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iTV's big gamble 

Last Saturday's launch of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire is the latest interactive service that ITV hopes will make a fortune. But does it make commercial sense? By Meg Carter 
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The Guardian
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Jane Marshall, ITV's interactive controller, aim to turn ITV Interactive into a commercially viable business rests on driving revenue from both programme-linked interactive content and interactive advertising. And at first glance, the prospects look bright. 

According to Forrester Research, greater standardisation of interactive TV costs and processes and greater penetration of interactive digital television are key to growing European interactive TV revenues which stood at € 1.1bn (£785m) in 2002 and are expected to hit € 18bn by 2007. Forrester identifies gambling as interactive TV's biggest revenue-generator. Revenues from interactive digital TV advertising, meanwhile, will grow to € 2bn by 2007, Forrester predicts, with the UK accounting for some 60% of this. So far so good then, for ITV. 

Industry observers, however, flag up a number of concerns. Bill Gash, founder of interactive TV consultancy Partners in Television, believes a major challenge will be balancing ITV's desire to build interactive brand advertising against its need to keep viewers watching the channel rather than interactive content. 

Response-driven interactive advertising formats - offering viewers the chance to request a brochure, for example - take viewers away from the broadcast for less time than richer, more creative interactive formats designed to build and strengthen relationships with a brand. "Seventy per cent of ITV's business is brand advertising. But ITV can't afford to lead viewers out of the broadcast stream," he says. "The challenge will be to make interactive advertising appealing to brand advertisers without destabilising the existing business model." 
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