of some terrible illness 

and isolated communities are struggling to survive. And then information comes out 

from that into blogs, e-mail, Twitter and Facebook. 

 

This is another map of a potential project that starts with a marketing campaign, that 

takes you to a website, that includes kind of personalised webisodes, that also kind 

of import information from Facebook into a kind of “What If” scenario, where 

corporations are running national institutions - which takes you to a television series 

that looks at exactly that: A three-part series - there’s a smartphone app as well 

allows you to sort of look at the corporate-social responsibility of a number of 
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different businesses and if they can raise enough money, there’s actually a game 

and an e-book.  

 

So these are the kind of maps that it's very useful to take to funders, but you need 

these in order to sort of develop the proper project yourself. And can you include 

mock-ups as well, to actually show what that experience is going to look like. And 

once you're creating a kind of a story world, something that probably has at its heart 

a film or piece of television, but now is manifesting on other platforms - can you 

make sure that that's consistent? Creating a mood board really helps in that, in 

order to describe - you know - the colour of this world, the style of this world, the 

texture, emotion, tone and voice - the sound of this world - so that whenever you 

see it, whether its a whether is coming through as a little piece of film on Facebook 

or someone’s tweeting about it, you're bought into this world that has a consistency 

of a feeling about it. 

 

And can you articulate a decent pitch? We use this NABC approach for creating a 

value proposition that was designed by Stanford Research, which is a highly 

effective way of articulating any kind of a pitch really. But first of all, can you say 

what the audience need is for what you're creating - Now can you describe the 

approach, which probably incorporates the user journey - Can you describe the 

benefits for funders and for the end users and what else out there does something 

similar and why does what you're doing do it better, or is it more appropriate for our 

times. 

 

We also look at the different roles and different skillsets that you might need to bring 

in, in order to create something that is multi platform - by sort of brainstorming with 

people, when skillsets need to be brought on and what those skillsets are, so that 

you can fully understand the full range of people that need to be brought on to a 

multi platform production and when - Which of course you need to then plot against 

a timeline in order to be able to budget it accurately. It could look a bit like this, or 

could look a bit like this. That’s a project that I actually did and we followed that 

timeline exactly accurately. That allows you to actually start building up the budget 

for it. 
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And then to kind of summarise, when it comes to actually sort of talking about the 

pitching multi platform stuff, we try and encourage people to think about the five 

stories of multi platform production, so first of all: 

• The “story” story: What is it?  

• The user story: You have to sort of tell us who its for these days increasingly.  

• The platform story: Which platforms is it going to be on? 

• The impact story: What kind of impact do you want this to have, and… 

• The money story, of course: How much is it going to cost? 

 

And so, just to kind of summarise - this new world of digital storytelling essentially, 

is designing those kind of desire lines that people have, for todays connected digital 

human being, who’s trying to manage the data flow around them. Paul said that 

they're in charge, which is absolutely true, but if you design with them in mind, you 

can be in charge and make sure that those kind of media choices that they make 

consist of your media. 

 

There we are, I can sort of go into much more detail in the sessions after this. 

 

Heidi Gronauer 
Thank you all very much, As always it’s a lot you want to tell us, so we can - yes - in 

the breakout session this afternoon - then if people need some history, do you need 

any screen in the breakout session. 

 

Mark Atkin 
I don’t know it depends on what people want to talk about I can give loads and 

loads of actual examples of stuff, so it might be useful. 

 


