
[image: image]


[image: ]



Dedication

To the kid out there filming a video on a smartphone who

will one day become the biggest entertainer in the world





Introduction

There’s nothing on TV.

No, really, where I grew up there actually wasn’t. I was born behind the Iron Curtain, in Communist Czechoslovakia, in 1970. By the time I was a teenager, my choices for entertainment were—to put it mildly—bleak. Books were censored by the Office of Press and Information; we had only one newspaper, Rudé Právo, the official paper of the Communist Party; and the state controlled the radio, the airwaves, the cinemas, and the symphonies. It was illegal for a private company to print a publication or broadcast a signal. It was illegal to reproduce more than eleven printed copies of anything. And it was illegal for a band to perform without a license.

Faced with those options, I had only one choice: to get creative.

I obtained books through samizdat, the underground distribution network that began under Nazi occupation (1984 was an early favorite of mine). I bent the antenna of my transistor radio just so, in order to hear bands such as Bon Jovi, Scorpions, and Tears for Fears come in scrambled over the airwaves from West Germany. And if I was lucky, I would get my hands on a bootlegged VHS tape that friends of mine somehow managed to smuggle into the country.

I can still remember the first Western film I ever watched: The Terminator. But because there was no money for proper subtitling or dubbing into Czech, one person did the voice-over for every character in the film. It was, by any standard, a terrible viewing experience. But it didn’t matter. My friends and I watched it three times in a row.

Today I look at my two teenage daughters and the ways they have to entertain themselves. I look at the limitless number of books they can read on their tablets (though they prefer hard copies from Amazon). I look at the thousands of outlets they can browse through on their phones to get news. I look at the millions of songs they can listen to on Spotify, the thousands of films and shows they can watch on Netflix, and the hundreds of channels they can lean back and watch on our satellite TV package. I look at all of that, and think about how their options for entertainment vastly outnumber those I had growing up. Hell, they vastly outnumber the options that kids growing up in America had just ten years ago. But even with an ocean of media before them, I see how they choose to spend a significant amount of their free time: watching YouTube.

In less than one generation, we’ve reached a point where what we watch, read, and listen to is no longer determined solely by states or corporate monopolies but by us. With the creation of YouTube, for the first time people were given access to free, instant, global distribution of video. While streaming services such as Netflix, Hulu, and Spotify have done an incredible job distributing traditional content in new ways, open platforms such as YouTube have changed who is able to produce, distribute, and consume media. All of a sudden anyone in the world could share a video with everyone in the world.

Over just one decade, that freedom has had far-ranging implications throughout the media industry. It has redefined what it means to be a celebrity and who can become one. It has thrust new people into the spotlight who understand that fame has changed. It has elevated the importance of engaging fans directly, rather than keeping them at a remove. And it has led to the emergence of a much more diverse and opinionated cast of stars who stand out from the inoffensive, inauthentic stars of previous generations.

That freedom has also altered our idea of what entertainment can be. It has unleashed entirely novel yet staggeringly popular genres of content, from beauty vlogging to video game commentary to unboxing videos. It has shrunk our world, exposing us to media from other countries that had long been hidden behind borders. And it has given billions of people the opportunity to watch videos based on their individual interests, rather than having to satisfy themselves with entertainment manufactured for the masses.

And that freedom has changed the rules of the industries that have been built to entertain and inform us. It has changed the way we watch the news, empowering citizen journalists from Ferguson to Syria to document injustice for the world to witness. It has helped elevate advertising into an art form, turning commercials into must-see clips. And it has resuscitated the music video, giving aspiring musicians a new way to break into the mainstream.

When I look at my life today, it couldn’t feel further away from my youth behind the Iron Curtain. I grew up dreaming of the West but got only an occasional uncensored glimpse of it. Now, as the chief business officer of YouTube, my job is to help bring information and entertainment to over a billion people around the world, including many in countries whose governments try to limit that access. And rather than offer a glimpse of the world, YouTube holds up a mirror to the entire human experience, reflecting all of our joys, all of our struggles, all of our news, and all of our history.

Today, 1.5 billion people turn to YouTube every single month to watch the largest library of video ever assembled whenever they want, wherever they want, on any device they want. Some come to watch the latest viral hit, music video, or late-night clip. Some come to catch up on news or sports. Some come to learn something new or indulge an interest. Some even come just to watch ads. But most people visit YouTube to watch something they can’t find anywhere else: a generation of auteurs and entertainers who have built their success on the platform, inspired by the challenge to share their creativity with the world.

I call these trailblazers streampunks.

I didn’t write this book to provide an origin story about YouTube. I didn’t write it to paint another corporate portrait of a Silicon Valley upstart that’s trying to “disrupt an industry” or “rewrite the rules.” I wrote it because I wanted to tell the story of an incredibly talented collection of creators and entrepreneurs who’ve used YouTube to do amazing things. Some of them draw audiences larger than those of hit TV shows. Some of them have built thriving businesses. But all of them together are fundamentally transforming how media works.

Through their stories, I hope to describe that transformation. I hope to highlight the tactics they’ve used to prosper. I hope to provide an honest depiction of the difficult challenges they have faced along the way. And I hope to articulate what their success means for the future of media.

Above all, I hope I’m able to create something that connects with audiences, entertains them, and makes them feel part of a growing movement.

After all, streampunks do that every day.
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Rise of the Streampunks

Your Orientation to a New Class of Creators

THEY COME IN cameras first.

The doors of a soundstage in New York’s Chelsea neighborhood swing open, and more than a hundred of the most successful entertainers of the digital age flood into the room, their phones held high to capture the moment while the Calvin Harris track “How Deep Is Your Love” booms over the sound system. Their ages, which span decades, seem to dictate how quickly they enter the room. The youngest, those in their late teens, rush in to get the best seats toward the front of a wide stage. The older Millennials come in behind them, prizing the opportunity to interact with each other over the chance to sit up front. The last to come through are the Gen Xers, the “elders” of YouTube, and you can spot them almost instantly; they’re the only ones with backpacks. But whether young or (relatively) old, almost all of these streampunks record their entrance to later share the moment with millions of their fans from around the world.

This is the YouTube Creator Summit, and it is one of the most privileged gatherings in entertainment. Every year, we at YouTube host the most popular personalities on the platform for a whirlwind few days in New York, where they get to socialize with one another while hearing inspirational talks from some of the leading creative voices in entertainment. It’s Davos for the digital set.

The Summit is one of the few times these creators spend off the clock. Most spend their entire year either working on new videos for their channels or engaging with their fans. Sometimes that engagement is sanctioned, during fan meetups or conventions, but most often it’s spontaneous and fueled by sightings and subsequent tweets. When word got out on social media (as it inevitably does) that more than 100 top YouTubers were in New York for the Summit, dozens of eager teenagers lined the block of their hotel for their chance at a prized selfie. And unlike many mainstream celebrities, who shy away from the public and keep their fans at arm’s length, YouTube creators tend to work the crowd. Their success is due in large part to their accessibility in the digital world, which translates into expectations of accessibility in the physical world.

Perhaps the break the Summit affords is why the creators look so at ease on this April morning in New York, clapping in surprise and breaking into smiles as many meet each other for the first time. Maybe that’s why they start to put their cameras down after capturing that initial shot and start to embrace each other. It’s a global crowd, but they recognize each other regardless, as Tyler Oakley, one of the most popular creators in the United States, hugs Brits Dan Howell and Phil Lester (all three of them are best-selling authors). Though most creators eventually sit with their compatriots, in these first five minutes there is an overwhelming sense of respect as they exchange greetings with their peers from around the world. You can sense the camaraderie between them, as if they all play for the same team.

And the truth is, no matter where they’re from, they look more alike than different. They look like people who are doing what they want to be doing for a living and don’t have to answer to anyone but themselves. They wear the rarest sneakers, the sharpest athleisure, the Brooklyn- and Berlin-based labels that are as relevant in fashion today as any you’d find in Milan. Or they just wear the global creative uniform of jeans and a T-shirt. So many have tattoos or dyed hair that the ones who don’t seem like the exceptions.

Perhaps the best hair in the room belongs to Mark “Markiplier” Fischbach (dyed Kool-Aid red) and Seán “Jacksepticeye” McLoughlin (mint green), the most popular gaming creators from the United States and Ireland, respectively. For many people unfamiliar with YouTube, the success of Mark and Seán, who primarily film themselves playing video games, is difficult to comprehend. But their model—wherein creators offer spontaneous reactions and commentary as they stream themselves playing different gaming titles—is employed by thousands of people around the world. These gamers fuel a massive-attention engine, with hundreds of millions of people spending hundreds of millions of minutes watching people play video games every single day.

But the gamers aren’t the only ones in the room making content you wouldn’t expect to see in your average prime-time lineup. They’re joined by lifestyle gurus such as Bethany Mota, Raye Boyce, and Dulce Candy Ruiz, who offer hair and makeup tutorials and lifestyle tips to their viewers. Vloggers such as Casey Neistat are commanding TV-size audiences by sharing scenes from their daily lives while offering their viewpoints direct to camera. And gadget gurus like Lewis Hilsenteger, who regularly averages a million views a video on his channel Unbox Therapy, give fans a taste of consumer gratification without having to open their wallets by revealing—or “unboxing”—the latest tech products.

The genres these creators represent—gameplay commentary, beauty tutorials, unboxing—had never been seen on TV. No executive, including those of us at YouTube, would have guessed that these genres, along with several other novel content categories, would become some of our most popular.

In fact, try placing yourself in the seat of a network studio head. If someone came to you and said they wanted to film a show of themselves nailing trick shots, braiding his or her daughter’s hair, or filming cool things with a 4K high-speed camera in superslow motion, would you give that person the green light? Probably not. But that’s exactly how the members of the sports collective Dude Perfect, the family behind Cute Girls Hairstyles, and the creators of The Slow Mo Guys racked up millions of subscribers to their channels and find themselves at the Summit today.

The stars of these original channels are joined in the room by creators who are reinventing familiar TV tropes for modern audiences. The British chefs from Sorted Food don’t just host cooking shows, they listen intently to the feedback of their viewers to prepare the dishes fans are clamoring for, with turnaround times measured in days, not seasons. Destin Sandlin, an engineer from Alabama, hosts a series called Smarter Every Day, in which he explains the physics behind topics as varied as space travel and laser tattoo removal; the series runs far more often than the educational content that airs on PBS on Saturday mornings or the occasional shows on TLC that are still focused on learning. Jamal Edwards founded the digital music network SBTV on YouTube when he was just sixteen years old, showcasing the East London grime scene that MTV had largely ignored (eventually launching Ed Sheeran’s career in the process). And Cenk Uygur, the founder of The Young Turks, created the first Internet video news show in 2002; it’s now the largest online news show in the world.

In addition to content you wouldn’t see on TV, a glance across the room reveals faces you wouldn’t typically see on the air, either. Amid controversies about diversity in Hollywood such as #OscarSoWhite, YouTube creators tend to provide a much more accurate reflection of the cultures they represent. Lilly Singh, better known to her fans as ||Superwoman||, rose to fame by embracing her immigrant origins and impersonating her Indian parents in sketch videos (I take back what I said, she has the best hair in the room). Her friend and occasional collaborator “sWooZie,” aka Adande Thorne, made waves when he interviewed President Barack Obama about topics such as police violence and racial profiling in 2016 after the final State of the Union address of his presidency. Wesley Chan, Ted Fu, and Philip Wang, of the production company Wong Fu, are determined to create series and films that feature Asian American casts, long a blind spot in Hollywood. And Sami Slimani, a lifestyle guru with Tunisian roots who goes by the name “HerrTutorial,” is one of the most popular YouTubers in Germany.

The global nature of YouTube can’t be emphasized enough, with nearly 80 percent of its traffic coming from outside the United States. In the past, a TV series that made its way from one country to another was a rare occurrence, typically a BBC hit that was then exported around the globe. On YouTube, the members of the comedy troupe Porta dos Fundos are going a long way to redefine sketch comedy in their native country of Brazil, but their videos are also being viewed by tens of millions of people in Europe and Asia. HolaSoyGerman, one of YouTube’s most popular creators, has nearly as many fans in the United States as he does in his native Chile. And nearly everyone knows that YouTube’s most viewed video of all time is Psy’s “Gangnam Style,” a K-pop song about a neighborhood in Seoul sung mostly in Korean.

Music has long been a core part of YouTube’s appeal. The platform has become a powerful source of discovery for fans interested in new music, as well as record labels interested in new talent. Justin Bieber was discovered on YouTube at the age of twelve after an enterprising music executive named Scooter Braun spotted footage of him at a Canadian talent show; three years later Justin was selling out Madison Square Garden. Macklemore was another artist who burst to fame when his video “Thrift Shop” took him from YouTube sensation to Best Rap Album Grammy Award winner. Joining these now-mainstream artists are the independent, homegrown YouTube groups such as Pentatonix and Boyce Avenue, whose cover videos and original recordings have helped them mint platinum records and top charts around the world.

Digital success has translated most strikingly to the publishing world. A quarter of the creators at the Summit have written best-selling books, from Tyler Oakley’s collection of funny stories, Binge, to boxed-wine enthusiast Hannah Hart’s cookbook, My Drunk Kitchen. Zoe “Zoella” Sugg, a vlogger who lives in Brighton, wrote the fastest-selling debut novel in UK history, beating out J. K. Rowling. But by far the most famous author in the room is John Green, whose book The Fault in Our Stars is one of the best-selling books of all time and was optioned into a chart-topping film adaptation.

The film industry is increasingly casting its gaze to YouTube for talent. Both Pentatonix and German YouTube comedian/actor/DJ Flula Borg were given significant roles in the box-office smash Pitch Perfect 2. In 2009, a Uruguayan director named Fede Alvarez uploaded a short film called “Panic Attack!” about an alien invasion that he made for $300; three days later, his in-box was full of invitations to Hollywood studios, and five weeks later, he had a deal reportedly worth $30 million to direct a slate of films, including a remake of The Evil Dead. And the Oscar-winning director Barbara Kopple recently released a documentary about YouTuber Gigi Gorgeous’s gender transition, which premiered at Sundance.

On TV, the story is much the same, with YouTube creators not only starring in shows but writing, producing, and occasionally directing them as well. When Rachel Bloom won a Golden Globe for her performance in the musical comedy Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, a TV series she also created, she thanked her cocreator, the writer Aline Brosh McKenna, who had discovered her from the humorous music videos she had uploaded to YouTube. That was a similar path to the one Issa Rae followed, transitioning from her hit YouTube series, The Misadventures of Awkward Black Girl, to her HBO series, Insecure. And Colleen Ballinger’s obnoxious character Miranda Sings was a mainstay on YouTube before she starred in and produced her own Netflix Original series, Haters Back Off.

If all of this is news to you, you might have been surprised at the results of a recent Variety survey, which asked American high schoolers to name their favorite celebrities. It was YouTubers who held the top six spots in that survey, ranking above names such as Taylor Swift, Johnny Depp, and Leonardo DiCaprio. In fact, surveys yielded similar results in Mexico, Brazil, the United Kingdom, and even Finland (where twelve of the top twenty most popular celebrities were YouTube creators!).

Those surveys begin making sense once you start asking teens and Millennials about their relationships to their favorite YouTube creators and how those bonds differ from their relationships to traditional celebrities. When we surveyed our teen and Millennial subscribers, 40 percent told us that YouTubers understood them better than their friends or family.* But a whopping 60 percent of them told us that a creator has changed their life or view of the world.

Perhaps that’s why traditional TV stars are increasingly using YouTube as a way to connect to a younger generation of viewers. In the 1990s, the late-night wars were a battle fought between two networks during one time slot. Today, the battlefield has shifted online, with Jimmy Fallon and Stephen Colbert joining Conan O’Brien, Jimmy Kimmel, James Corden, Trevor Noah, Samantha Bee, and Seth Meyers as late-night stars racking up views every hour of every day. Indeed the format of late night itself has changed, moving away from what felt like rehearsed promotional interviews to a series of skits that we can snack on individually during a quick mobile break.

The world of sports is undergoing a similar transformation. YouTube has long been the home of highlights, the place to catch last night’s can’t-miss dunk or the latest gravity-bending goal. More and more, we’re also getting to see what happens off the court as well, with behind-the-scenes footage and training camp film being shared online. And forward-thinking sports leagues such as the NBA and NFL are increasingly sharing archival footage of old games on YouTube, giving the truly devoted fans among us yet another way to enjoy the sports we love. Today’s generation of sports fans can now watch MJ in his prime as easily as they can see Steph Curry in his.

Even advertising has found new life online. You may think of commercials as something you can skip on YouTube, but in fact content created by brands accounts for some of the most popular videos on the platform every single year. A new generation of Mad men and women, motivated by the fact that commercials can extend beyond the limits of the average thirty-second spot, are creating some of the most brilliant advertisements ever seen. The Super Bowl used to be the only time people tuned in just to watch ads. Today, they do so every day. In fact, brands have started running prospective Super Bowl ads on YouTube first as part of our annual “Ad Blitz,” so they can choose the most popular spot to air during the big game.

And so the world of YouTube extends far beyond this Chelsea soundstage, encompassing Madison Avenue and Madison Square Garden, the Thirty Mile Zone of Hollywood (yes, that’s what TMZ stands for), and the foreign film capitals of Bollywood and Nollywood. It’s connected to every music capital, from Nashville to Berlin to Seoul, and to national capitals, too, offering up the latest news from Washington, London, Brussels, and Moscow. It attracts talent from every corner of the earth, with tens of millions of aspiring creators in places as far afield as Rio and Nairobi, Dubai and Mumbai, Tokyo and Tel Aviv. It even reaches back into the past, providing the most comprehensive archive of human history to date, keeping records of events both banal and transcendent, from trips to the zoo to trips to the moon.

The enormity of what’s happening on YouTube is why I felt compelled to join it. Prior to YouTube, I had worked at Mutual Film Company (a movie financier) and HBO before decamping to Netflix. It was there that I found a passion for what the Internet could bring to entertainment, helping lead the company’s transition from a mail-order DVD business to a streaming subscription service. But it was YouTube’s open and global nature, its limitless potential, and its global presence that led me firmly to believe that it represented the future of entertainment. When I was given an opportunity to help YouTube shape its future and attract even more great content, I leapt at the chance.

And now it’s time for me to take the stage and kick off this day of inspiration for our top YouTubers, where they’ll hear about creativity from the Coen brothers, about successful show running from Aziz Ansari, where they’ll cook with Rachael Ray, discuss trends in comedy with the women from Broad City, and tell stories with the team behind The Moth. As luck would have it, I have some good news to share, as Interpublic, one of the largest advertising agencies in the world, has just announced that it will shift $250 million from its budget for TV commercials over to YouTube. With TV ratings declining and YouTube’s reach growing at incredible speed, many in the press call it a sign of things to come.

Armed with that bit of knowledge, I go up to the microphone: “Welcome to the most powerful, influential, and hippest room in media.”
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||Superwoman|| Comes to the Supermarket

Why Shelf Space Is the Key to Understanding How the Media Industry Works Today

IF YOU GRADUATED from college before President Obama took office, you’re probably asking yourself a few questions now, such as how the hell did this happen? Who are Markiplier and ||Superwoman||? How is it that these creators—many of whom you’ve possibly never heard of—are outearning actors, topping charts, selling out stadiums, and interviewing presidents and prime ministers? And how were they even able to establish their popularity in the first place?

These questions reflect a growing sense of confusion about what we collectively watch. Twenty years ago, the answer was simple: we watched TV. As recently as 1998, more than 20 percent of American households with TVs were watching Seinfeld every single week and seemingly everyone knew George, Jerry, Elaine, and Kramer by name. But since then, no show has been able to assemble that large an audience. In fact, the kind of ubiquity that Seinfeld enjoyed is now likely impossible, with more great shows competing for our attention than ever before.

Every day, it seems as though there’s a new series to discover. Between cable and digital services such as Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon Prime, more than five hundred new original series are slated to premiere in 2017—three hundred more than in 2009—and that’s not even including the more than four hundred hours of video that are uploaded to YouTube every minute.

With so many options, fewer of us are watching the same thing. And even if we are, we’re not watching it at the same time. In the past you could reliably find a new show on your cable or satellite box and watch the premiere along with everyone else. Now you might need a Smart TV or a monthly subscription to a specific service, and you still may end up ten episodes behind your neighbor who already binge-watched it.

What we watch, when we watch, how we watch—all of that has changed dramatically since the turn of the century, and that change only seems to be getting faster. But if you want to make sense of it, the thing you really need to understand is your local supermarket.

___

Whether you realize it or not, when you walk into a grocery store, the products you see on the shelves are the winners of a stiff competition. A spot on a supermarket shelf—or better yet, a shelf at a big international chain such as Walmart or Costco—guarantees that millions of customers have a chance to see your product and potentially buy it. No matter what you’ve heard about the growth of online retail, the truth is that the vast majority of the world’s spending still happens within brick-and-mortar stores, and getting your product into those stores is still the best way to guarantee some level of awareness and sales.

Now, to get your product on that shelf requires a negotiation with those large retailers. And one of the best ways to increase your leverage in a negotiation is to bring several products to the table. Over the past century, consumer packaged-goods companies such as Procter & Gamble and food companies such as Nestlé have transformed from small companies selling a few items into massive multinational conglomerates with dozens of well-known brands and thousands of products. Some of those products they create themselves, but the majority have been accumulated through acquisitions of other companies. And they use the popularity of their biggest sellers—such as Tide or Kit Kats—to negotiate for better spots on the shelf and also to ensure that stores stock their new or lesser-known products.

Retailers don’t stand still, though. In the face of this growing leverage, they also merge and grow and acquire new chains and locations, mostly to benefit from larger economies of scale but also to gain a better bargaining position relative to their suppliers. They can use this strength to do a number of things, from limiting the number of new, untested products they accept to negotiating with suppliers for lower prices. Back and forth these negotiations go, a constant arm-wrestling match between producers and sellers as each side tries to bulk up to hold off the other.

In almost striking similarity, this is how the television industry works today. Cable and satellite operators such as Comcast and DirecTV have only a certain number of channels they can offer in a pay TV bundle, like the limited number of shelves a retailer has to offer in any store. Media companies such as Fox and Disney assemble lineups of their channels (products, in our analogy) and negotiate with the cable and satellite companies for placement.

Just as with producers and retailers, the same dynamic that applies in the supermarket has taken hold in media. Networks began to acquire new channels (for example, ABC buying ESPN or NBC buying Telemundo), dramatically expanding their program lineups to improve their negotiating position with cable and satellite distributors. In response, a wave of consolidation took place in the cable and satellite industry, transforming it from one that was largely made up of local and regional businesses into one in which only a handful of players exist (anyone who has tried to comparison-shop for cable knows all too well how few options there really are).

As a result of all this consolidation of networks and distributors, a handful of very large media conglomerates, controlled by just a few people, determined what the majority of people watched. For decades, those moguls served as the gatekeepers of mass media. They weren’t elected or chosen, but a few of them—less than a dozen—held massive cultural power based on their ability to decide what got made and what got seen.

Thankfully, we can turn to TV for a perfect illustration of these dynamics. In one of the most memorable episodes of Seinfeld, George and Jerry are sitting in a boardroom with executives from NBC, pitching the network an idea for a new television show. Jerry begins to explain the concept, but George, in a supreme bout of misplaced confidence, interrupts him.

“If I may, Jerry . . . I think I can sum up the show for you in one word,” he tells the head of NBC. “Nothing. The show is about nothing.”

“Nothing?” the exec asks.

“Nothing,” George answers.

The head of NBC isn’t so impressed with the idea. Confused, he asks, “Well, why am I watching it?”

George, frustrated, shoots back, “Because it’s on TV!”

“Not yet,” the head of NBC reminds him.*

That one brilliant exchange explains four decades of the television industry in ten seconds. What George said was completely true: until the 1990s and the expansion of cable TV, most people had access to only four major channels in the United States and even fewer options if they lived in other countries. That meant that for the most part, you watched whatever was on TV, the same way you bought the products that were sold at your local supermarket. Sometimes what was on was a critically acclaimed show with popular appeal, such as Seinfeld. And sometimes it was Joe Millionaire.

As for who determined what was on, that scene also nails it. It was usually a white man, usually well educated, usually working in New York, usually sitting in a well-appointed office. If you wanted to create a show, you had to somehow get into that office to pitch your idea to a network. That network exec then had to agree to green-light a pilot episode of that show. Based on how the pilot was received, that show would then have to compete against other shows for the limited number of time slots on any channel. And that channel would have to be included in most people’s cable bundle for the show to even have the chance to be seen.

Though I’ve spoken about television, this mogul-dominated model applied just as well to other forms of mass media, such as film, print, and music. Any situation where there was limited shelf space (literally, in the case of books, CDs, and DVDs; figuratively, in the case of cable bandwidth or broadcast spectrum) meant that both the producers and the distributors of content had to negotiate for placement, leading to greater consolidation within the industry and greater power in the hands of fewer gatekeepers.

Then along came the Internet. It brought with it many things: email, instant messaging, Pets.com—but perhaps the most significant thing it brought was an infinite amount of shelf space. If you want to sell your product, you don’t have to fight to get it stocked at your local supermarket, you can put it up on Amazon or Etsy along with a nearly infinite selection of other products, or even sell it directly on your own website. If you want to get your music heard or your show seen, you don’t have to audition for a music exec in New York or Los Angeles or London, you can post it online to YouTube and have the potential to reach more than a billion people. You no longer have to play the game, you can embrace the streampunk ethos, self-publish, and be discovered. And no gatekeeper can stand in your way.

This new dynamic began with print media and blogs, but then, in 2005, it took hold in video. On a cloudy day in San Diego, two friends stood in front of the elephant pen at the local zoo and filmed the very first clip that would appear on a new video-hosting website. It starred Jawed Karim, a young man in a large jacket making a childish joke: “The cool thing about these guys is that they have really, really, really long . . . trunks.” And it was utterly unremarkable: nineteen seconds of unsteady footage shot on a camcorder in low definition.

But the idea behind the site that Jawed and his friends and former Paypal coworkers, Chad Hurley and Steve Chen, created to host that video was remarkable, and its power lay in its pitch: broadcast yourself. Share a video of yourself on YouTube and anyone with an Internet connection could easily find it.

It sounds difficult to believe now, but before YouTube, the act of putting something you filmed online was a nightmare. It meant taking a camcorder cassette to your local minimall, having it digitized and burned onto a CD, and then paying to upload the video files to a private server or hosting site. Honestly, you probably would have had an easier time pitching it to a network executive.

But then along came a site that was willing to host that video for free, for anyone, forever. YouTube offered instant global distribution, allowing anyone to share something that everyone could watch. YouTube gave you a little room on the shelf, a little space on the dial, and since then, the media industry has never been the same.

For decades, the media industry was predicated on the idea that a handful of network execs knew best what millions of people would find entertaining or newsworthy. But with the emergence of YouTube and other open platforms, we’ve learned that people’s interests are far more diverse and unique than those execs ever imagined. And we’ve also seen that people are far more open to discovering new voices rather than relying on anointed ones. The overwhelming popularity of Markiplier’s gaming videos, ||Superwoman||’s sketches, or Pentatonix’s music is proof that there is more talent in the world than Hollywood has ever let through the door and more demand for entertainment that doesn’t look or sound like what already exists on the airwaves.

And many of these independent creators outcompete the pros! In several cases, more people are choosing to watch YouTubers than TV shows that talk about similar issues. The same thing that independent cinema showed us in the early 1990s is proving itself true with television: voices outside the system can often be more compelling than those within it.

We assume that the media industry is different from other industries; that the principles of a free market have less sway and that we need moguls to bless what we enjoy. But the success of independent creators on open platforms such as YouTube suggests that the same economic rules apply to media as they do to any other industry.

___

Around the time of YouTube’s launch, I was working at Netflix. Having worked my way up from a talent agency mail room to jobs at Mutual Film Company and HBO, I joined Netflix convinced that the company would revolutionize home entertainment and upend rental chains such as Blockbuster. And in the early 2000s, that vision came to life. But once the company’s DVD mail-order business had really established itself, I began to get a little bored.

One day, my boss, Reed Hastings, asked for a volunteer to help lead a new side project: instead of mailing out physical DVDs to customers, could we figure out a way for our customers to view films and TV shows digitally, over the Internet? Now, volunteering to lead a new initiative is a very stupid thing to do at Netflix. The company’s culture prides itself on relentless focus, dispassionately eliminating business initiatives that are not core to the overall strategy. You can work on something for years only to find that project mothballed during a quick meeting. But I was hungry for a challenge, so I offered to take on the new project. I was the only volunteer.

It wasn’t the first time that Netflix had evaluated an Internet-only option, but only in the mid-2000s did data speeds and bandwidth costs finally reach the point where asking users to download an entire movie online no longer seemed like a crazy idea. The initial thinking was that we would create and supply customers with a “Netflix box” that they could use to download movies overnight to watch the next day. It was incredibly difficult to acquire the download rights to movies, just as it was difficult to create the new box and service, but by 2005, we were finally ready to launch.

Then I saw YouTube for the first time. More precisely, I saw grainy videos of snowboarding accidents and people lighting their kitchens on fire, and I saw that those videos were attracting massive viewership numbers, making YouTube one of the fastest-growing sites on the Internet. We at Netflix—along with everyone else in the industry at the time—were focused on delivering movies to people in the highest quality available. But YouTube clearly demonstrated that people were willing to trade fidelity for convenience and speed. Witnessing the popularity of YouTube was a revelation. And it caused us to stop our launch and pivot to a service that would allow consumers to stream movies remotely instead of downloading them. That pivot took two long years, during which we had to renegotiate all our rights and build an entirely new architecture to host and serve content. We had to transform our “Netflix box” from a hard drive that would download video to one that would stream it.* But finally, in 2007, we launched Netflix streaming because we saw the potential that YouTube presented.

Every month, YouTube seemed to be growing faster, launching in new markets, increasing its number of views and attracting more and more people to share videos. In 2011, when I left Netflix to join YouTube, around forty hours of video were being uploaded every minute. In 2017, the number has grown over tenfold.

But as powerful as YouTube’s idea of free, global distribution of video was, I don’t think it alone was enough to lead to the streampunk era we live in now. I think there were three other developments that have been core to explaining the success of stars such as ||Superwoman||.

The first has to do with a decision YouTube made very early in its history: to pay its creators.

Any new-media venture suffers from the same issue: How can it provide content that will attract viewers? That’s true whether you’re starting a blog, a magazine, a TV network, or a video-streaming service. Your first instinct may be to pay someone noteworthy to create content for you, using an established brand to attract attention to yours.

When YouTube first started, its approach was no different. In addition to hosting all the videos that users uploaded, YouTube signed deals with NBC as well as smaller players such as CollegeHumor.com, giving them a share of advertising revenue in return for content they uploaded to the site.

But then YouTube made a novel decision: in 2007, it launched the Partner Program, extending the sharing of ad revenue to creators of all kinds, not just to established media companies. If you reached a certain number of views or subscribers, you could give YouTube the right to sell advertising against your videos and receive the majority of the money it earned from your channel’s traffic.

If you speak to people who were at YouTube in those early days, the creation of the Partner Program wasn’t primarily a business decision. Instead it was about fulfilling the egalitarian promise of anyone being able to create content.

George Strompolos, currently the CEO of the media company Fullscreen, helped create the Partner Program. He told me that the company “wanted to ensure that YouTube would be a home for new voices, not just to get seen but hopefully to generate some income and earn a full-time living.” It was one thing to give people an opportunity to connect with an audience; it was another to give them a paycheck.

There’s a lot of discussion today about the sharing economy and what companies such as Uber, Lyft, and TaskRabbit owe to their employees. But long before there was a sharing economy, there was a social economy. That economy functions because users supply content (posts, tweets, pics, snaps, vines, or videos), people tune in in massive numbers to see that content, and advertisers pay to run ads against that content to get their products in front of viewers. Without the voluntary contributions of billions of people, the social economy would collapse. But sadly, to date, YouTube is the only significant player in the social economy that pays all its creators a share of the advertising revenue their content generates.

In just over a decade, the scale of YouTube’s partner payments has become massive. Though some paychecks are smaller than others, to date we’ve paid out billions of dollars to content creators of all sizes. That money has helped anchor the growth of several new-media properties, from Vice to BuzzFeed to George’s company, Fullscreen. It has helped bolster the bottom lines of traditional media companies and music labels (we’ve paid out $3 billion to the music industry alone). And it’s created an entire business-to-business layer of service-oriented firms that provide the infrastructure for Internet video to thrive, offering rights management support, data analysis, and specialized ad technology.

But the most significant consequence of YouTube’s revenue sharing has been the democratization of the job of Internet content creator. Every month, we deposit money into the accounts of millions of creators around the world. That money is what helps a streampunk get his or her start. It’s what changes the act of making videos from a hobby to a trade. It’s what transforms a career in entertainment from an option available only to the well connected or very lucky to a path that is open to almost anyone.

The other thing that money allows creators to do is invest in the quality of their videos, at a time when the cost of video and sound production has dramatically decreased. To me, that’s the second major development that has enabled streampunks to become as popular as they are. In a bit of good fortune, Apple decided to add a built-in iSight camera in all its computers and laptops the same year that YouTube was founded, a move replicated by other computer makers. Without that early proliferation of webcams, a lot of YouTube’s content in those first few years wouldn’t have been possible to make.

The smartphone led to yet another evolution in video capture, putting ever-higher-resolution cameras in all of our hands. Samsung was the first manufacturer to release a phone that could capture HD-quality footage, back in 2009, creating a new industry standard. GoPro soon followed with its own line of portable HD cameras, leading to an explosion of footage from viewpoints no one had ever seen before, from the head of an eagle in midflight to a man jumping from space. More recently, drones equipped with HD cameras are giving people the chance to re-create shots that could only be produced from helicopters before.

Today, the highest-end phones and portable cameras can record in formats better than what most TVs can display, from 4K and HDR to immersive 360-degree video. If our creators were still filming videos on grainy webcams, I’m sure some of them would still be popular; but the ease with which we are all able to create high-quality footage is what has accelerated YouTube’s evolution from a host of amateur videos to the domain of professional filmmakers.

The ubiquity of smartphones also led to the third dynamic that has fueled the rise of independent creators: not only do our cameras turn us all into potential creators, our screens give us all the potential to be viewers. “Big deal,” you may say, “everyone who has a smartphone has access to a TV anyway.” Though that’s true, we are largely accustomed to sharing our TVs—with roommates, with spouses, with siblings, with family members. So choosing what to watch at home often means choosing to compromise.

But with the omnipresence of smartphones and tablets, you don’t have to worry about compromising. And though it may sound a little selfish, you don’t have to share what you’re watching with anyone at all (at least not in the physical world; you probably still want to share it on Facebook if it’s good). You don’t have to watch cartoons with your sibling or golf with your dad or whatever your grandmother finds acceptable during the holidays. You can watch whatever you want in any room you’re in.

Free distribution, the chance for a steady paycheck, better cameras—all three of these factors have led to a new supply of creative talent. But the explosion of individual screens has unlocked a new source of demand. The mobile phone is successfully changing the way we watch video into the way we read books: you find one that interests you and consume it whenever and wherever you want. As a result of this explosion of choice and access, fewer of us will spend our time consuming the same videos and shows; that’s why YouTubers can be the most popular celebrities in high schools today without other people ever having heard their names.

Today the competition that matters is no longer for the right to appear on shelves or in cable bundles; today what matters is the competition for your time. Every advertiser, every network, every news publisher, every Web outlet, every content creator, every app has now become the equivalent of a middle child, desperately seeking your attention. And once it has your attention, it can sell you a product or service or sell advertising that might convince you to buy a product or service. It is only with your attention that you can be “monetized.”

Thus, if attention is the currency of the digital age, every company should be after the biggest source of people’s attention: watching video. Watching video is the number one way human beings spend their free time. The average American spends more than five hours a day watching something on a screen. There are only two things we spend more time doing: working and sleeping.

Five hours of watching video may sound to you like an unbelievable amount of time every day. But think about your average weekday. You wake up and maybe turn on the Today show or SportsCenter in the background while you get ready for work; that can be anywhere from half an hour to an hour. Unless you’re driving, you’re probably spending your commute reading emails, but if you have your headphones, you can fit in a couple of clips from the late-night shows; another ten minutes there. You get to work, where you break up some of your day with YouTube videos that coworkers or friends are passing around, or maybe you check out a clip on Upworthy or scroll through your Facebook feed; that can easily eat up forty-five minutes to an hour of your day. You commute back home in the evening—another ten minutes of video there—and almost instinctively turn on the TV while you think about dinner, maybe with the assistance of a few BuzzFeed Tasty videos (another ten minutes). Perhaps there’s a game you can leave on in the background, or maybe you prefer cable news; either way, that can easily get you from 6 to 8 p.m. You finish dinner—maybe put the kids to bed—and have plenty of time to binge through a couple of episodes of whatever new AMC or FX or Netflix series you haven’t finished. You’re about to turn the TV off, but maybe you’ll catch Jimmy Fallon’s monologue before going to sleep.

Obviously your average day is different from that rough sketch, but as with any caricature, I bet you can recognize some parts of yourself in it. Before you know it, you’ve easily consumed five hours of video, some of it hidden within the margins of your day but most of it devoured in big chunks every night.

Video is king, and it’s very difficult to see anything dethroning it as the major sink of our free time. If anything, the explosion of interest in virtual reality and the craze around augmented reality following the release of Pokémon GO suggest it’s likely that we’re going to spend more time watching things on screens, not less. Our phones and tablets are complicit here, too—every year, they’re getting bigger, brighter, sharper, and faster. And because brands are willing to pay much more for video advertising than they are for print ads, magazines and newspapers that currently invest the majority of their resources in journalistic writing are going to increasingly invest in documentary filmmaking and multimedia “explainers”—digestible videos that help people understand complex topics. And yes, one day, we’ll be watching videos in our self-driving cars, too. The future is video, as far—and as close—as the eye can see.

I don’t mean to conjure up images of Wall-E here, with all of us strapped to chairs in front of screens drinking Big Gulps, but hopefully this gives you a sense of why Red Bull and Pepsi have video production studios, why the New Yorker has a show on Amazon Prime, and why Esquire has a TV network.

The sheer amount of all these new shows and videos can feel overwhelming. But whenever we’ve witnessed an explosion of choice of a good that was formerly capped, a similar pattern has emerged: greater total consumption, but fewer people consuming the same thing.

During World War II the government began ordering mass-market paperbacks to entertain soldiers fighting overseas, since they were lighter to carry than hardcover books. The demand for titles ushered in a new era of reading, leading to the formation of new genres such as murder mysteries and science fiction, with fewer people reading the classics.

In the 1980s the microbrewing revolution broke open the oligopoly of Budweiser, Coors, and Miller, leading people to drink more total beer as well as more IPAs, ambers, and ales.*

And in music, consumption and genre fragmentation continue to grow in tandem. The vinyl record led to massive record sales and the creation of R&B and rock and roll. The move from AM to FM in the 1980s boosted tape and eventually CD sales, ushering in new wave and hip-hop. And today, streaming services such as SoundCloud and Spotify allow us to enjoy more music than ever, while giving rise to even more niches. As of this writing, Major Lazer’s “Lean On” is Spotify’s third-most streamed song ever. It’s classified as moombahton, a fusion of house and reggaeton that was only invented in 2009.

Video is now diversifying in the same way, allowing an incredibly wide variety of voices and genres to thrive. That includes many of the streampunks with massive audiences I mentioned in the last chapter. But it also includes people such as Henry Reich, a film school dropout from Montana who also happens to be a physics buff. By making complex topics approachable on his channel Minute Physics, Henry is able to draw more than 5 million views for videos on academic concepts such as Schrödinger’s cat. Every day, instead of being stuck watching “must-see” TV, people around the world can watch Henry’s videos, binge a season of Game of Thrones, stream Doctor Zhivago, or watch The Blacklist. The choice is truly stunning.

Now, what digital video companies don’t like to admit is that TV still commands far and away the dominant slice of those five hours of your video-based attention, at just over four hours. For all we hear about Netflix, YouTube, Hulu, and Amazon Prime, you might expect the digital slice to be larger. But I would say, be patient. According to Nielsen, TV viewing actually peaked back in 2009—prior to that it had grown every single year for fifty years. Meanwhile, digital video consumption continues to grow at a rate of 25 percent a year, and since there is literally a limit to how much video one person can consume in a day, its growth means it will start to take up a larger and larger share of the video pie.

So, if you’re an aspiring streampunk, how can you get your slice?






3

Nerding Out

The Green Brothers and the Importance of Online Community Building

“THERE IS NO part of me that wants to get up on that stage,” Hank Green tells me. It’s the day before the start of VidCon, the online video convention that he and his brother, John, founded in 2010. Though VidCon is just one of the many ventures he’s started, and though he’s spent more of his life on camera than most people, Hank can still get a little nervous. Perhaps his anxiety comes from the fact that 2016’s VidCon will be uniquely important to his vision for the future of online video. On its final day, he will unveil his latest and most ambitious project yet, the Internet Creators Guild.

The Guild isn’t Hank’s first attempt at forming a community, but it may be his boldest. He wants Internet creators, many of whom are still young, to understand the true value of what they create so they can better represent themselves and promote their interests. It reflects Hank’s long-held belief that Internet creation—whether it’s a blog, a vlog, a tweet, a post, a vine, a video, a gram, or a snap—is vital and that its evolution needs to be nurtured carefully.

Here in Hank’s suite at the Anaheim Hilton, he explains that VidCon was born in the same spirit. “It seemed like there was going to be a convention for online video at some point,” he says. “And I realized, it’s going to suck! It’s going to be fancy and it’s going to be done by somebody in the convention industry and it’s going to be a little bit exploitative of both fans and creators, and that line of thought kind of bummed me out.”

By 2010, Hank had been to several conventions himself, both as a fan (attending Harry Potter and anime conventions) and as a professional environmental blogger (attending the North American International Auto Show). It occurred to him that the only way the online video community could have the type of convention he envisioned was to start it himself. He called a friend with some experience in the field to sound out his idea. She was so enthusiastic that by that afternoon, she had lined up three potential locations.

His brother, John, was a little less supportive at first. “Don’t do it,” he told him. “It’s going to be a lot of work, and you’ll never make any money.” But Hank shrugged off his brother’s advice, and just two weeks later, the first VidCon was held in the ballroom of the Hyatt Regency in Century City, featuring Hank, a reluctant John, and nine other popular YouTubers. Despite the short notice, 1,500 people showed up, and, thanks to a last-minute sponsorship, it was profitable.

Six years later, VidCon seems to have taken on a life of its own. Though the Anaheim convention center is quiet the day before the gathering begins, soon nearly thirty thousand people, most of them teenage fans, will
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