
Steve Wilson-Beales
Head of SEO & Editorial Product, Global

Media Masters — October 7th 2022

Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one-to-one interviews with people at the
top of the media game. Today, I'm joined down the line from Sevenoaks in Kent
by Steve Wilson-Beales, Head of SEO & Editorial Product at Global, Europe's
largest radio and podcasts company. Steve drives Global's digital content
marketing strategy, getting program content from radio brands, including LBC
Capital FM and Classic FM trending across social platforms. He was
previously Head of Internet at UK Dance Leaders Ministry of Sound and
Managing Editor for Entertainment at MSN. He also co-chairs the Association
of Online Publishers Journalism Advisory Board. Steve, thank you for joining
me.

It’s a pleasure to be here, Paul. Thanks for inviting me. I've been a great fan of your
podcast for a while.

Oh, that's very kind. And I've been a great fan of yours. We've known each
other for many years, have we not?

That's right. So that's right.

Right. Let's get into it then. Oh, God.  God, that's what YouTubers say. Now I'm
gonna, I'm starting to talk like them now. Look, I mean, it's obviously an
incredibly exciting time at Global has been eye-catching highs from the BBC,
including Emily Maitlis, Jon Sopel. They're launching a new podcast, LBC
show. You've got Andrew Marr. Well, an incredibly exciting time, is the opening
question.

Yeah. Do you know what I've been working for Global now for about eight years, and
there's just never dull day, as an organization we've expanded beyond being just a
pure purely radio station, so fully fledged media and entertainment group expanding
all the time. And it's been fantastic to be positioned as part of the digital team central



to all those expansions and being part of the whole journey that we've had for
audience growth.

About a year ago, one of our friends shared with us a video clip on YouTube of
James O'Brien taking on some random numpty, and it is a spot now to watch
these people try to get in and say, “Well, I'm not those certain than the other.”
And he's like, he takes them apart. I mean, what an incredible sort of content
management strategies is that key to it, that you're taking content, you know,
that would be missed, but for the fact that it's live and repurposing it so that it
a) it gets a wider audience, but b) actually signpost people to the content you
guys are putting out.

Yeah, you know, it's a really good example of that, Paul, because videos being
absolutely central to our growth. A number of years ago we had an internal project
around visualising radio, which was very much around making sure that our studios
were absolutely the best that they could be looking at our technology, et cetera. So
we were delivering more and more video footage from our studios, and it dovetailed
really with the preference that Facebook had at the time, all the way back in 2015,
2017 for video. And James O'Brien was one of those presenters. You know,
obviously, we all know LBC as an amazing radio format for news and opinion, and
you know, to be able to have an amazing presenter like James O’Brien to deliver an
opinion in a fantastic video format obviously that is just the best possible thing that
you could have or you could have had for Facebook at that time. So we saw,
particularly James O'Brien, but other LBC presenters as well, we saw their reach
absolutely rocket on Facebook. You know, James O'Brien worked very, very closely
with the digital managing editor there as well as the central audience growth team
that we have at Global. And we used that opportunity to really think about the format
of the show and to work very hard to identify the best clips in his session to get out
on Facebook and other social media platforms. And you know, it was the early times,
it was the build-up to Brexit, et cetera. So a lot more people moving to news and
trying to find out what was happening in the country as well. So, James O’Brien, you
know, always been delivering fantastic radio shows, highly engaging LBC presenter
and yeah, it was amazing to be there at the point of time where it really accelerated
on social. Now saying that, you know, what the algorithms give, they take it away, as
they say. And you know, we will have fluctuations at times at what is the preferred
format on those platforms. So, yeah. Back in 2017, we saw the eclipse of video
basically on Facebook. So we moved as is my role to other formats, But video is
always very, very important. And we're seeing, again, another renaissance,



particularly on TikTok, et cetera. But yeah, amazing to be working in a brand. I look
after the 10 or 11 brands here in Global from now a search perspective. And yeah,
you know, we will have moments for each of those different brands on the different
platforms. So as I said before, it's never a dull day. I come into the office every day
and I may have a plan of things that I want to achieve by the end of the day, but it is
normally something is trending or on those brands, and so we pivot, which is an
expression I really hate using, but that's what we do every day in order to reach the
maximum audience that we can.

How does it work? Does your team spring into action when they're here? That
he's caught a moment on a topic of the day, or as you said there, you look at
the trending stories and then look at what the content you've put out that
matches that so that you can, in a sense, jump on the back of it. How does it
work in terms of ever, like someone like James has really good content — do
you spot it or do the producers bring it to your attention? Is it a push or a pull?

Do you know? It is both, digital strategy is effectively to amplify the best moments
from the studio across all the shows. And that is done with the data and with the
instinct of the producers and the digital team working closely together. So each show
is different, but in some cases a producer might give a heads up to a digital editor in
advance of the show to say, you know, these are the three key themes that we're
gonna talk about. And at some point the presenter will talk about this, or it might be
much more free-flowing where the editor the digital editor is observing the show and
then catches the line and through experience of what drives the most eyeballs or
ears, they will package that up. So that will be, obviously, we work with a number of
different tools. So from a video perspective, it's very, we are within seconds, we can
clip a show and get that out across social media. And just through the experience of
doing that time and time again, we've got a good sense of what will work. So that’s
the studio content. But we are also, just like any other publisher, we are tapped into
with the breaking news stories of the day and the big moments. So part of the teams
function, of digital content teams function, working alongside social and search, is to
look at those trending stories, look at how that story might evolve across the week or
months and to put our own unique take. Now, sometimes the uniqueness might
come from what the presenter is saying on a show with the interviews that they've
arranged or in parallel, it might be because we are doing an investigation with the
editorial team, or it could be our podcast. So, you know, we're always conscious that
we are obviously working across a number of audio, video, text formats but we're



always looking at where we can add value to try and distinguish ourselves away from
our competitors.

And I think you do that very well in so many ways. I mean, first of all, when I
first started being a guest on various radio shows, the studios were terrible,
they were dimly lit. I mean, yours looks like something out of NASA. I honestly
think it's better than TV studios. And you were obviously doing that with an
eye on the visuals. A bit wonder if you could talk our listeners through that,
but also you mentioned there about what giveth taketh away, you know, when
I've watched these clips on YouTube, I mean, I listen to James O'Brien and
various LBC presenters more generally anywhere. But do they drive people to
listen or are they already satisfied with that clip and therefore you kind of
alienating potential listeners because you've already given them what they
want for free?

I think, you know, absolutely the way that our studios are from a visual point of view
that's just been central to global for a number of years. And even before looking at
competitors, we just wanna be the best and present the audience with the best
experience that they can. And that has meant a lot of investment in the studios. We
have a lot more studios now than we had 10 years ago primarily to support our
podcast output as well now, it is just so crucial that we constantly review the way the
studios look, the background, the cameras in there, the angles, et cetera. Basically,
you've just gotta be, you gotta look the best possible. And we've demonstrated that
quite often on big news events. If we take the LBC example, you know, when there's
been an election et cetera, or a big debate on a particular issue, yeah, we need to
make sure that we're looking the best that we can be, you know, purely, and I'll just
take from a digital point of view here, if we take like a social experience, you know,
we are conscious that we are competing with all our tv and other broadcasts in the
feed, and the feed you know, people will scroll that and they need to see immediately
the quality of it. And I think when you may have interesting content or debates, but if
they, if the audio quality is wrong or the visual quality, people will just turn away from
that. But moving to your second point about how algorithms change, it's really
interesting primarily because we, you know, particularly from a social point of view,
we know that, you know, when it comes down to it, we're not really competing just
with other broadcasters or news outlets. We're competing with all the other
interesting things that people want to see on their social news feed. So it's uplifting
moments from their friends and family, memes, et cetera. So, you know, in that area
of constant entertainment on your mobile device, we need to be there. So it's all



about capturing your attention as soon as we can, which is all a part of what we call
the ‘attention economy’ so that's been our guiding focus for good eight years now.
And you know, with my function in the search capacity, I am responsible basically for
making sure that we are across all the ‘number one’ pages in Google. And like
social, that algorithm and the way that content is displayed or news brands are
displayed on that, that will change all the time. So that's why we do have the mantra
of Google or Facebook will give, but they can always take us away. So we are
experiencing that. We experience that most months there's a change. We are finding
that whereas previously the algorithms were, you know, there would be quite a few
months before each major update. We're seeing the frequency of that increase now.
So that's why I say it's never a dull day because in addition to new podcasts or new
show formats, new presenters, et cetera, we're now seeing more of the algorithm
updates. So that changes the picture as well. So you know, Paul, that was a long
way of getting around to saying that, you know, the reason why we're successful is
what we're doing comes from a number of different things, but it's all about looking at
the data and seeing what works for our audience. Sometimes the lead for that will be
the presenter or the producer, or it could come from our central digital content team
or people from around the business, really. So yeah, so as I say before, that means
that we're constantly evolving and that's why I've been here for eight years.

Wow. I mean, I was gonna ask you about the totality of your job because I
mean, what does Head of SEO and Editorial Product actually do, you know, for
those that are not immersed in the digital jargon, we've mentioned SEO on the
marketing side and the content, what's the editorial product side? Are you the
guy that hired Andrew Mark, for example? Are you the guy that puts the
programs together? What does a typical week look like? How is your success
measured?

Sure. So I would say that I'm the Google man, so anything that Google is doing or
changing, I would advise the company. So that is the digital content teams, but
there's other, you could imagine there's other teams all around so I might do some
work for our outdoor teams or the enterprise teams or sales, et cetera. So really it's
I'm the point person for seeing where we're ranking and making sure that we are
hitting our objectives with converting our audience. So, you know, that's an important
thing to underline is we, as an organisation, we actually, we want our cake and we
want to eat it as well. So we want to raise awareness. So we are, as an organisation,
we tap into about 51 million individuals each week. So we're a massive organisation.
And when it comes to search in the digital capacity, search drives the majority of



audience into our websites et cetera. So my role is quite varied in that. So I will, first
of all, from a micro level, I'll be advising the digital editors if they have got particular
topics that they want to drive traffic for. And so in order to do that, you need to signal
to Google that you are the authority on that topic. So that means a lot of planning
around the content that we do, because it's almost impossible just to publish one
story and expect to rank at the top of Google for that. You need to be able to apply
your resource to that. You need to evaluate yourself as a business and go, if I want
to talk about this particular, if I want to write about this particular topic, and I wanna
drive traffic, how many resources do we want to apply to it? Do we think that we are
naturally an authority on that topic? So yeah, so there's a lot more consideration now
with search. So that's on a micro level with helping editors on specific pages,
optimising how they're approaching their articles, and looking at the wider topics that
they want to rank for from that, they would be keeping an eye out on what's coming
down the line from Google as well. So, as I said before, there's lots of algorithm
changes and they're happening more frequently now. So quite often from week to
week during any time in the month, you will see wild fluctuations in where certain
pages are appearing in search. It's always been the landscape really for what I would
call ‘news SEO.’ So let me just distinguish this, so there's two aspects: news SEO
and what we might call traditional SEO. So SEO, which you'll be familiar with Paul in
the marketing space, is very much around identifying where you want your brand to
rank for. So that would be looking at those key products, looking at the key pages
that you want to rank for, tracking those, looking at your competitors in that space
and just keeping an eye on it and making sure that you're communicating the right
messages to your users and that you're there at the right time. So you're raising
awareness and driving conversions. News SEO is all of that, but it's very much
around real-time as well. So the average life of a news story in search will be around
about two maximum three days in search, which means that the algorithm, there's a
slightly different algorithm looking at news stories in Google and it's very much
focused on quick delivery of that news article. So that means that you have to pivot
the team and be in there whilst they are writing those news stories, and that they are
aware and trained beforehand on how to best layout and to format their articles for
Google. Yeah, so I mean, right now, I'll just give you a very good example of that.
One of the algorithm updates, which will be coming very shortly, is the helpful
content update by Google. Now, Google's objective is always to create the best
experience for you as the searcher. So it's a bit of a “frenemy” for publishers because
it affords us a great ability to drive awareness for us, but it will change to provide
what it thinks is the best search experience for its users. And sometimes that doesn't
always equate to our, what we want as publishers, which is to have a constant



stream of audience to us. So in this case of the helpful content, it's pitched really to
make sure that the articles that appear in Google are written by subject matter
experts, and that there's original takes in there there's a preference for original
storytelling, et cetera. It just wants to make, it wants to make sure that you are
getting through to authorities on that topic. And that's all very well, that's the driving
mantra for most publishers. But where we hit slightly rocky ground is in the wording
of the information that Google sends out in advance to these algorithm changes. So
in this case, in the helpful content update case, it's identified things that publishers
should probably do and things that they probably should not do. And in the, I'm not
gonna read it verbatim here, but the gist of some of the advice is we are really sort of
like preferring original content here. And you know if you as a publisher are
rehashing or not really adding a lot of value or original insight on news stories that
are out there already, then you probably won't get as much ranking as you've had
before. Now, as you can imagine from a news organization, that's quite worrying
because it's the nature of news that of course, in some instances there may be a
news brand that breaks an original story, and then other news brands might look at
that and go, that is really, really good story. We wanna explore, explore that further.
So there's a question mark there, is Google going to rank the original writer for that?
And what is it going to do with the ecosystem of news reporting where there is a
similarity between different news stories? So that's kind of like the 10,000-foot
questions and investigations that I have to look at as in-house SEO is, we know
there's an update coming — Google has announced this information about it. What
are the SEO experts in my industry saying about this? What are other publishers
thinking about this? And most of all, it's really keeping a daily eye on the data that's
available to me. Now it may be the case that nothing happens and as a publisher of
original content, as we are, we're fine. But should the ranking positions change, then
it's my job to talk to the digital content team, with the digital director there, and to sort
out a strategy for it. So like all these things, as I say before, when we have these
algorithm changes, sometimes you're favoured and sometimes you are fouled. So
it's all about working out what we do in response to that.

How do you do it with a less sort of, I would say explosive brand, like say
Classic FM? I mean, obviously LBC is, you know, has dominated my early
questions cause I'm a big listener, there's always gonna be a conveyor belt of
numpties that James is gonna take apart so enjoyably. But like, how do you do
that with Classic FM, I suppose it's not easy what you've done, of course, but
of course, you've got that content, whereas Classic FM is, and another brands



are, well, they're less newsworthy, there's less hook, a few hooks to sort of
hang a piece of content on. Is it more difficult to do that?

It's not actually because one of the benefits of working across many different brands,
which are so different is that we have an opportunity for each of those brands to
excel at some aspect of being able to reach our goals on social media or search.
And then we will look at that as a successful case study, and we all share those
learns with the managing editors on the other brands. So we're a very close-knit
community. We don't work in silos. We really champion the success stories in the
organization and make sure that the teams learn what they could do. So in the
example of let's say LBC, so we've fine-tuned the output for that in digital. And let's
say that we are driving success on particular social platforms or search, those then
will be taken to Classic FM and then we will deliver that in our own content. But the,
it's actually, it's a really interesting example that you've used there, Paul, because
actually Classic FM is one of the most far-reaching brands across social and for
classical music and on search as well. So it's huge volumes of audience there. And
one of the things that we did in very early days of Classic FM is that we realised that
we wanted to use a different tone, a different editorial tone on social media because
we really wanted to tap into the younger audiences. At the time it was lots of young
audiences coming to us via social. So in our, what we eventually did as an editorial
team is actually the editorial tone that was so successful on social that was applied
to our website and an app. And as a result, we've driven even, even further traffic.
So we're conscious that we are tapping into different audiences and we're conscious
of which tone we use. We don't alienate anyone, but particularly with classical music,
it's such a far-reaching, brilliant topic to be the authority on, because everyone
connects with classical music at some time in life, and they are, they have a
passionate emotive reaction to it. So we have a huge loyal audience, and they are
coming in from all our platforms, you know, that they, it could be from a number of
different cases. It might be people that want to find out about those latest news
stories that are affecting the classical music world. It might be those people that are
just wanting to be inspired to be educated. It's definitely a fantastic model for our
whole approach to digital content because at the very core of what we do, we have a
user needs model. And it's what we attempt to do with that is we always want to add
value beyond just delivering an update or a news story. And absolutely, we know that
in the attention economy that we're struggling in order to get a constant awareness
from you on your mobile phone, we know that we've got to do more than just keep
giving you that brief update. Now, it's absolutely important for any news or
entertainment organization to give you those latest updates. And that's always core



to what we do across social, across our push notifications from Global Player, et
cetera. It's just what we do. And it's proven that users, absolutely, it's a core user
need that people want to be to keep aware of the latest trends, et cetera. But we are
also conscious that people, as I said before, they're wanting to be inspired. So we
will reflect that very obviously on Classic FM and the range of content that we do
there, but they also wanna be diverted. So sometimes they just wanna tune out with
the content that we've got. So absolutely, we will cater for that need through quizzes,
through lighthearted videos, et cetera. So if the need is there, we will match it. It
comes very, very core to search engine optimisation. So another user need is to be
able to be informed or be educated or to go deeper into a topic. And that's absolutely
a fantastic format for SEO where we'll often have news explainers or topic
explainers, and we will use our research by going into Google Trends and
researching on social and just asking around the office and act and actually asking
real users. We will know the questions that people want to be answered and we will
service that in the form of an article or a video, et cetera. So we, as I said before,
we're matching that need. And then other going around in, in my head, I'm going
around the user need model that we use. Obviously being part of a community of
like-minded individuals is absolutely critical as well. People wanna feel that they are
when they engage with your brands, depending on what brand is that, they are in a
safe environment that they're free to share their opinion but also they also want to be
challenged on their opinion. They want to explore new ideas as well, again, in a safe
environment, which is, you know, that is effectively LBC — LBC will always provide a
platform of different points of view, which is why it's been successful. So each of our
brands at Global will fit into one of those use of needs models, but ultimately, from a
digital content point of view, we want to map two or three needs for that. So we can
almost guarantee that that work with that piece of that article that content will be
successful. So there's a lot of planning and before we publish anything, sometimes
we'll have to do that in real-time. But that is catered for by a lot of discussions, a lot
of training, a lot of reviewing a lot of debriefing after spikes. And also when we've
had failures as well in our releases, is constantly working out, okay, what do we need
to be, how prepared do we need to be? So when we release, when we tackle the
next moment, all the training pays off and we're able to hopefully get another traffic
spike.

I mean, the podcast business is exploding, not just in the UK but across the
world and Global seemingly is very, you know, is ahead of the game. A couple
of quick questions that spring to mind, you know, is that the reason that
Global's attracting the likes of Emily Maitlis, Andrew Marr and so on, there is



this growth opportunity. Do they have more freedom on air to express opinions
than they did at the BBC? And then the other big question, of course is, you
know, are podcasts going to kill broadcast radio? Will it survive over the next
decade or so? As in a sense, younger people and more people more generally,
turn to on-demand audio?

So that's a really good question, Paul. And as we entered the year 2022, it was on
everyone's list of media predictions that audio would be more popular than ever
before. And that's certainly true. You know, if we look at the consumption of audio, of
which podcasts are obviously part of, we can just see the bit, a massive explosion,
particularly around the proliferation of smart speakers and smart devices. We often
as a brand we'll see a big spike in registrations on Global Player, for instance,
around Christmas period, just because people are buying those devices and
obviously around sales, sales events for those you know, for Amazon or Google, et
cetera. So there's just been a proliferation of devices that can enable audio
consumption. Podcasts have been around for a number of years. And it is really
interesting that sometimes, you know, you get formats that work and they might fade
out, or the audience might be particularly low, and then you'll see that the technology
around it gets reinvigorated with new, some new technical innovation. And then
suddenly, you know, it has a renaissance. And obviously, that is very, very true
around podcasts. And I think our success in that area has been really around what
we can offer both the creators, the presenters and also for clients and media
planners that wanna sponsor this area. We are obviously with our legacy in radio, we
are audio experts. We've got a huge team here and along with Megan Wastell and
other experts in our digital teams who are constantly looking at innovative formats
around the podcast, so we can approach potential presenters and look at those
particular formats. There's a whole array of them, and we often work in conjunction
for the best format that the presenter, the interviewees are comfortable with, formats
that we know are popular. So, you know, we're constantly looking at what's in the
podcast charts. The formats are changing all the time. We're always listening to the
sound design, looking at the, you know, the relation, the number of, you know,
people that might be, and if it's a news discussion, looking at the number of people
that are in that discussion, how they're you know, interviewing, how everything is
scripted or not scripted, et cetera. So there's, there's a whole, it is an amazing time
to work in an organization that's had you know, fantastic success with broadcast. If
we look at Hunting Ghislaine with John Sweeney a couple of years ago, that was a
monumental moment with millions of users downloading that directly from our Global
Player. And so obviously, yes, we want to replicate that success. So, you know, for



our advantage is really that we can offer the whole, and I hate to say it, the whole
360 experience from being able to provide the creative and the strategic expertise
in-house, along with the ability to record in the best quality, the sound design, and
also the ability to obviously to amplify that through our own network, our own radio
brands and our huge digital audience and our partners as well. So, yeah, it's
accelerating at a very, very fast pace. And as you say, we have The News Agents
podcast with Emily Maitlis and Jon Sopel we're hugely excited about that. It's again
moving on from, if you just look at the news environment that we're in, it's a very
special podcast to be releasing at that time as they will be commenting on the news
in a refreshing way that they probably felt that they were unable to communicate at
the BBC. So, yeah like I say, we hope that we are an organization that can match the
needs of the various different creators and presenters that approach us.

Let's talk about you. How did you get started out on this journey? Did you
always want to do this? Imagine when you started out this job didn't exist.
What did you want to be when you grew up back then back in the day?

Well, do you know Paul, sometimes when I obviously have career advice sessions
with people both in the organization and externally through various networking
groups, I always look at the, you know, the 14, 15, 16-year-olds that are there who
are looking at me for what was my career path. And, you know, I I don't exactly know
if I'm a great role model for this because my career path was, I'm gonna say, was
quite unusual and I'm gonna attempt to give you a kind of a narrative that will make
sense of it all. And I say that only because when I meet the bright young things
coming through at 14, 15 years old, they are thinking, and they have got a sense of
what they want to aim for. They may have looked at the colleges that they want to go
to, the universities, or if they don't want to do that, the apprenticeships, they're very,
very laser-focused on their future. Whereas Paul, I have to confess here, exclusively
in your podcast, is that after leaving university, I did basically philosophy at university,
so when I came out, I was completely unprepared for the working world. And the two
things that I really wanted to be and I after thank my parents for putting up for with
me actually, was actually I wanted to be a poet. And if I couldn't be a poet, I wanted
to be a musician. So my parents said fine if you want to do that, but you need to
leave now and you need to, you know earn a wage, you need to pay rent. So I left
home and I attempted a lot at those two things, and I still write music to the day after
leaving university. I landed on a number of different jobs that have definitely helped
me in the career that I have today. So the first one really was around, my first big role
was a product researcher for an educational publisher. And I was able in that to go



out with the market, the marketing team, and talk to a number of teachers around the
London area around their needs, their educational needs. So what course books did
they need in order to teach their classes? And I'm talking 20, probably more than 20
years ago. It was the time of the literacy and numeracy hour, which the government
put in place in order to achieve targets, to bump up those levels around the schools.
And it was a great insight into the chaos of the time because the teachers were just
saying, yes, we know we need to do this, and we've been provided some material,
but from a practical level, I need support. I just need support. And so it was an
education in basically to be able to talk to your audience and to find out their specific
needs, because from the back of that, we created a whole range of different
materials that were very successful to help them in those particular hours, which we
would've been able to do if we had just done telephone calls from our publishing
office. So it was a big learn in talk to the audience because it will accelerate your
learning. It's a very basic point, but quite often, even from a digital perspective, we
can be called, and it's not just my organization, but across the board, you know, it's
just important to be able to have access to an audience that you can clarify and
check that you are on the right path. So that was the first big role for me. And I was
probably about 22 at the time there. And during that time, I mentioned that I was
pursuing music, and at the time I was in various different bands and I was also
writing music reviews on a student website. And I had my very own section, which
was called Beales Beats. And again, this is gonna really age me, but it was the time
of CDs. So what would often happen is, obviously I've announced to various different
record labels and marketing teams that I was writing in this music section, and they
would send me advance albums and singles, et cetera where I would review those
entirely free. But basically, it allowed me to skip my foot into music journalism. And it
paved the way for a job at Universal Music in St. James Park in London, where they
really liked what I was doing on my Beales Beats page. And they invited me to join in
their digital content team. So there, it was probably the best dream job ever, as a
fairly new starter because I would come into the office and my managing editor
would say, “right, okay, whatever you got planned in the week, you need to scrap that
because I need you to interview these two bands this lunchtime, and then after work
for the next four days, I need you to go to these gigs.” So it was just amazing
because I just saw fantastic bands, and I could write about them and get paid at the
same time, which is always a bonus. But it opened me up from being purely a writer
into looking more broadly at content. So I was involved with the video teams, et
cetera. It was very early days for social media at that time, but it was, you know,
really a fantastic opportunity to interview some unknowns and some big names
there. So that was like a big digital content role. And we were then, as what can



often happen in a publishing career you know, there will be mergers, et cetera. And
at that time for Vivendi, the French company had bought Universal. And so we found
with tight team restructures that I was out of a job. So that left me after a year and a
half of doing music journalism to look at other ways that I could raise an income,
really. So I found myself in further education as a consultant and I was working for
the Association of Colleges where I was advising, initially writing for them, but then
helping them eventually launch micro sites et cetera. So it was just another string to
my bow helping me to gain more experience outside of purely writing. And that again
helped me when a good friend of mine, Paul Madrick invited me into Ministry of
Sound and asked me if I wanted to work for a number of months with their digital
content team doing all things dance music. So obviously, I jumped at the chance.
And again, I came in initially as a writer but very soon I was using recording video,
recording interviews, going down to the club on a Friday and Saturday night
recording. And again, fledgling starts of social media there. It was a very, very small
team. We worked very, very closely, but it was a fantastic opportunity to see a dance
brand, see how within the three or four years that I was there, how it was being used
in order to explore new areas of interest. So at that time, there was interest in
Ministry of Sound as an international tour touring event. So DJs would go around the
world at events organised by Ministry of Sound. So it's an amazing brand to work for,
again, small team and to be part of digital, you're at the heart of it there, helping
those brands to expand as much as you can. Fast forwarding a little bit from that
role, you know, as I said, I started off as a writer and then moved to head of internet
which basically looked after everything on the digital side there. I then moved to
Microsoft, a completely different organization because I wanted to expand my area
of interest beyond music. So I became the managing editor on the entertainment
desk there. So very much a different beast there. This was the time that MSN in the
UK commanded huge audiences down, obviously down to the editorial quality of the
desk under Mike Lock and Peter Bale and Matthew Ball a really, really good
management team. And yeah, we commanded huge audiences. One of the reasons
is that when you bought a laptop in the UK, if not in the world, it would be preloaded
with Internet Explorer, and the start page would be MSN and not many people
actually changed that configuration. So we had a massive opportunity to tap into a
huge majority of the UK every day. And it was, again, closer to being obviously a
news organization, so breaking news and helping the teams plan for big interviews et
cetera. So really, really, really a great organization which then teed me up to where I
am now in Global, when I started eight years ago, I think primarily I was involved in
helping the editorial team fire on all cylinders, making sure that our content is SEO
optimised, and that we're jumping on the right stories and looking at what's trending,



et cetera, working very closely with the managing editors there who all excel at what
they do under the guidance of James Sigman, et cetera. So yeah, and it's moved
from that because the organization as I said, it's moved from being purely a radio
organization into a media and entertainment organization. We've had a big
renaissance around video. We've had as I said before, the renaissance and the
fluctuations and the changes around search and social. And now we are in the world
of podcasts. So there, as I said at the beginning of the interview, there's never a dull
day. We worked with some really amazing people that can spot the opportunities and
take advantage of the fluctuations. So yeah, so that's where I am, eight years, it
always keeps me on my toes and a fantastic place to work.

It can't all be champagne and Skittles, though. I mean, what keeps you up at
night? What are the challenges? What are the big audacious challenges that
you've got to overcome? Every job has them. Come on, tell us.

Yeah, no yeah, so look, I am gonna mention the Google helpful content algorithm
update. I mean, it's always a crunch point because I could walk potentially into my
job one day and look at the traffic and it's depleted by a third, or it could have
increased by a third. So those are the kind of things that keep me awake because I
have to look I mean, I'm looking at the data every day, but I'm now reviewing the
rankings for, not just for my own brands, but also what the competitors are doing.
And that's why it's really, really useful by being a member of the association of online
publishers because I'm a member of two key groups. One is a steering committee
around audience growth. So I have the opportunity to hear from other publishers and
in the world of audience growth do you know what I've learned from my role is that,
you know, sometimes the answers are not immediately in the data. And you can
bash your head against as many spreadsheets as possible. But it is absolutely
critical that you speak to other peers in the industry. And a good manager of mine,
Peter Bale, once said way back you've gotta stick your head above the parapet, and
you have to network if you are in the world of audience growth, because you need to
be able to compare your insights. Once you build up that trust, which is the, there is
a trusting forum there at the AOP where you can say “look, I think we are
experiencing these kind of changes in the algorithm. Is that replicated where you
are? Yes. okay. Right.” That's good because it helps me go back to my desk here
and say, "you know, across the whole entertainment sector, we are seeing these
changes. And that's because Google is preferring these kind of things." So yeah, so
any changes around algorithms, there's always a lot of discussion, peer discussions,
data-driven analysis et cetera. The other aspect that I wanted to mention also around



the AOP is being part of the journalism advisory board. Now it is a session which I
co-chair and we’re, effectively, it dovetails, actually, with my experience at working on
content and particularly around search engine optimisation is around the challenges
to journalism. So challenges to journalism have been on the radar for, you know, for
numerous years. We've discussed it for decades. But some of the things that we
discuss at that session, we try not to be too philosophical about what we discussed,
because we want to be able to come up with some key learns and best practices and
tools and resources that we can take back to our own journalists at the news desks.
And we are approaching some key challenges in the current landscape. We
obviously have, you know, with the adaptation of Covid, we're just seeing higher in
the industry. We're just seeing higher stresses placed on journalism. The numbers of
journalists haven't increased, but we are in very news, very busy news agenda that
hasn't relented for four years now. And so we have to be mindful of our journalists.
We have to make sure that they get the support that they need so that we can not
only support them in their current roles, but that we're also creating a space that
future journalists want to get involved in. So we look at all different things from
mental health support. We look at how we can, what resources that might be
available for journalists and we learn from each other about how the creative ways in
which we can make sure that we provide journalists in the future. And then you
know, obviously we are looking at key topics also around journalism. So again, that
dovetails with the Google helpful content algorithm change, because Google is kind
of messaging in that, it doesn't want to see articles that are very similar to one
another out there. But we also know on the journalism side that it's the nature that if
there's a breaking, if there's an event and it's newsworthy, you're gonna have a lot of
people covering that in real-time. And so there is going to be similarities in what they
do, but it's the nature of being able to service our audience that they want to know
what's going on. But journalism is a thing. We want to make sure always that we are
delivering quality journalism to our audiences. So we're, you know, quite often we will
discuss ways in which maybe the quality of our journalism may be affected by our
desire to do what the algorithms want. Is that the future? Is that what we really want
to do? Surely it's around having more of a one-to-one relationship with our audience,
being distinct, serving them, meeting all their user needs rather than placating
algorithms that might change at any day and leave us scrambling. So yeah, we
discuss all of this in that environment. But our key, you know, our key goal base is to
take those learns and insights and to share them widely so we encourage more
journalists for the future.



Steve, that was a hugely interesting conversation. I think we've gone for hours,
actually, but all of it was incredibly interesting. Thank you ever so much for
your time.

Thanks, Paul. It's been a pleasure.

Well, wasn't that amazing? It was created and produced by Podcast Partners.
They are really lovely people and rather good at all this podcasting guff.
Find out more at podcastpartners.com.


