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Full disclosure:  My business partner Ron 
Hartenbaum is old enough not only to 

remember Woodstock… he’s old enough 
even to have attended it (he didn’t….). But 
he’s told me enough about it to make me – 
barely out of my “millennial phase” – see an 
analogy to what is happening today in the 
video-consumption market. 
 Yes, this legendary 1969 event, which 
ultimately brought a half-million people to 
revel in front of a Who’s Who of musicians 
on Max Yasgur’s 600-acre Bethel, New 
York, farm, offers insights to those of us 
toiling today in the OTT marketplace. The 
Woodstock organizers, seeing the unwieldy 
influx of masses of young fans, declared 
on-the-spot that the concert, whose paid 
admission had been promoted heavily in 
New York City, would suddenly be free.  
 It might have seemed to some at the 
time to be a poor business decision, but in 
the long run it was the smartest move the 
organizers could have made.  The decision, 
and the additional masses it enticed, drew 
comparably massive press coverage as well 
as sales of albums and documentary-film 
tickets… and it cemented the event’s place in 
history.
 The analogy today is the revolution 
in cord-cutting, cord-shaving and cord-
nevering. About 50 million people in total 
will have dropped cable or satellite TV 
subscriptions by 2021, eMarketer recently 
forecast.
 Young people especially are returning 

to, or signing on for, content that is free -- 
even if it’s ad-supported.  And it is of course 
“millennials” whom advertisers want to 
reach.  And it is why we are seeing more 
content creators and distributors embrace 
the ad-supported business model for OTT, 
counter intuitive as that may seem to some 
pundits.
 Distributors are working to capitalize 
on the cord-adjustment pattern of course.  
US-based virtual multichannel video 
programming distributors (vMVPDs) 
combined to add about 868,000 subscribers 
in Q2 2018 – bringing the total to more than 
6.7 million subscribers, up 119% vs. Q2 
2017, per a Strategy Analytics report. These 
services will continue to depend on a mix of 
advertising and subscription revenue.
 As for stand-alone SVOD services, 
we may likely see only a half-dozen or 
so extremely deep-pocketed, content-rich 
players survive.  
 Historical patterns might inform today’s 
decision-making on how to structure an OTT 
services business model.  Case-in-point:  
Until the 1980s, “TV” of course was entirely 
“free” (if you don’t consider having to sit 
through commercials a form of a “cost”); 
today it can cost consumers hundreds of 
dollars a month.  Hence the disengagement 
of the cord and the growing acceptance of ad-
supported content to keep costs down.  
 One way to look at this is that, yes 
“Everything old is new again.”
 One big difference of course is that, 

instead of “bunny ears” 
we now have “ear buds.”
 The free, ad-
supported model, 
ever under attack by 
critics, always seems 
to make a comeback 
as younger generations 
opt to make a trade 
with content providers 
and distributors: their 
patience with occasional 
advertising in return for 
content they want. 
 Even more 
encouraging for OTT 
advertisers is the recent 

Internet Advertising Bureau (IAB) report, 
“Ad Receptivity and the Ad-Supported OTT 
Video Viewer.”  It found that viewers of 
ad-supported OTT services do not typically 
watch linear TV; more than half are cord-
cutters or cord-shavers.  Not only does it 
make these viewers a largely incremental 
audience to linear TV – it makes them a 
“high value” audience, per the IAB.
 Think all video-streamers are simply 
watching Netflix?  Think again:  45% of 
consumers who regularly watch video online 
say they mainly watch ad-supported OTT 
services, the IAB study found.
 Trends point to a greater consumer 
acceptance of — even engagement with 
— advertising… if it’s handled right.  For 
example, a recent iSpot.tv analysis of some 
38,000 TV commercials across 4.7 million 
airings found that 10-second commercials 
earn greater attention than 30-second spots.
 So the opportunity is there for the OTT 
industry to cement its own successful place 
in history by “bringing on the masses” via 
judiciously implemented advertising plans 
and formats.
 As for Max Yasgur, however, all the 
commotion was a bit overwhelming for him.  
He refused to rent out his farm for a 1970 
revival of the Woodstock festival, saying, 
“As far as I know, I’m going back to running 
a dairy farm.”  �
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