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Varun Mayya and Achina Sirohi Mayya are the co-founders of Aeos, a content and AI company at the forefront of digital media. Their Instagram and YouTube channels collectively amass over 100 million views monthly, spanning tech, business, AI and entertainment.

Varun, an entrepreneur and content creator, blends technical expertise with creative innovation. His deep knowledge of technology, AI and content has established him as a thought leader in the digital space.

Achina, with her background in business and marketing, brings strategic thinking and a keen understanding of audience psychology. She also runs Aevy, expanding her impact in the content creation landscape.

Together, they’ve built a thriving business, continuously pushing the boundaries of storytelling and technology.







This book is dedicated to every single one of our 
subscribers—we are here only because of you







How to Read This Book

Ah, a new book.

It’s been six years since I last sat down to write a book, and boy, has the world changed! Six years ago, the world was different—I was running a software services company, there were no signs of a looming pandemic, and remote work wasn’t mainstream. But for some reason, I wrote a book about remote work, cheekily titled Pyjama Profit.

I had had a fun and commercially successful stint as a remote freelancer in college, and I happened to write a ‘how to’ guide on getting started as one. The book was a surprise for my co-author and me, as it ended up becoming an Amazon bestseller, but that was not the true value it added for me. A hidden and underappreciated advantage of the book was that it accidentally kick-started my career as a content creator. When the book was nearing launch, I was asked to promote it by the publisher. Having close to no followers on social media, I decided to make video content around it. I’d watched other ‘business’ content creators on YouTube at the time, and most of them were creating content that I was not a fan of—on expensive cars and watches, motivational gyan and platitudes that meant nothing.

I wanted to do something different.

I wanted to create content around freelancing, new technology and business, but I wanted to do it the right way. I wanted to answer questions for people who were serious about running a small business or a technology start-up. Questions like:


	What are cap tables?

	How many software engineers do you need to build an idea out?

	How do you raise money?

	How do you reach out to investors?

	What is liquidation preference?



If you don’t know what liquidation preference is, don’t worry: I took it upon myself at the time to explain to the average person what all of this was. And I decided to go the opposite way when it came to motivation. In my first serious YouTube video attempt, I ended the video saying, ‘I’m not going to teach you how to be successful, but I can try to teach you how to survive.’ I am a big believer in the idea that most entrepreneurs fail, and a lot of business success is about luck and timing; but if you keep trying, you are bound to win at some point. As long as you have an experimental mindset and try many different things, you are increasing the probability of winning.

For some reason (which I didn’t understand back then but understand well now), the content clicked. My followers grew from zero to nearly 1,00,000 in the span of a year, and that growth helped Pyjama Profit gain some traction. But the difference between creators like me who had a day job back then and creators now is that I never saw it as a career, or as something that one did ‘full-time’. It was an interesting pastime that gave me a dopamine kick from time to time, but I didn’t take it seriously, much like most people who created content for fun. In fact, the idea of a professional content creator didn’t seem like a serious one to me in 2018.

But the impact on other parts of my life was evident. By this time, I’d been running businesses for four or five years. And business is a people game. I remember joining WhatsApp groups of founders back in 2018 and begging for leads. I remember posting jobs on job boards and hoping people would apply. Neither I nor my company had a ‘brand’ back then, even though we did make some money. Everything to do with people was hard.

All that changed after YouTube and Instagram. If I wanted to hire people, I could put up a post and get twenty to thirty serious candidates. Leads would organically show up in our emails. Random ‘good things’ happened to us. My life as a business owner became slightly easier. Remember I said that I am a big believer in the idea that most entrepreneurs fail, and a lot of business success is luck? Well, you can ‘engineer’ luck by increasing the surface area of distribution; and YouTube is a free way to do that. What I did not understand at the time was just how much you can increase that surface area. Those leads can go from a handful a month to thousands. Those candidate applications can go from twenty to two thousand.

A lot of creators start YouTube channels today to make money. Although you can make some money monetizing a YouTube channel or doing brand deals, it still feels like a very silly idea to me. You should not create YouTube content if your goal is to directly monetize the channel. It is the same as saying you want to be an actor—the odds are slim that you will get to such a scale that you can make a living off of it.

But creating content has a secondary benefit, even if you don’t get to a massive scale. The greatest value of YouTube and Instagram in my opinion is increasing the surface area of your luck and building a brand for yourself and whatever it is that you are doing. It’s a way to roll the dice many times and negate the effects of chance on outcomes. Whether it be you as an individual looking for a job or you as a business owner selling something, YouTube increases the chances that someone will see your stuff and work with you or buy from you.

Creating content is about access.

For some people like Alakh Pandey, who runs the famed education company Physics Wallah, that access can mean running a billion-dollar company. For some like Tanmay Bhat, the comedian, it could be the ability to gain access to absolutely anyone. For tech entrepreneurs like me, it is a way to increase interest in whatever I’m building. For you, it could mean anything.

This book is a guide to being a content creator. In true Varun Mayya style, I will not promise you that you will end up a mega YouTuber because the odds are against you (although you will know all the secrets of a successful creator by the end of it). I do, however, promise you that if you follow what we have shared in the book, your surface area of luck will increase. If you run a business, you can expect a few more leads. If you’re looking for a job, you can expect a few more calls. Creating content can make your day job feel just a bit easier, and I’m here to help you through your journey.

It doesn’t matter if you can’t do it full-time; in fact, I expect you to do it part-time forever. From 2017 to 2024, I’ve been a part-time content creator. I have no plans of ever becoming a full-time content creator, and most people who know me know that there hasn’t been a week in the last few years when I’ve spent more than one or two hours on content (the first year took more time because I had to edit videos myself).

As long as you follow this book, you have a shot at increasing your surface area of luck and access. In some places, we will have to get extremely technical. And in those places, we will do our level best to make it simple to understand. Take your time with each chapter, and don’t hesitate to revisit sections as needed. As you progress through the book, you’ll also benefit from the expertise of our guest contributors. Also, this book is short, so you can get to work right after reading it.

And lastly, scale is an interesting thing. Knowing our scale, it is likely that several people reading this book will use what’s in it and build livelihoods directly off the platform. More importantly, there is a sliver of a chance that one of those people could be you.

Good luck!







Author’s Note

The following two sections feature guest chapters from key contributors to our content creation process.

Chapters 14–18 are written by Shirsh Bajpai (PapaOcus), focusing on the visual elements of editing and packaging. Shirsh’s expertise has been instrumental in shaping our approach to video editing and audience engagement.

Chapters 19–25 are contributed by Martin Noronha, covering equipment, production, composition and framing. Martin’s technical knowledge has been crucial in elevating the quality of our video content.

Both Shirsh and Martin were critical in setting the groundwork for our processes today. Their insights offer valuable perspectives on multiple key facets of content creation.
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Think Like an Artist

We spoke about luck in the introduction, so I have a hypothetical question for you. If you were given a new channel and asked to take it from zero to 1,00,000 followers/subscribers across social media platforms, would you bet your life on being able to do it?

I’m inclined to say we would.

In fact, we’ve done it five times in 2023 (there will be a sixth time soon, looking at our new channel, Breakdown, and its analytics). Two of these channels have my face on them. The rest do not.

‘But that’s cheating, Varun,’ you might say. ‘You used your existing distribution to gain subscribers!’

It helped, but most of our subscribers are not from my existing channels. The following is a screenshot from the first video of Breakdown, a video on electric vehicles. 88 per cent of views came from YouTube recommending the video on feeds.


[image: The Content Creator Handbook]
Figure 1.1: What organic growth on a new video looks like1
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Figure 1.2: Subscriber growth on a high-performance video2



The YouTube algorithm is extremely good at predicting what people will want to watch. You can make a new channel blow up in days if you know what you are doing. There is a debate among top creators in the country whether this is actually a good thing. Most believe it’s a problem. Content creator Nuseir Yassin from Nas Daily is vocal about this:
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Figure 1.3: Nuseir from Nas Daily on the death of followers3



Having subscribers or followers is not as valuable as it once was. There are tons of legitimate channels with millions of followers but with 200 views a video. That doesn’t mean that having subscribers isn’t valuable—it is. But you have to perform on every single video. The stakes are high.

I understood this at the end of 2018 when my views started nosediving. I was barely clearing 10,000 views a video and decided to give up. Even though I spent less than an hour or two a week creating content, it felt like a chore.

Believe it or not, almost every creator goes through this a few years (usually around the third-year mark) into their creator careers. They’re burnt out, not because there’s a lot of content to create, but because the hedonic treadmill adjusts. What this means is that the views and likes you currently get become your normal state of happiness. Your dopamine levels adjust to the view count, and these levels start falling as soon as the view count starts falling. None of this is the creator’s fault: audiences get exhausted watching the same content after a while, and many of them simply stop showing up to watch videos. That had happened to me, and I was not having fun. So I decided to give up. But before I did, I shot nearly a hundred short videos in two days and then hired a freelance editor to edit the videos as he saw fit and upload them on my channel.

Over the next two years, I only sporadically added content to this repository, once every two months or so. When the pandemic hit, I saw a small window of opportunity to take a very risky business bet. I was running a software company where we wanted to build out a social media community platform for India. I call it risky because nobody in India has managed to build a commercially successful social media platform, ever. All the social platforms we use are from outside India. Having been a creator myself, I tried to fuse my two lives: building software and creating content. I was having a problem with burnout and dropping views, and my bet was that other creators had the same problem. So, we built a platform for these creators to appear live and spend time with their communities without algorithms limiting their reach to their own audiences like YouTube did.

Like every other social media platform from India before us, we struggled. India is called the daily active user (DAU) farm of the world for a reason. Apps can gain a lot of users here, but these users do not spend money on the platforms, nor do they drive any conversions for advertisers. This is also true for many international social platforms that arrive in India. Clubhouse bore the full brunt of this, with lots of users from India but no way to monetize them. More importantly, I learnt that building a social media platform is one of the toughest problems to solve because it’s not an engineering or mathematics problem; it’s a people-at-scale problem.

Lots of very smart people have tried, and yet we only have successes in the social media space once every decade or so. Old ones die often (Orkut, Myspace). The main reason for this is a concept called network effects. For a social platform to work, network effects have to kick in. The value a person gets out of a social platform is NOT the features of the platform, but the people on it. In fact, one could say that other interesting people are the main features of a social platform.

Ultimately, people go to platforms where their friends are, and conducting a mass migration of people and their friends from one platform to another is challenging. Initial success does not guarantee that users will stick. The social app BeReal went from 1 to 20 million users very quickly, only to freefall down to 6 million a year later. Mark Zuckerberg’s Threads skyrocketed to 100 million users only to have activity drop by 80 per cent a few months later.4 This is despite having the full might of Facebook and Instagram behind him. Even in the past, Zuckerberg had first competed with Instagram and WhatsApp only to acquire them later. Even Google failed with Google+.

Socially engineering hundreds of millions of people to a platform and keeping them there is hard. And then there’s the challenge of profitability. X (formerly Twitter), despite keeping their users, is finding it challenging to rake in advertising revenue.

At the end of 2021, we had to pivot the company to sell community software to businesses. Thankfully, there was a small market for business-to-business (B2B) community software, and we were able to stick around for a while.

In late 2022, I decided to sell the company to Graphy by Unacademy, the well-known education tech company, and move on. The entire team moved to Unacademy, and the product is still alive and doing well today.

And somewhere in the middle of all that madness and stress, I rediscovered YouTube. Not to make money or to get to a million subscribers, but to truly have fun. The story of how I got back to YouTube is worth retelling because it’s an interesting one.

So . . . I am married. My wife is the co-founder of my current company and also the co-founder of my life. Between pivoting and keeping the company alive, I had forgotten that I also had a responsibility as a husband. Somewhere in the midst of it all, we had stopped going out on dates. Travelling was too time-consuming, movie time was distracting (there was always too much on my mind) and going out and eating was just us on our phones. Achina proposed an interesting idea:

‘We should do a fun activity together,’ she said.

Her first suggestion was to go rock climbing. I agreed.

It’s a different issue that I didn’t wake up on time for our first rock-climbing session. A chunk of my company’s client base was from the US, and I often had to be on Zoom calls at 2 or 3 a.m. The previous night had been one of those nights, so I ended up oversleeping.

‘Is there something else we can do that doesn’t involve waking up so early on weekends and travelling so far?’ I asked.

Achina was super understanding. She knew the stress that I was under, so she proposed another idea:

‘If I want to start a YouTube channel, will you help me?’ she asked.

‘What?’ I remember retorting.

As she explained the idea, it seemed interesting. Achina proposed that we start a lifestyle or romance podcast channel, where we could talk about our lives. Something fun and chill. I immediately liked the idea. Because I had missed out on the rock-climbing session, I put in extra effort—I created a makeshift podcast set-up in the living room. I set up my iPhone in landscape mode, and we were ready to shoot! I even set up the channel and called it AV (which stood for ‘Achina Varun’).

We spent an hour shooting the ‘podcast’, and honest to God, it was the worst thing I had ever produced.

Achina and I have always done creative stuff together. In 2020, we spent an entire Sunday making a weird sci-fi audio story (which is still on SoundCloud) about a man who got cancer and kept growing to a gigantic size. But this hour-long ‘lifestyle’ podcast we had produced was utter garbage and not worth putting out into the world. More importantly, we felt like there simply wasn’t enough content in this domain to sustain a channel. How many videos can you make about how you fell in love? But Achina really wanted to do the channel, so I tried my best to help. We tried a couple of formats in the next two videos, but none felt exciting or sustainable.

Unlike my early days on YouTube, neither of us had any time to edit videos. So I put up an Instagram story to hire editors for Achina, and one young kid in particular stood out: Shirsh Bajpai. Shirsh, who goes by his stage name, ‘Papaocus’, is an absolute character. He once had me on his podcast, and I found him extremely funny. There was one thing that surprised me, though. Shirsh was a creator with 50,000 subscribers. Why did he want to work with us on a romance channel?

It turned out that he was suffering from creator burnout. He had hit the three-year mark and wanted out. We idolize creators with followers or subscribers. But the 50,000 to 1,00,000 mark is a danger zone where you have some fame, but (apart from some exceptions) nobody is willing to pay you enough money to earn a consistent livelihood. At that stage, you have to spend time and energy creating content just to maintain your relevance, but you make almost no money from it. It’s not a job. It’s a burden.

‘I can’t do it any more, bhai. It’s too tiring and isme paisa nahi hai [there’s no money in it],’ was what he said over a call. He was doing a freelance gig at the time to stay afloat. He asked me what the channel idea was. ‘I don’t know,’ I replied frankly. Most people who know me know that I tell it like it is. If I didn’t have a clear plan, I was going to be upfront about it. People should know the risks from day one. 99.99 per cent of the people in the world would have said no to me at the end of the call. Not Shirsh. Shirsh was interested. He was ready to come over to our house the very next day.

Achina was the voice of reason.

‘Dude, you should at least try this for a couple of days. Don’t dive into something if we ourselves aren’t sure of what we’re going to be doing.’

She booked Shirsh and his fiancée train tickets and invited them to Bengaluru.

A couple of days later, he walked into our house with his fiancée, ready to do whatever unknown job he had signed up for.

‘Sooo . . . what’s the plan?’

Both Achina and I had had some time to think after our disaster of a video. Before anyone could answer the question, I responded.

‘I think you guys should do something like AIB,’ I said. AIB, or All India Bakchod, was a Mumbai-based group of YouTubers well known for their funny skits and satire. ‘I’ll act.’

Everyone stared at me.

‘You . . . want to act?’ asked Achina. She was as confused as Shirsh.

‘Yeah. I’ve had some time to think about it. My intention here is to have fun. I’ve had a stint where I’ve done so-called “serious” content on YouTube, and I got bored. I don’t want to make the same mistake again. I want to do this for fun and we should do skits. I’m happy to invest a little money and act in maybe one video a week, but I don’t want to run it,’ I said.

I’d thought it through. What did I really want right then in my life? What did I want from this thing we were about to do? I wanted to have fun. I was going through a period of my life where I was tired and stressed, and for the first time, I saw YouTube as an outlet. I wanted to create art. If I was doing it with my wife and this fun kid, it could also double as a social experience. With this one thing we were going to do, I could club it all—dates with my wife, a fun activity to do and get better at, and a social experience that would replace going out and doing the same old boring thing on weekends. It was the modern version of creating my own band.

By the way, if this sounds ridiculous, please note that this isn’t as uncommon as you may think. Lots of entrepreneurs do strange things to keep themselves happy. I have entrepreneur friends who are members of bands and spend considerable weekend time being part of a football, basketball or frisbee team.

So we decided. It was going to be Achina’s channel, and because I had some distribution already, I would contribute my face and not-so-great acting skills for a while. Shirsh would edit.

The only problem? Achina vehemently disagreed with the idea of doing skits.

‘It’s a stupid idea,’ she said. ‘It’ll end up just like our last video. Let’s do something more informational. Let’s add value to people’s lives.’

I did not want to do it.

‘Ehhhh . . . It’ll feel like a job, man. I just want to have fun.’

And then I said what I think was the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever said in my life: ‘What if we combined both?’

Eyebrows around the room were raised. Skits were a popular format for video content, and so was informational content. But nobody in the country had combined both. It sounded silly.

‘Let’s try,’ said Shirsh. ‘Kya hi toh hoga [What’s the worst that could happen]?’

‘I’ll write the scripts and do all the hard work. You just come act,’ Achina said. She knew I didn’t have the time to do any of the behind-the-scenes work.

Shirsh would be with us for two days on a trial, and we asked ourselves if we could produce a video in a single day. So in the next four hours, Achina wrote two scripts: one on Netflix’s performance in India, and the other on how to survive a recession.

Achina called up a few friends and asked them if they would be willing to act in a new channel.

When the friends arrived, Achina asked where and how the skits would be placed.

‘Let’s just choose four moments in the video where we can add skits and we’ll just do improv comedy,’ said Shirsh.

Improv comedy, also known as ‘improvised’ comedy, is simply a fancy way of saying that we would just do spontaneous content without a script or plan.

And that’s what we did.

We shot skits for both videos, each skit taking five minutes of our time. Shirsh’s fiancée, Saloni, was the lead character in the first video, and Shirsh was the main character in the second one. I was going to play the role of Joe Biden in the second video, and Achina would be the vice president. We wrapped up the entire thing in an hour. Achina presented the first video, and a friend of mine presented the second.

Most people worry about whether their videos will work or whether the audience will like them.

I didn’t care. I had had two hours of fun! We had a blast laughing at and with each other doing the skits. It didn’t matter to me whether the videos did well. This was what I was missing in my life! To top it off, I wanted to do a music video. In the second video on a recession, I wanted to do a funny song called ‘Print Money’, which was about the US government printing money and causing inflation. Achina and I got some dance moves in, too. As a thirty-year-old who had worked in software professionally for a decade, the entire experience made me feel as if I were back in college. I used to do funny skits when I was in college, and this felt like the good old days!

A couple of days later, Shirsh got to work editing the videos. He had returned to Pune, so we didn’t see or hear from him for a while. A week later, he sent us the edit for the first video.

It was a disaster. I felt like I needed to wash my eyes with uranium after watching whatever that was. The pacing was terrible, and the skits didn’t make sense. What had been funny to us when we were shooting was not funny at all on screen. It was cringe. I sent Shirsh a sad smiley on WhatsApp and told him it wasn’t going to work.

I was almost done. The content format didn’t make sense, and even Achina agreed, upon seeing the video, that combining skits and information wouldn’t work.

‘Can I try again?’

A message popped up on Achina’s phone. It was from Shirsh.

‘Sure, try the other one, na?’ she replied.

She didn’t receive a reply. In fact, both Achina and I forgot about it.

A week later, Shirsh sent us a Google Drive link.

Both Achina and I watched the video together and immediately fell in love with it.

This was a really good video. It had everything: perfect pacing, a storyline, and Shirsh had even got his friend to produce a funny ‘Print Money’ song. The video was four minutes and forty seconds long but felt like it was over in two. This was it.

We uploaded the video, and it got close to 54,000 views. The next video in the same format got 1,37,000 views. The video after that? 2,20,000 views. A month later, we had our first video hit—a million views (it’s now at 2 million). While the team was excited about the growth, I was happy I had something exciting to do on Sundays with the people I enjoyed hanging out with. Acting and sometimes presenting on the channel for that short period of my life was thoroughly enjoyable.

Over the next few months though, I decided to get serious about content and therefore moved on to focus on my own channel, where I wanted to document the meteoric rise of cutting-edge technology (including artificial intelligence [AI]) across the world. I’ve always been fascinated by new technology, and I figured if I was going to create content, I should do it around a space I really enjoy. I was already starting to build interesting AI products and services, and thought it would be wise to also create content around the industry. It made sense because the audience I would end up building there would become early adopters of the products and services I ended up building. Achina continues to run her channel successfully, and we have friendly internal competition between her channel and mine!

Before Aevy (which we settled on as a channel name because ‘AV’ was too short), I had a limited understanding of how content creation worked. When Aevy saw growth, I still didn’t fully understand why. But repeating it a second time with my own channel and with channels like Overpowered allowed me to closely examine what works and why. Like any curious person, I tried to dive deeper and understand the game. My learning was that video content creation is like an instrument. It is a game of skill. You can master it.

We have managed to replicate this kind of zero-to-one growth several times now. Every single time, the intent has been to have fun. I have noticed that almost everybody who starts a channel thinking they’re going to make money from it or as a ‘business idea’ fails. Most successful YouTube channels, like most successful bands, start from a garage where a bunch of interesting people want to make art and have fun together.

It’s ironic that I’m saying this, because almost everything we’re going to tell you from this point on is about the science of YouTube, Instagram and video content in general. But it is important to remember this story, because despite all the research and experiments we’ve done on social media platforms and video, ultimately those who win are the people who do it because they find it fun. The winners truly enjoy it, without any expectation of reward—like playing a sport casually or playing the piano for pleasure.

For all the science, I had my first YouTube success when I thought like an artist.








[image: Penguin walking logo]


2

Why Us?

Why are we the right people to teach you how to create video content?

When evaluating whether a source is worth learning from, I have often asked myself this question: ‘How can you reliably tell when someone is good at a skill?’

Every individual will have a different answer to this question, but my answer is a simple one. I tend to trust people who have done a particular thing multiple times, ideally in different situations. Because in the world of content creation, you can also get lucky. That doesn’t mean it’s a game of luck, but you can find yourself in the right place at the right time and win. Or you may have a skill or talent that is unique, so creating content around it has high interest and low competition.

I think we are worth listening to because we have done this several times across several channels and have seen success several times. In November 2023, we had a grand total of 88 million views, all organic, across platforms and channels. We have done the zero-to-one journey multiple times, on different types of channels. That doesn’t mean we will never fail at making a new channel, but we have a history of success. This is not unique to us—there are several well-known creators who understand the DNA of social platforms and that can do this.

Each of our channels have between 5 million and 20 million views a month, and each has grown from the grand starting point of zero. The overlap of audiences between channels is low. We have also seen similar success and growth on Instagram. Overall, our channels have over 2 million subscribers on YouTube and over 4 million followers on Instagram.

But there is a more important reason to listen to us. Like I told you, I am a big believer in the idea that luck plays a big role in success. Life and success are probabilistic. There is a lot of survivorship bias in the stories of the successful people we hear about. This means that we only hear the stories of the few winners, not the majority who try and fail. To counter this probabilistic nature of the world, I tend to run lots of experiments. Most of those experiments fail. But whenever I run an experiment, I tend to note down why it worked or failed.

Creating content via video is the one experiment that has worked repeatedly for me, across domains. There are several other experiments I have run that have worked in the world of business, but I am not 100 per cent confident that I can replicate them easily.

Replication is reliable on YouTube. It’s also easily measured. YouTube’s analytics, unlike Instagram’s analytics, gives you a very granular view of who’s watching, how they arrived, and what they’re doing on your videos. And I can tell you from the data that it isn’t random.

We have had some failures running channels (especially when we’ve done it for a company and there’s the bureaucracy involved), but in general, the zero-to-one on new channels works. This doesn’t mean that they can’t die or that the content we create won’t be irrelevant someday, but we believe that as long as the algorithms don’t change too radically, we will figure a way out. Because the algorithm is so fair to new channels and old, there is no gatekeeping. Anyone can get started with YouTube and become large. Converting your views into true fans is much harder.

Finally, from my interactions with other creators, I think I see YouTube very differently. Even within our team, each person sees YouTube wildly differently.

My personal lens is that of an entrepreneur. I don’t want to be a full-time creator. I want to build physical and digital products. And I understand that to scale all of this even further without my face on it, we will have to build systems to replace me.

Some of these systems we learnt about and figured out together as a team. Some I learnt from many of the best content creators in the country. Some are driven by AI here onwards. I have shared my systems with my creator friends, and they have turned out to be very useful for them too.

This book is a starter guide to those systems.
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The Great Flood

The first question you might ask me is, ‘Why video? Why not text, or audio?’ The answer lies in data.

There were 574 million Indian users on YouTube as of September 2023.1 Instagram has close to 362 million users.2 Indians spend more than 7.3 hours per day on their phones, most of which is spent on social media.3 People in India watch, by far, the most online videos vs other countries, at an average of five hours and sixteen minutes per day.4 X, the text social media platform, is tiny by comparison. There are just 25 million users on X in India.5

So, most people spend time online on their phones, and most of that time is spent on consuming video. With Jio’s entry into the market and with bandwidth getting cheaper, video is the perfect format to bet on.

Do you see the opportunity?

Well, there is some bad news. So do 1.4 billion other people in the country. And the barrier to entry is zero. You just need a phone to get started, and out of the 1.4 billion people, 1.2 billion have phones. There is a debate on exactly how many of these devices are connected to the internet, but the rough number is about a billion people.6 That’s your competition, and many of them have the same idea as you. The odds are not in your favour.

Despite the odds, we have seen multiple channel successes. There’s a reason for this. YouTube is an incredibly nuanced platform. Video production is nuanced. But most importantly, people and their behaviours are nuanced. ‘Nuance’ means ‘there’s more than meets the eye’. Many (not all) successful creators have no idea why they’re successful—they just take it at face value. Most don’t need to figure it out either—it doesn’t matter as long as they keep doing what they’ve been doing so far. We have to, because of a deep-seated need to understand the game.

But the flood of content is real. The cost of producing basic video content today is near zero (it’s actually more if you count the time value of the creator; we’ll dive into this later). Everyone can do it. Your feed is flooded with it. So when youngsters look at the YouTuber MrBeast and believe they are going to be the next mega content creator, I worry. At least budding actors have to show up on location, look good and put some effort into learning how to act. But anyone from anywhere can become a content creator.

I know this is not an apples-to-apples situation, but a quote by the great Warren Buffett comes to mind: ‘Be fearful when others are greedy and be greedy when others are fearful.’7

Buffett is talking about investing, but I think it applies to anything with a supply–demand graph. Content produced on content platforms has a supply–demand graph. Let me break down the original quote for you:

1.	‘Be fearful when others are greedy’: This means that when the majority of investors are enthusiastic and overly optimistic about a particular investment or the market as a whole (i.e., when they are greedy), it may be a signal to exercise caution. At such times, asset prices might be inflated, and there could be a potential bubble or overvaluation, making it a risky time to invest.

2.	‘Be greedy when others are fearful’: Conversely, when there is widespread fear, panic or pessimism in the market, it can create opportunities to buy assets at prices lower than their intrinsic value. In other words, when others are selling in a rush due to fear, you can take advantage of lower prices and buy assets with the expectation that they will eventually recover.

While it’s not directly about supply and demand economics, this advice does have implications for understanding market dynamics. When others are greedy and buying, demand for assets is high, potentially driving prices up (with an inevitable fall later). When others are fearful and selling, there may be an oversupply of assets in the market, pushing prices down. Investors like Buffett try to capitalize on these fluctuations by going against the crowd when they believe it’s justified by the underlying value of the assets.

I saw some videos recently on using AI to make faceless channels. The person in one of the videos claimed that they were making $10,000 a month in YouTube ad revenue from these faceless channels. While this may have been a good idea, by the time people watched this video, it would already have been too late. Hundreds of thousands of people across the world would have tried it, and while there might be a handful of winners, the rest would be wasting their time.

If Warren Buffett were a YouTuber, he’d probably tailor his quote a little bit: ‘Don’t follow a trend unless people haven’t realized it’s a trend.’

I often say that creating content is very close to being a stock market trader—you have to invest in some video idea early before it becomes ‘overexposed’. To reduce the risk of investing in a dud, you have to try to predict what the audience is going to soon want (i.e. something that is currently ‘underexposed’) and invest in it at the perfect timing. Too late, and the market (i.e. other content creators) would have already covered it. Too early, and not enough people care about the video. It’s a game of timing. That’s right—if you do something on YouTube to emulate someone, it’s probably too late. Most people are creating generic, undifferentiated content that nobody cares about.

There are two ways around this:

1.	Create content around something that only you uniquely know or care about. Have enough life experience to create content around something that has a barrier of entry. The channel Hacksmith Industries has 14 million subscribers and still does close to a million views a video.8 They took fictional ideas from movies, video games and comics, and converted them into real working prototypes. The founder quit his full-time job as an engineer to do this. The Gardening Channel With James Prigioni is another example where James creates content around gardening and food forests. The channel doesn’t have very high views per video (it tapers at around 40,000 views),9 but he has occupied mindshare in the niche.

2.	Identify what is going to become a trend before everyone else does. This is much harder to do than the previous method. Not only because you may not have expertise in the next thing that’s trending, but because timing trends is very hard. But it can be done. Almost every great content creator in the world can identify a trend before it goes mainstream. Look at all our successes:


	I did the ‘information dense’ business Metastart-up series before other founders decided to teach.
	Aevy added skits to the information format before the rest of India did.
	Overpowered was one of the first in India to do content around pop culture plus generative AI.
	We did research report breakdowns using a venture capital (VC) thesis (every major VC produces an internal report on the fields they invest in) before anyone else did, in a beautifully produced video.



Remember, we did all of these in the video format. Research reports, for example, are commonly broken down by text media, but nobody in video was willing to touch it. While lots of founders were doing free business insights on Twitter, very few did YouTube videos on the topic back in 2016–17. I’ve spoken to many such people (who were creating high-quality text content) and asked them why they didn’t do it on video. It boils down to two reasons: either they were camera-conscious or they didn’t take YouTube seriously enough.

There’s a famous animated TV show Naruto, in which some of the characters have a power called the ‘Sharingan’. It is said that some Sharingan users are able to see into the near future.

I suspect that many top creators in the country, especially people who have won in multiple formats, have a similar ability. Bhuvan Bam, for example, definitely has the Sharingan. Sharan Hegde of ‘Finance with Sharan’ fame seems to have it too. Many other creators display this ability. They can literally see what will work six months from now and plan backwards. My case is a bit different. Here’s the backstory, and it will lead to why I create what I create.

I studied computer science and engineering in college. I also freelanced as a designer and software engineer for a bunch of clients abroad during my time there. For fun, I used to play a video game called DotA. Now, DotA is a complicated game. There are hundreds of characters, each with their own unique skills. It took me some time to get good at the game (which I am no longer very good at because I don’t actively play it). There are several tournaments that take place, but one particular tournament, called ‘The Finals’ earned my attention. In April 2019, the world of DotA saw a miracle. A ground-breaking moment occurred in the world of AI as neural networks outperformed human world champions in a best-of-three showdown. OpenAI Five, the AI agent created by the then-unknown research laboratory OpenAI, achieved this remarkable feat, reversing its previous outcome when it had faced off against professional DotA 2 players in a well-known tournament later that year. More importantly, the AI bots in the game made some weird, almost ridiculous moves.
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Figure 3.1: OpenAI’s co-founder Greg Brockman tweets about OpenAI bots in the game DotA10



I was dumbstruck. DotA 2 is not a simple game. Chess, for example, requires you to predict what your opponent may do. DotA is different. Every player needs to worry not only about what they are going to do but also what four of their teammates and five opponents are going to do in that second. Not only are there more variables in the game itself, but there are also five people on each team who have to coordinate to win. More importantly, all decisions in DotA, including decisions on how you coordinate with your teammates, have to be made within milliseconds. Then your body has to react and place and click your mouse cursor and appropriate keys within that time.

So, it was astonishing to me that five bots had coordinated to beat five human players. I did some deeper digging into this mysterious company, OpenAI, and I was fascinated with what they’d been up to. I learnt that OpenAI was working on robotic hands. I found this intriguing, so I shared a clip of their robotic hand on my Instagram on 18 October 2019. At the time, there was no market for this, and the original video hardly had 8000 views. Nonetheless, I kept up with OpenAI’s work, sharing interesting updates when they released something. I had covered OpenAI Universe (a software platform for measuring and training an AI’s general intelligence across the world’s supply of games, websites and other applications), OpenAI Gym (an open-source Python library for developing and comparing reinforcement learning algorithms) and several of their other tools that nobody cared about back then. I spoke into the void for a few years until one interesting video I did about them on 12 July 2022 picked up, still a bit earlier than everyone else. The evolution from there to the content around AI that I create today was natural, but that moment had to be seen from miles away because everyone and their families are now creating content around AI. Had I started even two months later, I would have lost.

When I told you my case is different, what I meant was that I usually only make content around areas of life that I have experience with. For a decade of my life, I built software and ran businesses. That’s all I know about. Luckily, software is wide. AI, game development and app development: all sit underneath the larger umbrella of software. Unlike other creators who have a more general purpose, Sharingan that can apply to all spaces, I only seem to be able to make somewhat accurate predictions about what could work as content in tech, software or business.

But content on anything outside tech or business? I struggle. Take personal finance, for example. I have zero idea what personal finance content will work six months from now. Sharan Hegde or Akshat Srivastava are far better judges of this.

There’s a difference between Naruto and the real world, though. The Sharingan in Naruto is something you’re either born with or not. What I’ve noticed with content is that this is a muscle that can be built through thousands of experiments. I was definitely not born with it, or I wouldn’t have made all the stupid mistakes I have made over the last decade. My superpower is that I have made thousands of videos over the last decade. I’ve made hundreds of videos I am embarrassed by. I have run hundreds of little video experiments that I knew had no hope of working. The only way to predict what will work months later is to develop a muscle for it. And that muscle only develops through exercise. And that’s the reason why the barrier to entry being zero doesn’t matter: most people will give up.

The barrier to entry for working out, for example, is zero. You can do push-ups practically anywhere and everywhere. Abdominal crunches require no special equipment. You can work out almost every part of your body with just the equipment you have at home. Most people can easily access a gym. But most people around you are not muscular. I can guarantee you most people have done at least one workout in their life. But building muscle comes from doing the same thing over and over again, thousands of times. Every video you put up is an exercise.

Yes, the barrier to entry to create content is zero. But you can reliably expect most people to give up before their tenth or fifteenth video. Yes, every day, millions of people start channels. But every day, millions also give up. The urge to quit is so strong that most people reading this will quit before their fifteenth video.

When you run a company, there’s a a high chance of failure: you can run out of money and may have to shut shop. Entrepreneurs are sometimes forced to quit because of constraints outside their control. Also, an entrepreneur cannot spend just a few minutes a day running a company. But with content, that’s not true. You can run a very successful channel spending just an hour a week on it. You can create content while still having a job. There really isn’t a chance of failure.

But the only way to not quit is to be passionate about what you’re doing or find a way to make peace with the fact that you will be doing it for a long time.

That’s why I feel disappointed when youngsters come to me and say, ‘I want to pursue YouTube, but I really dislike the process of creating videos.’

Then don’t do it! Not everybody has to create content. If you aren’t prepared to put in the effort and create content for at least two years without seeing significant results, then maybe YouTube or Instagram aren’t the right platforms for you. If you want to do it just to make money and gain some fame, you will most likely lose anyway.

In 2019, I hated doing the generic productivity advice content I was doing. I thought I hated content creation itself. But this was poor mental attribution. I blamed everything: the algorithms, the industry, short-form content, and ‘cringe content’ creators. But I didn’t blame who I really needed to blame: me. I simply wasn’t skilled enough yet at creating content. I had nobody to tell me what I was doing wrong because nobody else knew any better. Most importantly, I was making content I didn’t really enjoy.

That’s why we wrote this book. The learning curve for YouTube is steep. It takes a long time to master. Most people who make it past fifteen videos burn out before they learn enough. Speed is valuable because what you’re fighting against is your own motivation. This book doesn’t just give you speed, it gives you velocity. In physics, velocity is a vector quantity, which means we need both magnitude (speed) and direction to define it.

This book is both speed and direction.
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Access vs Money

I want to take a second here and try to define what success is on YouTube or Instagram.

Is it the number of views? Is it the number of followers? Is it the amount of money you make from the platform?

Let’s go one by one.

Let’s start with views. I don’t think views are a metric of success. We could have 88 million views a month today, but that can easily fall back down to zero someday. I have a college friend who usually gets around 2000 views a video. He once put up a video of him shaking his leg with no context whatsoever. That video netted him a million views. The next video? Two thousand views.

Let’s talk about followers. There’s a famous educational channel in India with 16 million subscribers. The average number of views on their videos today is 705.

Let’s talk about money. I think YouTube is the wrong place to be if you think YouTube revenue or advertising revenue is predictable. Last month, a finance creator I know made just Rs 16,000 from brands. Last year, the same creator was touching close to Rs 3 lakh a month in revenue from brand deals. Right now, AI creators are getting all the brand deal money. Six months later, I’m sure it’ll take a steep dip. Nuseir once told me that you get paid for the image that appears in brand managers’ heads when they think about you, not the views you get on videos. I’ve found that to be right. I’ve also found that depending on brands to pay you is cyclical and unpredictable. It’s not worth betting your career on. Most of the people reading this will fail to get past fifteen videos but some of you may get to some scale (20,000 to 50,000 subscribers). Very few brands will pay anything meaningful at that scale. You have an audience that you have to expend energy to maintain, but you are stuck. Even folks like Bhuvam Bam, the famous comedian, who is at an enormous scale, decided to go mainstream and work with over-the-top (OTT) platforms like Hotstar.

I have a different viewpoint. I think creating video content and gaining an audience is not about making money. Using brands to monetize your audience is a bad strategy. Some people will make money off of it, but it is unreliable.

I think creating content is about access.

There’s a famous saying: when you’re young, you are paid for what you know. As you get older, you get paid for who you know.

Nuseir again says it best. ‘The cool part about Nas Daily is that the first meeting is always on the house.’ What this means is that he has access to pretty much anybody he wants, Bill Gates included. A lot of businesses make money because they get other high-value businesses interested in working with them.

You don’t need Bill Gates. You can choose to see your audience as people whose eyeballs you can sell to a brand, or you can look at them as a very large WhatsApp list of friends and acquaintances to whom you can announce your new product or service. The more you treat your followers like people you are supposed to help or whose lives you are supposed to improve, the easier it is for you to create a business that solves the needs of that audience.

Y Combinator, the famous start-up incubator, has two simple rules of thumb:

1.	Build something people want.

2.	Keep talking to your users and potential users.

Guess what? We get 5000 comments every single day across our channels. Many of those comments are not useful, but if we do ask our audience questions in my videos, the answers are almost always valuable. We have both of Y Combinator’s core tenets locked on. That doesn’t always mean we’ll build a successful business, because enough people need to have an unsolved need and we’ll have to execute it well. But you have potential buyers, users and leads for your business right in front of you. And they’ll tell you what they want. Over time, you’ll learn to listen to which of those wants are genuine and need to be acted upon and which of them are cries for attention. It’s not always the best strategy to build large, venture-scale businesses, as your audience may not be representative of the entire population of the country. But it is valuable to build a small, profitable and viable business.

And you don’t have to have too many followers to do this.

The co-author of Pyjama Profit, Abhinav Chhikara, is the best example of this. With just 37,000 subscribers on YouTube, he runs an indie design school that is profitable and helps several designers get jobs. He probably also makes more money than many venture-scale founders with billion-dollar businesses. True pyjama profit.

So it doesn’t matter whether you want to get a job in a company or get more leads for your real estate business. Quality video content is a great amplifier of access. My bet is that almost every commodity business you see in the future will be built on the back of content. The only problem is that it is hard to work backwards from the business to the content in some cases. Software as a service (SaaS) is a good example of this—there simply aren’t enough examples of channels that talk about SaaS that are at scale. The audiences for it simply don’t care enough to watch videos on the topic every week. But in many cases, a content-first approach will work if you eventually figure out what to sell on top of it. Not just that, almost every great marketer in the future should and will have to have the DNA and skill set of a creator.

All right, that’s enough context setting. Let’s dive deeper into the science of YouTube now.
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The Science of YouTube

If you follow the next few pages, you’ll learn how to create really good content that grows your user base. This is a slightly technical chapter, but we’ve added an ‘insights’ bit in every section with what you should take away from it. Even if you skip the algorithm parts, make sure you read the insights.

The Research

Every article you’ll find on Google on the YouTube algorithm is mostly hubris and not rooted in reality. We wanted to be comprehensive, so we dove into multiple Google research papers on the algorithm as well as spoke to creators in India to figure out how to beat it. A mixture of math, science and insights will help us figure out what works best on YouTube. Through all this research, we were reasonably sure of how the core YouTube algorithm worked. This is because Google published two papers in 20161 and 20192 on the YouTube algorithm—both had the same core engine in action. However, there have been tweaks over the years to reduce bias and improve time on site (resulting in tens of millions of dollars of additional revenue for them). We’ll cover the tweaks and what they mean for creators too in this chapter. We’re going to try to make it as layman-friendly as possible and avoid going deeper into the neural network models.

Without further ado, let’s begin.

The North Star Metric (NSM)

All companies have a north star metric. Some would call this the one specific metric that the entire company is trying to improve. It’s obvious that for most companies this would be revenue, and this is true in YouTube’s case too. But the proxy metric that is most tied into revenue for YouTube is watch time. To make money, YouTube serves ads. Let’s assume for simplicity that YouTube serves you one ad per minute of watch time. Then it’s obvious that if you spend sixty minutes watching videos, it has the opportunity to serve you sixty ads.

More ads mean more revenue. This is why the primary NSM for YouTube that they can improve in the product itself is watch time. The more videos you watch on the platform, the better it is for them as a company. YouTube is constantly optimizing and tweaking its algorithm to make you stay on the platform for as long as possible. In terms of recommending videos to a user, YouTube has to keep only one goal in mind—to maximize that particular user’s watch time. The main way to do that is to keep the user from getting bored and to make sure that just as boredom starts setting in with any video, the right set of new videos is ready for you to watch on the sidebar.

Let’s start with the 2016 paper titled ‘Deep Neural Networks for YouTube Recommendations’.3 It admits that recommending videos has three problems:

1.	Scale: Algorithms that work at a small scale don’t work at a large scale. Clubhouse is the most recent company that has struggled with this.

2.	Freshness: The challenge is balancing recommendations of newly uploaded videos with old, established videos that work well.

3.	Noise: A user’s watch history can sometimes send the wrong signals. You can’t tell when a user has really enjoyed a video because a large majority of users who really like a video don’t hit the Like button.

The Core Algorithm
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Figure 5.1: Recommendation system architecture demonstrating the ‘funnel’ where candidate videos are retrieved and ranked before presenting only a few to the user4



The core algorithm of YouTube has a two-layer process. The video corpus in the image is all the videos on YouTube that have ever been uploaded. This is probably millions of videos.

Layer 1: Candidate generation

The paper says that the candidate generation network takes events from the user’s YouTube activity history as input and retrieves a small subset (hundreds) of videos from a large corpus. This means that the first layer maps out what the user has already watched and subscribed to, and will generally try to show users videos from their own network.
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Figure 5.2: YouTube cannot serve you all their videos, so they cut the menu down



Insights for creators

For the creator, this means that the main way to get recommended to a user is to get them to subscribe to you. The value of a subscription is starting to weaken, but it still matters.

For all the talk about going viral, it isn’t that useful if your goal is to be a creator. If a user watches a video of yours that has 5 million views and does not subscribe, there is no guarantee that your next few videos will be shown to them. Because they have watched one of your videos, the recommender might occasionally show them another one, but if they don’t subscribe to that one either (or have a bad watch time on that one), you are done. Your video will not be shown to that user again.

This means that you should absolutely be trying to gain a subscriber on every video you put out. Also, you should probably delete or make private all the videos that have poor watch time. This is to improve the chances of your videos being shown to a particular user. Remember, if they watch one video (with high watch time) but don’t subscribe, then the candidate generation system might still show them another video of yours. But if this second video has a low watch time, then you will disappear from their recommendations.

I’ve seen good creators put up two or three boring videos in between many very good videos. If they are unlucky and these boring videos are shown to users who have watched a good one, then they risk losing a permanent subscriber. I’ve made this mistake too in the past, by shitposting* in between really good videos with high watch time.

YouTube provides broad personalization via collaborative filtering. Collaborative filtering (CF) is a technique used by recommendation systems that is pretty simple to deploy. This is best explained by an example: suppose Jim is a user who likes watching Spider-Man videos on YouTube. Let’s assume that Jim also watches Messi videos because he likes soccer. Now let’s assume Rick is a user who has created a fresh account and has watched three Spider-Man videos. Now the CF recommender system has created an association between Spider-Man and Messi through Jim’s watch history. Based on this, it attempts to send Rick a Messi video to see if he likes it. Even though we know that Spider-Man and Messi have no relationship, the CF system creates one based on the user’s watch history, and it recommends the most popular of these relationships to new users based on their own watch history.

Basically, CF recommends a video to user Rick based on the interests of a similar user, Jim. Now there can be many nonsensical relationships created by CF, but YouTube is smart enough to only pick the most popular ones. So if Rick has watched Spider-Man videos, it knows from millions of users’ watch history that people who watch Spider-Man also watch the Avengers. So it will try recommending an Avengers video. YouTube ranks the results of its CF algorithm and shows multiple such videos based on their relevance rank. The order of videos shown on the sidebar reflects the ‘rank’ of each video’s relevance to the user.

This also works via search queries. YouTube can create an association between two people who searched for particular keywords in the search bar and the types of videos they watch. One thing the paper says is that ‘Although explicit feedback mechanisms exist on YouTube (thumbs up/down, in-product surveys, etc.) we use the implicit feedback of watches to train the model, where a user completing a video is a positive example.’5

CF can be hijacked by, well, doing collaborations. If Varun Mayya collaborates with YouTuber Sid Warrier, then watchers of Sid Warrier’s channel will see me, and many of them will go watch at least one video from my channel. This tricks the YouTube algorithm into creating a CF recommendation between our channels.

Most good creators know this instinctively. A 1M+ creator wishing to be anonymous told me that most of his reach comes from status hacking another brand: either via collaborating with other creators or making videos about them.

Even if they search for keywords that display videos from Sid Warrier’s channel, my channel might be recommended.

This means that collaborating with ‘How-To’ type channels might be more valuable than collaborating with personalities because users who discover a creator via a certain search query will be recommended your content.

Dissing another creator also engages the CF algorithm because existing watchers of A will almost always watch a diss/roast of A on another channel. This creates a really good situation for CF algorithms to begin their work creating an association. I would only recommend this if you care about views more than reputation, though. Paddy Galloway, the YouTuber who narrates the growth stories of other YouTubers, grew pretty much by doing this (although he wasn’t dissing but piggybacking on other big creators by talking about them).

Likes, downvotes, in-product surveys and even comments don’t matter at all. You can get downvoted to hell and still become highly recommended. I see YouTubers asking people to ‘Like their video’. This is pointless. The algorithm doesn’t care about this. You can start a channel with likes and comments disabled and still make it work. ‘Subscribe’ is a great call to action though.

Layer 2: Ranking
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Figure 5.3: The second step is to rank the videos



This system takes the hundreds of videos returned at candidate generation and serves just a few to the user. It orders the videos in candidate generation by the highest likelihood of expected watch time. In short, ranking is determined by the click-through rate (CTR) and existing watch time of the video. Watch time is still more important as using the CTR alone makes people clickbait too often, which YouTube doesn’t like. If you look at the 2019 paper instead of the 2016 one, you will see that some bias on the CTR has been fixed.

If you look at the YouTube sidebar on a laptop or desktop, it’s kind of obvious that the lower down the sidebar a recommended video is shown, the lower the likelihood of it being clicked. On a mobile, this is even worse as you only see one or two recommendations at a time because of the small screen. The 2019 algorithm accounts for this bias. If you click on a recommendation that was very low down the list, then that video will be recommended at a higher spot from that point on in other users’ recommended lists. The user’s history with the channel that uploaded the video being scored is also useful:

1.	How many videos has the user watched from this channel?

2.	When was the last time the user watched a video on this topic?

These are probably not as important as the CTR when the recommended video is lower down a list. The only way you can make this happen is with an insanely eye-catching thumbnail.


[image: The Content Creator Handbook]
Figure 5.4: CTR for videos higher on the sidebar are naturally higher6



Finally, YouTube is constantly looking at the freshness of content. The algorithm tries to recommend recent content rather than old stuff. This is because when you look at a twenty-four-hour window, there might not be a lot of good content to recommend, but if you look at YouTube’s multi-year history of videos, there might be a lot of good stuff that will dominate the recommended list—they needed to remove this bias. YouTube always tries to take age into account, and the fresher the video, the higher the likelihood of its recommendation. Through all these signals, YouTube is constantly trying to improve its watch time. It does this by ‘modelling’ its expected watch time.

YouTube can sort of guess what the watch time of a particular video will be with very little data. What you have to do to rank high is give YouTube a very high watch time so they can achieve their revenue goals.

Insights for creators

CTR is quite important to earn a click.

Which of these thumbnails below do you think has a higher CTR? The one on top probably has a lot higher CTR than the one on the bottom. It’s obvious it would win a heated thumbnail battle. The learning? Get a good thumbnail designer.
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Figure 5.6: Would you click on this thumbnail?7
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Figure 5.7: Or this one?8



You can create a clickbait with a great thumbnail and title, but you also need to deliver. The best way to think about it is to make your video less boring or actually do what the thumbnail and title say you will do. Again, you should make private or delete your non-performing videos. I know that sounds ridiculous, but it is what it is. You don’t want people seeing your low watch-time videos.

If you look at the engagement tab of any video’s analytics, you’ll see where drop-offs happen. What you’ll clearly notice is that the maximum drop-off happens in the first twenty seconds. This is true for all YouTubers, small and big. Most drop-offs happen immediately.
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Figure 11: YouTube retention curve9



Not just that, with YouTube autoplay, sometimes the first three to four seconds of your video can act as your thumbnail too. So, your first three to four seconds have to be good.

MrBeast has gone on record multiple times and said that he spends one entire day shooting the intro for his videos. He knows that the intro is the area with the highest drop-offs and puts immense focus here to capture attention before a drop-off.

Entrepreneur and influencer Raj Shamani (over 1.7 million followers on Instagram) has something similar to say about Instagram reels: ‘No, it doesn’t matter if you are consistent. Hold people for just six seconds and the algorithm will push you automatically.’

YouTuber and investor Garry Tan understands watch time and an exciting intro too:


[image: The Content Creator Handbook]
Figure 5.8: Garry Tan tweets about attention spans on YouTube10



There’s a difference between watch time and the percentage of videos watched. If you are putting up a two-minute video and have 90 per cent retention, that’s probably less important than a ten-minute video with 70 per cent retention. YouTube cares more about the total amount of time watched than the percentage of the video watched.

This is the main reason live streams aren’t the greatest when you’re starting out if your goal is to be recommended often by YouTube. When live, it works well, but after the video is done, you have to mercilessly cut out the boring parts.

But there is a flip side to this. Once you become a large creator, there is no better way to ensure retention than to go live. Live works best when you already have a large following. People come for your personality, so live is a great format to keep your existing followers engaged. You essentially become a late-night TV show. You can have very long watch times with live content and a loyal audience, sometimes hours.

AlgoTransparency.org notes which YouTube channels get the largest number of recommendations, and you can see that those with the strongest recommendations mimic live TV/news from the days of television. People probably watch these channels while eating dinner, so they have insane watch time and don’t click away.
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Figure 5.9: What the top-recommended channels are11



The reason I don’t recommend live streams to small creators is that it doesn’t work until the audience fully trusts and knows you. If you’re small, live streams are the worst way to grow. If you’re large, there’s no better way to earn massive watch time and become a dinnertime brand.

A lot of top creators ask new creators to ‘stay consistent’. It’s important, but consistency is not what drives recommendations. It’s the fact that the YouTube algorithm loves recommending fresh content. And you can only be fresh 24/7 if you’re putting up content regularly. In fact, posting fresh content gives you yet another signal that is in your control when it comes to the algorithm—this is the path for the user to discover your old content. By first watching one of your fresh videos, the recommender starts showing them your older videos.

This clarification on consistency also applies to creator burnout. Creators are afraid of taking breaks because they think that consistency drives the algorithm, and they must create frequently in order to be recommended more to their own audience. This is not true—content creators can take breaks. It’s just that their channels might not grow as fast during the break and their audience might forget them. The algorithm isn’t explicitly penalizing them. Susan Wojcicki, the ex-CEO of YouTube, went on record to say that creators aren’t penalized for taking breaks.

After the pandemic, a lot of new content was put up on YouTube, most of which was noise and copy-pasted from other channels. Recently, one change YouTube has made to its algorithm is to show more content from authoritative sources. If YouTube ‘trusts’ you (this doesn’t depend on your channel size, it depends on your Google Knowledge Graph), then it is more likely to show your content. News channels benefit the most from this. For most of you, this might not be a controllable factor in the beginning.

Our Thoughts

I personally believe the YouTube ecosystem is becoming the next Hollywood. Not because of the fame of creators, but because getting in is becoming very difficult. Five years ago, producing good content with a clickbait thumbnail was good enough to get views and subscribers. To get in today, you have to do a lot of things, like collaborating with a bigger YouTuber and getting the CF algorithm and their audience on your side. Just like Hollywood, if you know someone, you have a higher chance of getting in. YouTube was always seen as a platform that democratized fame, where anyone could become popular. But that is slowly fading—nowadays it’s hard to get big without the blessings of the higher-ups. Eventually, the main ways to grow when starting out on social platforms will either be to collaborate with a bigger YouTuber or make a diss track with their name in the title, just to get the CF system rolling. As founder and investor Nikita Bier on X summarized it:
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Figure 5.10: Nikita Bier on Twitter being like a prison.12



Even though his tweet was meant for X, it works much the same on YouTube. This change in social platforms has already begun. But like I’ve said before, the algorithm is a reflection of what people want. Therefore, to win YouTube, you need to understand not just the platform, but also what people want. Just because you can make unique content doesn’t mean there’s a market for it in terms of interest or views.

So let’s learn about these ‘engagement markets’.
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The Engagement Economy

It’s better to think of YouTube in terms of hotspots for people’s attention or engagement instead of niches. In my previous book Pyjama Profit, we coined the term ‘pyjama economy’, which was a set of digital skills that had demand online. Now, I’m going to one-up myself and invent a new term, ‘the engagement economy’, which is the sum total of all audience interests for content that can actually be sustained week on week. A lot of people think that this engagement economy would be composed of all the areas and niches that humans are interested in. After all, humans have varied interests, and each interest area forms a particular niche for which content can be created. Right?

I don’t think so.

There’s a reason I dislike the word ‘niche’ on YouTube. It implies that there is a sustained interest from audiences for all sorts of content. This isn’t true. There are niches that don’t work on YouTube. Some human interests are fleeting. Some of these niches may have one or two good video ideas but will not garner an audience that watches that sort of content week after week. For example, ‘Watching Paint Dry in Different Colours’ is a niche that has one or two potential viral videos. But it is unlikely that audiences that subscribe after watching one of these videos will stick around for a long time. Some niches, while viable, may not be worth working on because they are too crowded. The better way to think about it is as ‘engagement markets’. By definition, all markets have supply and demand. Content is no different.

Over time, I’ve mapped a simple set of questions to help you find an engagement market to tap:


	Is it an area of human interest in the real world?
	Is there a need or emotion being tapped into?
	Are there enough topics to produce 100 such videos here?
	Is there a TV show or existing proof of concept on the format?
	Is the space crowded? Are there more than five large (over 1 million), well-known channels in the space?
	Will the audience get bored after more than 100 videos on the topic?
	Are there trend lines that you can react to? News, tech reviews and reaction channels are fantastic because there’s an endless supply of content available every week that you can give your opinion on.
	Do you personally enjoy creating content around this topic?
	Do you have the expertise in the area to provide insights that nobody else can?
	Will the audience subscribe? Can loyalty be created in this market?
	Can you make money from the access that tapping into this market gives you?
	Is it a zero-sum market (i.e., does another person making a video in this market steal views from you)?
	Is there a new format you can pioneer?



Out of all these, the last question is the most important. Almost all new successful channels are a mix and match of topic, format and style that tap into an existing, uncrowded engagement market. There are roughly four variables you can tweak:

1.	Topic (AI, personal finance, careers, etc.)

2.	Format (reactions, podcast, round table, show and tell, skits, tutorials, etc.)

3.	Setting (in a room, on a video call, green screen, outdoor walk, in a car, etc.)

4.	Personalities (your base personality or a character that you play; this could include other celebrities and famous people).

You are not limited to picking just one option from each variable. You can pick multiple. Your goal is to be as differentiated as possible.

Our channels can be decoded like this:


	Overpowered is AI + show and tell + over a video call + Tanmay and Varun
	Aevy is business + skits and news + green screen + Achina, Ocus, Martin
	Breakdown is industry reports + reaction + in a room + Varun and Achina



A lot of founders of companies make the mistake of waking up one morning and thinking, ‘I’m going to start a podcast!’ Then they pick a topic and get started.

The problem is that the combination (I like to call this ‘layering’) is too simple and the engagement market for it will most likely already be saturated.

You can map it out as topic (say, personal finance), format (say, podcast), setting (in a room) and personality (of the founder). The problem is that when you over-index on just personality, you struggle unless your personality is very differentiated. Andrew Tate, the provocative lifestyle influencer, is the best example of this. While his layering of topic, format and setting is simple, he wins his engagement market on personality. Because his three other variables are simple, he has no choice but to be provocative.

As you can see with what we do, our viewpoints and personalities are nowhere near as extreme as Tate’s. That’s why we had to innovate elsewhere, and with Aevy, for example, we layered two different formats together (skits and reactions). Founders often tell me, ‘Hey, I can’t say extreme things, but I still want to start a podcast.’ Well, then you have to innovate elsewhere as the engagement market is saturated. One tweak that nobody spends too much time on is the setting. Take the example of a podcast on a saturated topic like personal finance. Most podcasts are conducted in a room. Why not tweak or layer that?

For example, the channel ‘First We Feast’ operates a series called ‘Hot Ones’ where they invite celebrities for a podcast. The twist? The setting of the podcast is a table on which is laid food and a series of hot sauces, each sauce spicier than the last. As the podcast progresses, guests progress from the first few sauces that are mild all the way to the hot ones. It’s wild watching celebrities narrate life stories with tears in their eyes.

A lot of these tweaks in the setting of the show can differentiate you from the myriad podcasts that crop up every day. I am personally not a big fan of podcasts featuring guests because lining them up can be a pain unless you are influential yourself. In a way, it limits the amount of content you can consistently put up. But it has advantages. Featuring guests reduces the amount of preparation work you have to do when creating content. Sitting back and hearing a guest speak can keep the audience engaged without you having to do all the work.

As you can see, despite the topics being different, it’s helpful to categorize based on format. In my eyes, Tanmay’s meme reactions and CNBC’s news format are almost the same; they just react to different topics.

Meme reactions are an interesting engagement market to study, and we should dive deeper here. There are thousands of popular meme reaction channels. The engagement market is crowded, yet there is space for new entrants. The long tail (i.e., the number of smaller channels) is huge. Let’s answer all the above questions for this market.


	Is it an area of human interest in the real world?



	Yes, absolutely.


	Is there a need or emotion being tapped into?



	Yes, people want to be entertained and have a laugh.


	Are there enough topics to produce 100 such videos here?



	Yes, the meme supply is unlimited. Reviewing and reacting to this is easy.


	Is there a TV show or existing proof of concept on the format?



	Memes have held people’s attention since the days of forums and Facebook. They’ve also performed well on video.


	Is the space crowded? Are there more than five large (over 1 million), well-known channels in the space?



	Meme reviews have one of the lowest barriers to entry and yes, the space is crowded.


	Will the audience get bored after more than 100 videos on the topic?



	The audience that subscribes to this sort of content will continue to watch these videos long-term.


	Are there trend lines that you can react to?



	By definition, meme review channels are a type of reaction channel, and the underlying content is unlimited.


	Do you personally enjoy creating content around this topic?



	This is for you to answer.


	Do you have the expertise in the area to provide insights that nobody else can?



	Let’s say you’re starting a channel on physics. It makes sense that you need to have a deep understanding of the topic to create content around it. With meme reviews, it doesn’t seem like you need depth of expertise in anything, right? Wrong. Meme reviews test your depth of expertise in understanding culture. You need to stay up to date with what’s happening in the world.


	Will the audience subscribe? Can loyalty be created in this market?



	Loyalty can be driven by your personality.


	Can you make money from the access that tapping into this market gives you?



	The answer to this is highly variable for the meme space. Most advertisers will choose to advertise if the personality of the channel is recognized or well known. However, the value of an audience that watches memes is highly variable.


	Is it a zero-sum market (i.e., does another person making a video in this market steal views from you)?



	Up to a limit. A strong personality guarantees strong audience stickiness.


	Is there a new format you can pioneer?



	This is a question for you to answer.

There is one problem that comes with layering too many settings and formats: you can reduce the size of the engagement market. For example, there was a TikToker who only made videos of him eating ramen while wearing blue glasses. While he did have some hit videos, the audience size for this specific engagement market is small. In general, the more you layer, the smaller the audience you can expect. It’s a trade-off: more layering for the certainty of a smaller number of views, or less layering at the cost of very high competition. Of course, if you win with less layering, you can get massive. The risk profile is something for you to choose. My opinion is that the only way to win with less layering is to start on day one of the birth of a new engagement market (for example, personal finance when all the investor funding was flowing in).

Another variable that’s unique to India that I haven’t mentioned yet is language. If someone has a very successful channel in a particular language, there is space to make a similar channel but in a different primary language. The entire south Indian cinema to Bollywood remake phenomenon is taking advantage of this. English content has a little less than a quarter of the market size of Hindi content in India, but the audience you can gather is more monetizable. The rough mathematics is that around 54 per cent of online videos that Indians watch are in Hindi, while English is preferred by just 16 per cent of the viewing population.1 Make your decisions wisely.

Finally, most people would add a question about ‘short-form’ content, i.e., YouTube shorts and reels. I have a much longer opinion on this that we’ll cover later in the book. For now, it’s useful to think about shorts as a form of dual layering in the format variable.

There’s one last thing I need to reiterate about engagement markets. The best channels are built in engagement markets that are still nascent. Real estate is the best analogy for this. If you were to buy property as an investment today, you would invest in a part of the city that you think may grow over the next few years. But if you speak to anyone successful in real estate, they will tell you that it’s all about betting on the future—before it becomes obvious to everyone else. Often, you could be plain wrong about these future bets. All my failures, both in business and content, have come from bets on the future that have been wrong or mistimed. I attribute our recent success in content to betting more correctly, even if some of those bets sound crazy (skits in informational content, for example). If you bet on an engagement market that is too far away, you can also miss the timing window and burn out before the market becomes mainstream.

The formula for content success (and even business success) is to do something that seems lame before it becomes mainstream. Execution skill and hard work are of course important, but secondary to picking the right engagement markets.

I can give you an example of a future engagement market that I’m pretty sure will blow up in India: game development content. It seems boring to the average person today, but it will definitely be an area of interest in the future. There are a few channels in other countries that are starting to get mainstream in the space. But alas, nobody in India tackles it today because it seems boring and uncool, unlike personal finance content. This insight into betting on the future drove me to start the Breakdown channel, which is based on venture capital reports. My persona has now changed from experimenter/hacker to experimenter/hacker in the right places. I don’t mind looking stupid in the short term if I have the conviction that something will become big in the future. The perfect timing window is to look for what will become popular in one to two years. Longer than that and you will most likely burn out before any sort of success.

In the next chapter, I’ll let Achina use a different lens. While I’ve spent time talking about the market for a certain type of content, Achina will dive deeper into the audience that consumes that content, how to profile them and why it’s important.
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My First Lessons

For the longest time, I have had a deep fascination for human beings. I’ve always been a curious person, but this subject of people, trying to understand what ails them, what drives them and what makes them act the way they do is something that has always left me in wonder. Over time, this is also what I’ve truly grown to love about being a creator. At the core of it all, I feel this is what content creation is all about—it’s about understanding humans and creating content that caters to the needs and wants of the person who’s on the other side of the screen spending their precious time watching you and listening to you.

Getting to know this person, your audience, is the most crucial piece of the puzzle, and if you’re able to understand them, you have overcome your toughest hurdle with content creation. This, and of course, creating that damn video that you’ve been contemplating making for days, but we’ll get to that later!

The ‘customer is king’ goes the famous Jeff Bezos quote. Similarly, on YouTube, the ‘viewer is king’ is a philosophy you should embrace early on in your content creation journey. Although, I do have to be honest here and tell you that when I started out with YouTube, I did not look at content through this lens, and I did not have all this content wisdom that I’m spilling right now. I was an absolute noob, and here’s a little story about my first video.

When I started out with content creation, I knew nothing about the platform. And when I say nothing, I mean literally NOTHING. YouTube was an unknown land to me that I rarely traversed. I was a bit of a nerd, so I spent most of my time reading books or articles online. The maximum amount of time I spent on YouTube was when I was trying to learn 3D design, so I would watch a lot of 3D modelling tutorials on YouTube. That was the beginning and end of my relationship with YouTube.

At some point I decided I wanted to be a YouTuber, more so because it would be a fun little side project for me and my husband, Varun, to do together. Also, it sounded cool. I didn’t know where to start, so I thought it would be a brilliant idea to go out there and talk about myself. I decided I would make a video in which I talked about my life, my relationship, the things I loved, the lessons I’ve learnt—you get the point. I shot the first video with Varun, spoke about literally everything there was to share about me and about us, and got the video edited. I spent time figuring out the correct visuals, the font, the colours and every tiny aspect of the video. When the video was ready, I sent it to my mom, my dad and my whole family, and went to sleep extremely satisfied with my first video project. Little did I expect the results I saw.

You know how we all have the tendency to get attached to the things we work on? We start evaluating an outcome relative to the amount of effort it took to achieve it; it’s also a cognitive bias called the ‘effort justification bias’. I was evidently a victim of this. I had put in a lot of effort to create this video, so I obviously had high expectations. But clearly, putting out a well-edited, well-shot video does not equate to views on YouTube.

Well, this was my lesson number one—plain, directionless effort does not amount to anything on YouTube (or in life). You have to put in effort in the correct places if you want desirable outcomes in return. A boring video with impeccable editing and visuals is still a boring video.

Here’s my second lesson and the most fundamental lesson about YouTube and creating videos that I learnt that day—do not create content for yourself; create it for the viewer.

I know this sounds like a straightforward statement, but it isn’t. I felt it was close to blasphemy that not one person was interested in what I had to say when I had been so open on camera and shared my life story in my first video. It’s a tough pill to swallow, especially when you’re starting out and hope to become a YouTube star, that NO ONE really gives a damn about you or your story. The people on the other side of the screen do not care about you; they care about themselves and how your content impacts them. But the thing is that we humans are funny little creatures who have an innate need to share and talk about ourselves and all the things we love. In fact, we enjoy it so much that about 40 per cent of our everyday conversation is devoted to telling others about what we feel or think. I didn’t say this; Harvard neuroscientist Diana Tamir did. She also says, ‘Talking about ourselves–whether in a personal conversation or through social media sites like Facebook and Twitter—triggers the same sensation of pleasure in the brain as food or money. People were even willing to forgo money in order to talk about themselves.’1 Therefore, it is understandable if you want to share your story on these social platforms; even I did. I only thought about me, myself and I and didn’t bother spending time evaluating how the audience would engage with this content.

You must be asking yourself: But, if I don’t talk about the things that are important to me, my ideas or my passions, then what the hell am I supposed to talk about? There are plenty of content creators who leave their full-time jobs to follow their personal passions and share those on social media, a common one being ‘travel’. So yes, of course, you can talk about the things you are passionate about and create content around them; in fact, it’s the easiest starting point. But you need to add another layer to this and answer this question: Is there an audience that cares about the things you’re deeply passionate about and wish to talk about? If not, then there’s no point in creating content.

A lot of content creators give advice along the lines of, ‘A good piece of content will eventually find its audience.’ I don’t find this to be true because, for a creator who is just starting out on their content journey, anything they put effort into will seem like a good piece of content. What entails ‘good’ content becomes very subjective, so the correct version of this advice would be, ‘A piece of content when effectively crafted to resonate with and address the interests of a significant audience, is more likely to find its rightful audience.’

Let’s get into all the things that go into creating this piece of content that will resonate with a lot of people, get you views and make you a successful content creator. In my experience, there are essentially four parts to becoming a successful content creator: the people, the platform, the content, and lastly, the part that no one talks about is getting started.
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Who’s the Person on the Other Side of the Screen?

There’s something that I have noticed about a lot of creators when they start their content creation journey. We all have an archetype of the person who we think will watch our content, and this archetype is more often than not very similar to people from our friend groups.

You may believe that the next video you upload will hopefully get at least a thousand views. Who are these thousand people on the internet you think will watch your video? What are they like? Try to picture who these people could be. If you’re an existing content creator and pay attention to your audience, you’ll know exactly who these people are, but if you’ve never created content before, it could be tough to come up with an accurate answer.

We often assume that the people on the other side of the screen watching our content will be people who are somewhat like us or our friends and share similar beliefs. It would be tough to picture anything else because we don’t know any better. Now you might counter this by saying, ‘I’ve met hundreds of people in my life and interacted with so many folks on the internet. I know what the people who’ll watch my videos will be like.’ No, trust me, you don’t. And it’s not a bad thing. In fact, it’s a great starting point. It’s when we feel like we’ve understood our audience and become too comfortable with it that there’s trouble. It’s the Dunning–Kruger effect in action, where we think we already know everything when we actually only have half the picture.
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Figure 8.1: The Dunning–Kruger Effect1



Let me tell you how I understood my audience better. Some context first—my father was in the Indian armed forces, and we moved around a lot while I was growing up. I’ve lived in over ten cities across the country (ranging from small towns like Palampur and Ooty to developed cities like Delhi and Bengaluru) and grown up with people from all sorts of backgrounds. Sounds like an enriching experience, right? Yes, it definitely was.

This diverse experience, coupled with my deep interest in studying people and human behaviour, led me to believe that I had a fairly good understanding of people, what they valued, and what their wants and needs were. I extended this belief to my YouTube audience as well. I had a lot of ideas about what the average person consuming my content would be like. But as I started deep-diving into the data, I realized I was wrong. I made so many assumptions that didn’t apply to this audience.

We often take our life experiences, apply them to the world around us and start believing that the world is confined to our limited understanding of it. But it isn’t. YouTube is such a magnanimous platform; there are 2.7 billion active users on YouTube—which is a huge number that our brains cannot accurately make sense of.

Take a guess—how many people do you think are sitting in the stadium in the image below?2



Probably over 1,00,000. The YouTube user base can fill 27,000 such stadiums. The scale is wild!

So, what I ask from you is to enter the YouTube arena with an open mind and a willingness to learn more about your viewers because there’s a high chance they are not like anyone you’ve met before.

Now, how do we find out what this viewer is like? Well, that’s the easy part. If you’re someone who has never created content before and is just starting out, answer the questions in the next section with whatever comes to your mind right now, but as you go about creating content, you’ll have a lot of data points, which will help you cross-verify your assumptions about your viewers.

Viewer Persona

Let’s say you’ve figured out an engagement market. Now let’s focus on who’s doing the engaging—the audience.

A great way to understand your audience better is to put together a user persona. A user persona is nothing but a semi-fictional representation of a typical user. I used to work with the product team in one of my previous jobs, and one of the important steps while designing a product was creating these user personas.

This exercise helped us design the product better; similarly, creating a viewer persona can be extremely helpful for crafting your content better. We’ll cover demographics, which tell us about the age, gender and location of our viewer, and psychographics, which give us insights into their behaviour and why they may prefer certain things or act in certain ways.

Demographics


	What age group do your viewers fall into? Are they Gen Z, millennials or boomers?
	Where are most of your viewers located geographically?
	What is the gender of your viewer—is your content geared more towards men or women or both?
	What is the general educational level of your audience?
	What is the average income range of your audience? Do they come from lower middle-class families or wealthy families?



Psychographics


	What draws your viewers to your content? Are they seeking entertainment or education?
	What values do your viewers hold dear? Are they traditional, or are they more modern?
	Are your viewers generally outgoing and sociable like typical extroverts, or are they more introverted?
	What aspirations do your viewers share? Are they focused on career growth, entrepreneurship or further education?
	How do your viewers decide on what to buy? Do they prefer well-known Indian brands, anything that’s affordable or high-quality, expensive brands?
	What type of content do they typically engage with on platforms? Is it Bollywood celebrity updates, cricket highlights or social and political discussions?
	How do your viewers describe themselves online? Are they avid followers of tech enthusiasts, advocates of social justice or environmental advocates?
	What other channels does your audience spend time on?
	What challenges are your viewers looking to address through your content?



You don’t need to know the answers to all these questions; you can write down what you assume your viewers will be like if you haven’t started creating content yet.

Let me give you an example of a viewer persona for our channel Breakdown. Let’s name this viewer Rahul and craft out his persona. Rahul is a male millennial who lives in a tier-one town in India; he has completed his bachelor’s and now works in a tech start-up, earning above Rs 50,000 per month. He watches Breakdown for deep insights to learn more about different industries, as these learnings could be valuable to him when he is figuring out his next career move. He’s a modern man with traditional Indian values, loves watching cricket and is curious to learn about the political climate of the country so as to understand where the Indian economy is headed. He’s a tech enthusiast and also listens to top business and intellectual Indian podcasts while driving to and from work.

These were all assumptions I had about my ideal viewer until I started refining the persona based on data. But I’ll tell you why these assumptions help—you’re able to write your content keeping a person in mind and thus make it more relatable. Imagine crafting content while flying blind, like shooting arrows in the dark, hoping one hits the target. By knowing who you are speaking to, you can pick better tones and even video styles that resonate the most with them. Think of it as having a conversation with a friend—you know what they like, what humour they appreciate and what information they find valuable. In essence, creating a viewer persona enables you to bridge the gap between your content and your audience’s expectations.

The devil is in the data

Another way to get to know your viewer is by studying the data available on YouTube Studio under the Audience section:

1)	Make a note of when your viewers are online. If you regularly upload at 10 a.m. but all your Rahuls are most active in the evening, then you need to fix your upload time.
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Figure 8.2: Viewer activity times3



2)	Check your audience’s demographics: How old are they, and what is their gender? If you’re creating content for a thirty-five-year-old, but your content is being watched by folks who are thirteen to seventeen years old, then you need to revise your content strategy by either optimizing your content for your current audience with whom this content is resonating or by changing your content buckets to attract your desired audience. Be careful! If you have an extremely young audience, your audience demographic could show forty-five to fifty-four! (Take a wild guess why.)
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Figure 8.3: Age and gender graph4



3)	Find out what the audience watches. This information can be very insightful because it teaches you more about your audience’s interests and shows you what they’re spending time watching on YouTube. For example, if you look at the piece of data below for one of our channels, it tells me that our audience is also interested in learning more about Indian history, which I wouldn’t have figured out until I saw this.
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Figure 8.4: Similar channels5



4)	Unique views vs returning views is a key metric. Using the metrics for new and returning viewers, you can strategically plan your content. For instance, fostering loyalty among your audience might involve producing content consistent with your topic and format, but if you want new viewers, you can explore new topics to attract these fresh viewers. YouTube Studio also gives data on how these unique viewers find your channel, which content led them there and the number of videos they consume.
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Figure 8.5: Unique vs returning viewers6



Varun does a deep dive into analytics in a later chapter that you should not miss.

Stalk till you drop!

A third way to get to know your audience’s online behaviour better is by studying other successful channels in the same domain. For example, if you want to start a health and nutrition channel, I want you to find the top five nutrition channels and check out all their videos. Sort the videos by popularity and see if any of the popular videos were recent uploads (within the last ninety days). If yes, then study those videos. Do this for all the top channels. If all the top fifteen to twenty videos on a channel were from many years ago, then the channel may not be as relevant any more, or the audience has grown out of this content and no longer relates to it. You want to find what has been working recently, not what worked a couple of years ago. Study the thumbnails, the titles, the descriptions, the script, and most importantly, the comments. The comments will help you recognize what it was about a piece of content that resonated with the viewers. Additionally, comments can be a gold mine of insights and help you identify other related topics that this audience might be interested in. You can leverage this data to devise a content calendar that caters to your audience.

One more trend that works on YouTube is finding outlier videos and making your own version of them. An outlier is a deviation from the general trend of a channel. Sometimes, you’ll find channels that have one or two of their videos blow up and receive tens of millions of views, up to ten times the average views. Study these outlier videos in depth, what the concept was, and why that one video appealed to millions of people, and you can take inspiration from this concept to create your own differentiated version of it. For example:
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Figure 8.6: Tokyo Capsule Hotel Tour video that did really well7




[image: The Content Creator Handbook]
Figure 8.7: A similar video by another channel8



I’ve found this to be true across platforms, not just YouTube. If you study YouTubers who react to memes, news and events, you will notice that they leverage a piece of content that has already gone viral or performed well on another platform and add their own spin to it. A piece of content that amasses millions of views on Reddit or X also has a high propensity to pull a significant amount of views on YouTube. Though the way the audience interacts with the content on different social media platforms differs, the things that interest particular audiences remain the same across platforms. It works the other way around as well.

The Amazon case study video on our YouTube channel Aevy TV was our first video to cross 1,00,000 views within a span of two or three days. We uploaded the same video on a brand new LinkedIn channel, and BAM! It amassed over 3,00,000 impressions on LinkedIn as well.
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Figure 8.8: The Amazon video on LinkedIn9
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Figure 8.9: The Amazon video on YouTube10



If you want to dive into your audience further and identify the topics they are interested in, study their behaviour across platforms. Check the trending topics in your domain on Reddit, X, Facebook, Instagram and all other social platforms available to you. This will not just give you more data points about your audience but also give you a lot of new content ideas that you can create around.

One thing to note here is that the audience is constantly changing as you create content. They grow older, their life situations change, and with that, their interests and priorities shift too. Think about it: a viewer who starts following your content at twenty while enjoying college life might find themselves in a very different place five years down the line. At twenty-five, working a full-time job, their perspective on life and what they seek from your content will have evolved. This transformation is why understanding your audience is an ongoing process, not a one-time task.

The day you stop prioritizing your audience is the day they’ll stop prioritizing your content. It’s a tough reality, but it is what it is! The upside to this is that if you’re able to cultivate a loyal audience with a high affinity for you, they’ll stick by you for a long time. However, very few content creators are able to command this kind of loyalty. So, as the audience that grows out of your content leaves, you have to keep attracting newer audiences while also continuously studying the new audience that comes in. Who are they? What are their likes and dislikes, and what aspects of your content draw them in? This is where adaptability becomes your best asset. Being receptive to the changing dynamics of your audience and willing to tailor your content to meet these new preferences is key. This cyclical process of understanding, adapting and evolving with your audience is what will keep your content fresh and relevant.
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The Resistance to Starting

There’s one thing about content creation that no one really addresses: How do you get started?

Yes, we all know that we need to shoot a video, upload it and then repeat the same thing until we become YouTube superstars. But sometimes, putting that first video out there is the hardest hurdle. I have met so many people who have written script after script and come up with all sorts of strategies for their YouTube channel but have never gotten around to uploading that first video.

A lot of people will think, ‘Oh, the person probably wasn’t serious enough about it, so they didn’t start.’ Yes, that might be the case for a few, but sometimes it’s a little more than that. I recently read the book The War of Art by Steven Pressfield,1 where he talks about the concept of ‘resistance’.

Resistance in physics is defined as ‘the opposition that a substance offers to the flow of electric current’. This opposition is a force that requires energy to overcome, and the stronger the resistance, the more energy is needed. Translating this to a more general application, Pressfield says resistance is what stops you from going through with a task by any means necessary. It could be by inspiring fear and anxiety, emphasizing other distractions that require attention or raising the voice of an inner critic.

I found this insightful because I realized the more you care about the task, the stronger the resistance. It’s not just a matter of being ‘serious enough’ about it; rather, it’s a struggle against a very real, although intangible, force that actively works to hold us back from starting something new. It took me a lot of time to start writing this book—‘start writing’ being the keywords here. It did not take me a lot of time to write the book, but getting started was a mammoth task because I was constantly facing pushback from myself, thinking, ‘What if I don’t do a good job?’, ‘What if the reader hates it?’

All I had to do was sit and start writing, and once I got in the rhythm, trust me, it was so much easier. If you absolutely want to be a big creator, chances are your resistance to work on that goal will increase, mainly because of fear. Fear of your first video not being good enough. Fear of you getting laughed at by your peers. Fear of being judged. And resistance feeds on fear.

The more worried you are about the outcomes, the more you’ll keep postponing this task. You’ll spend your time doing all the unimportant tasks and keep delaying this by coming up with random excuses like, ‘Oh no, today was a busy day. I HAD TO submit my project, so I didn’t have the time to shoot the video.’ On day two, your brain will probably come up with a different excuse—‘Maybe YouTube is not for me’, on day three, another one and so on. You’ve got to fight this resistance; it only exists because you are scared of the outcome.

I know it is tough to put yourself out there. It requires courage, and courage sadly doesn’t come in abundance. But if you’ve picked up this book and you’ve reached this point, it’s for a reason. You have decided to become a content creator, so you have a responsibility to yourself to follow through. Your first video does not need to be perfect; you don’t need the perfect camera or the perfect lighting; you just need to shoot that script and upload it. I promise you the second one will be much easier, and by your tenth video, you’ll be much better. But you need to shoot that first damn video. You’ll probably hate it, and yes, the camera does do some voodoo magic on all of us, where we suddenly start sounding like we don’t know how to speak or what to say. But like everything in life, it gets easier with practice. I had a friend and every time she would shoot, she’d get an accent, and she’d be so confused, wondering, why the hell is this happening? Then she’d say, ‘Achina, I hate the way I sound. There is no way I’m uploading this.’ This happened for a long time until finally, she decided, ‘Screw it, let me just push this out.’

And she did; not one person commented on the way she spoke; in fact, they only praised her content, and all was good. Don’t fear the outcomes; focus on getting started. If you’re worried you’ll forget what you have to say, download a teleprompter app on your phone—it’s the greatest hack! Put the script on the teleprompter, read it out a couple of times till you’re comfortable with the speed of the teleprompter, move your arms, and you are golden. But you absolutely need to shoot those first few videos and, more importantly, upload them. Stop thinking that they aren’t good enough. Trust me, they are! Also, don’t make the mistake of comparing your day one video to someone else’s 500th video. They’ve done this 500 times over, so they will be better at it, and at some point, you’ll become better than them, but it all starts with you taking that first step. So go ahead and upload!
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Storytelling 101

So, you’ve sat down to write your first script. In this chapter, I will detail how to write a good one. Contrary to popular opinion, you should always write a script before creating a video. A good script can make or break your video.

So how do you write scripts and tell stories that allow you to create better videos? Well, first let’s not confuse YouTube storytelling with cinema storytelling. Why? The obvious answer would be attention span. But a more nuanced answer would be that it’s a different platform. Each platform comes with its own constraints and therefore requires the art and the artist to adapt or die. Leonardo da Vinci once said, ‘Art lives from constraints and dies from freedom.’

When you go to watch a movie, the movie has the leverage (you paid for a ticket) and therefore can start much slower. Whereas when you consume video, the game changes completely. All of a sudden, the cinematography loses its value. On YouTube, you are bringing the audience from their world to yours, but unlike in cinema, you do not have the liberty to set the context slowly. You have to do it fast because you are competing against several other videos on the sidebar; if you are slow and boring and cannot get the viewer’s attention immediately, there are at least ten enticing videos asking the viewer to click away. In a cinema hall, this would be the equivalent of being able to walk out of a movie and walk into any other movie and have it start from the beginning.

The faster you set context and the faster you move on to the main subject, the more likely the viewers are to stick around. This is how you create good ‘hooks’. The internet is filled with noise. I see hundreds of reels that try to teach ‘how to create hooks’. They teach the weirdest techniques and talk about why you should start with specific words, phrases or styles. Whereas in reality all of these techniques give you the least return on investment (ROI). Just focus on setting the context and moving on to the main subject.

The Why and the How

Once you have set up the context, you need to focus on the why and the how. Answering these two questions is what most of your video will consist of.

Let me give you an example.

Take a look at MrBeast’s video in December 2023 titled ‘$10,000 Every Day You Survive in A Grocery Store’. The first ten seconds go something like this, ‘I just bought this entire grocery store, which includes enough food to literally feed an entire city. And then I decided to trap this random guy inside. And every day you live here, I will give you $10,000 in a grocery cart.’1

He has given you all the context you would need in the first ten seconds. He answered both the what (he bought a grocery store and is giving it to this guy) and the why questions. And the remaining 21.20 minutes of the video are about the how. How will this guy manage to live in the store? Or how much will this guy make by the end of the challenge?

I’m going to leave you with a timeless image called ‘The Hero’s Journey’:
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Figure 10.1: The Classic Representation of the Hero’s Journey2



This structure was popularized by Joseph Campbell, who called it the monomyth, in his book The Hero with a Thousand Faces.3 It outlines a series of steps that the protagonist (or in some cases antagonist) typically goes through in a story.

Here’s a brief rundown of the stages in the context of creating a script. I’m going to use the example of a personal finance script; let’s talk about UPI (Unified Payments Interface) in India, so we’re all on the same page. The facts in this script are not accurate, but I’m just using a sample script to show you how it fits the hero’s journey.


	Ordinary world: Introduce the viewer to the subject or ‘world’ of the video. This is where you establish the status quo. What is the world going through now? For example: ‘Do you know how we all remove money from our wallets to pay?’
	Call to adventure: Present the main topic or issue that will be the focus of the video. This is where you entice the viewer with the main question or challenge of the video. This could be a statement like, ‘The Government of India decided they want to do away with it. But how?’
	Refusal of the call: Address any objections or hesitations. This could be scepticism or counterarguments related to the video’s topic that the viewer or someone in the system might have had. ‘Countries across the world said it wasn’t possible to revamp the payment system of a country overnight, so the Indian government was sceptical.’
	Meeting the mentor: This could be a specific event or someone who provided the guidance to start. It could be something like an interview with a street vendor who was tired of the inconvenience of using cash and said something like, ‘India needs a new system for payments.’
	Crossing the threshold: Dive into the main content of the video. This is where the viewer is fully engaged in the topic. Ideally, you would narrate the story of one person inside the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) who decided to take the initiative. I’m not sure of the dynamics of how this played out, but you need to attribute crossing the threshold to one person.
	Tests, allies, enemies: Explore different sub-topics, arguments and evidence. Present challenges to the main thesis and how they are overcome. In the case of UPI, it could be the National Payment Corporation of India (NPCI) formed by the RBI and the Indian Banks’ Association. It could be other famous personalities who vouched for the system before it worked.
	Approach to the inmost cave: Delve deeper into the heart of the topic. This could involve revealing new insights or uncovering deeper layers of information. Why UPI works and what was different. This is the meat of the video.
	Ordeal: Present the biggest challenge. This is often the climax of the video where the main message is most powerfully delivered. You could say something like, ‘But there was a problem.’ Near-death/extinction events are rewarded with high viewer retention. This is why the world rewards the comeback story (as we saw with Bobby Deol recently).
	Reward (seizing the sword): Offer a resolution or conclusion to the ordeal. This could be a breakthrough or some threshold crossed that concretely proves your point. For example, ‘UPI has now recorded 43 billion transactions.’
	The road back: Start to wrap up the video, reiterating the main points and beginning to move back towards the ‘ordinary world’. The world is now ordinary again but with the addition of UPI.
	Resurrection: Provide the final piece of evidence or argument, which reinforces the video’s main points. This is the final push to solidify the message.
	Return with the elixir: Conclude the video with a strong closing statement or call to action. This is where you leave the viewer with something to think about or do after watching the video. Something like, ‘What did we learn from UPI? Are the lessons from UPI going to apply to Open Network for Digital Commerce (ONDC)?’



To apply this to a YouTube video script, consider how each stage can be used to structure your content, keep the viewer engaged and lead them through a compelling narrative. While the hero’s journey is a guide, it’s not a strict formula and should be adapted to fit the unique content and style of your video. This is the baseline of any good story, and every script of ours loosely follows this.

You need to remember, however, that in this image, you are not the hero. You are simply the one narrating the story.
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Content Market Fit

One of the first few questions that popped up in my head when I started content creation was, what is the recipe behind a perfect video? If you were to break down this recipe, what would be the ingredients?

I did some research and figured out the ingredients—a good story, good editing, good production, good sound design, and there you have your recipe.

I put all of these in my first video and yet my video bombed. Then I realized the question I need to be asking is, ‘What is the recipe behind the perfect video on YouTube?’

So I started studying YouTube and its history. I studied the algorithm inside out, from Google’s paper on deep neural networks to everything MrBeast had to say. I kid you not, this was my first encounter with the YouTube maestro MrBeast, and I was honestly amazed by his videos. I spent days watching his videos and those of every big YouTuber there ever was. I wanted to do something at the same scale, something epic. I believe this is how every YouTuber starts out. Nuseir from Nas Daily had invited Varun and me to stay with him in his home in Dubai. I decided to create a vlog out of this trip, so I did. I was able to get two vlogs out of the trip, one with Nuseir and one about the Museum of the Future. I was elated. But, what content was I going to put out on the channel after these two?

One thing I learnt from Nuseir about content was consistency, and how to create an internal framework to make sure you’re consistently producing videos. But I was still missing a major piece of the puzzle—what the hell were we going to talk about in these videos? I knew there was no way we’d be able to do these vlogs on a consistent basis since Varun did not have the time. I also had a full-time job at the time, so both of us were time-poor. What I realized about the process of content creation is that if you don’t create content around something that comes to you naturally, you’ll suffer in the long run.

I decided I wanted to create educational content around businesses. It’s what I knew, it’s what I spent time reading about and it’s what I wanted to learn more about—it was the perfect content space to get into. I also thoroughly studied the market for this content on YouTube, and the demand for it already existed. This was my eureka moment. I felt I had struck gold. I told Varun about my genius idea, and he was uninspired. He just said, ‘boring’. He wanted to have fun; I wasn’t sure how to make business case studies ‘fun’. This was when Ocus came on board. He wasn’t thrilled about my case studies idea either, but I wanted to try it! After some back and forth, a disaster of a video and a couple of shoots, we finally got our first-ever ‘Aevy TV’ business video ‘How to survive recession’, which was essentially a case study presented through funny sketches. The video was appreciated by many, and we found a content market fit on YouTube!

You have probably heard the term ‘product market fit’. It’s start-up lingo, a concept thrown around in every founder conversation. But what it essentially means is the sweet spot where a product perfectly aligns with the market demand. It’s about creating something that not only meets the needs of your customers but also resonates so well with them that it practically sells itself. It’s the iPod in the early 2000s, Uber for urban transportation, or Airbnb for travel accommodation.

Similarly, on YouTube, we found content market fit. We had found a product—funny business case studies with sketches—and a market that wanted to consume this kind of content. Our videos didn’t just hit the mark but were eagerly anticipated and highly engaged with by our audience. No one had ever done these funny business case studies before. There were channels doing case studies and channels doing entertaining content, but no one was mixing the two, especially with the long form, so we had no idea how it would be perceived, but it was a hit!

Now to answer my question, what makes a good video on YouTube, I realized it was a combination of a myriad of things that I hadn’t considered earlier. The Google team recently put out a YouTube culture and trends report in which they describe the methodology ‘RISE’, which sums up the answer perfectly:1

‘According to viewers, the most important aspect of the video is a story which is R – relevant to them, I – intellectually and S – sensorially stimulating, and E – emotionally resonant.’

Some stats they shared:


	Viewers seek out content that is not only relevant to their interests but also made by approachable, relatable creators.
	Good storytelling is all about the details.
	Viewers are 34 per cent more likely to say that video content featuring ‘unique storytelling or production’ is a bigger driver of sensorial stimulation than ‘cinematic quality’.
	Moreover, 94 per cent of viewers say good content tells a good story, while 92 per cent believe good content is produced with thought and effort.
	Additionally, people say good content makes them feel something, and for many, it’s also an opportunity to bond; 79 per cent say they achieve deeper connections when they watch YouTube with others, and 85 per cent of viewers say good content makes them feel something emotionally.
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Content Calendars

On the first of every month, we prepare a content calendar. Planning any longer is pointless. Remember, your calendar has to be flexible to cover hot topics that may arise at any time.

Let me take you through how we come up with great content buckets and content ideas.

Content buckets are categories under which you can organize various types of videos. You can create these buckets based on multiple themes, depending on your audience. For example, a travel vlogger might have different content buckets for vlogs, destination guides, travel tips, travel hacks and equipment reviews. You can also group different content types under a single category as a playlist on YouTube, like a playlist for destination guides or vlogs.

Content buckets vary across different niches and channels. We have a unique method of assembling our content buckets. After a thorough study of our audience, we attempted to create a mind map of all the strong sentiments or emotions that our viewers exhibited, as well as their various drives. These could include nostalgia, aspirational drive, relatability and upward social mobility, for example.

Based on these drives, we came up with different content buckets and ideas. Our goal was to address our audience’s issues while also tapping into their drives. In line with the sentiments we mapped out, we created a score sheet. We assigned each topic a score out of ten based on each sentiment it exhibited, and this helped us in evaluating our topics.

This method is somewhat complex and was developed after we had gathered some data about our audience. In the initial phase, studying audiences of channels that created content on similar topics provided us with tips and ideas. Alternatively, you can use community posts to ask your audience what they want more of and gather ideas based on their responses.

However, regardless of the content idea you come up with, ensure it adheres to the four key parameters: keep it relevant, intellectually stimulating, sensorially stimulating and emotionally resonant.

Our Content Creation Process

Here’s how we approach our content creation process:

1.	Once we’ve identified topics for our videos, our research team compiles the data. Each video must meet a rule: it needs to offer at least one new insight for our viewers, or we discard the topic. Some refer to these insights as ‘red pills’. After this, our scriptwriters craft a narrative around these insights, ensuring it resonates strongly with our viewers. We’re fortunate in this aspect because we have our ideal viewers right in our office. We run video editing cohorts, where the students who join are essentially our subscribers. To date, we’ve hired several of them, who work across our different business verticals. So, whenever we’re uncertain about a topic or narrative, we ask these individuals for immediate feedback.

2.	After finalizing the narrative, we write the final script and conduct a round-table reading, where we rigorously cut parts that might seem boring. The second rule that we follow is brutal scrutiny. We know that the final video is being created for the end viewer and not for us, so sometimes even the most well-written parts get scrapped if they’re stretching the video, and we feel the viewer might lose interest at these points.

Retaining the viewer’s interest for as long as possible in videos is crucial for success. While you don’t want to sacrifice the core insights for retention, failing to tell it compellingly leads to audience drop-off. The hook and the first few seconds need to be captivating to maintain viewer attention.

	Some notes on retention:


	Study your video retention graphs and track your average view duration to analyse viewer engagement with your videos. Understanding these will clarify aspects of engagement and viewer drop-off.
	Identify points where significant viewer drop-offs occur and assess the reasons behind them. If drop-offs happen within the first few seconds, it might be due to the video not meeting the expectations set by the thumbnail and title, or a mismatch between them.
	Pay attention to the juncture where there is a 50 per cent drop-off in viewership; this represents a substantial portion of your audience leaving. Take note of what is occurring in the video in the seconds before this point.
	Look for spikes or bumps in audience retention, as these indicate the segments that viewers particularly enjoyed. Aim to integrate similar elements into your future videos.



		More on retention in Varun’s chapter on analytics later.
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Figure 12.1: A retention graph on YouTube1



3.	Once we have optimized the script for retention, we try to optimize the visuals for the same. We dissect the final script to identify parts that can be enhanced with skits, B-rolls or other methods that trigger different emotions. This strategy aims to disrupt the pattern, increase retention and enhance the learning experience. Interestingly, the more emotionally charged you are when learning something, the more likely you are to remember it. This insight was inspired by the YouTube test preparation teacher Alakh Pandey’s videos. We realized that the amygdala, which is the emotional centre of your brain, activates when you experience emotions. This activation opens up the hippocampus, your data storage centre. Thus, the more emotional you are during learning—be it feelings of disgust, happiness or awe—the more likely you are to retain the information. This is why Alakh often tried new things in his videos, like different accents or humour, to aid information retention.

4.	Once all this is finalized, our creative team prepares the props and shoots, while the editing team storyboards and assembles the visual assets. The editors then add their magic touch, and the final video is ready to go live. You’ll learn more about our editing processes in later chapters, but it’s important to note that all teams work in sync to prepare the final video.

5.	Below is an example of how we track our content calendar to keep all teams aligned. The red markers indicate YouTube Short topics that are trending and need to be uploaded on priority. This aids the editing team in planning their workflow.
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Figure 12.2: What our content calendar looks like2



6.	Simultaneously, we prepare two or three versions of the packaging, meaning the title and thumbnail. Once everything is in place, we perform a final quality check, and voilà! The final video is uploaded.
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Building a Team

‘A chain is only as strong as its weakest link.’

This adage holds particularly true when assembling your team. The success of your content creation journey hinges not just on your skills but also on your team’s skills. Content creation is often considered a solo journey, but doing everything yourself is a recipe for burnout.

This understanding is one of the main reasons why our channels aren’t one-person channels but rather are team channels. Our growth will continue if one person is unavailable, unwell or leaves. All the channels we started have two to three recurring faces to allow for this. Individuals burn out; teams rarely do.

Putting together our A-team: 0 to 1,00,000

When we were putting together our core team, we knew what skills we needed, but we prioritized one trait over all others, i.e., whether the candidate had ‘high agency’.
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Figure 13.1: Shreyas explains what high agency is1



When we hire people, we tend to assess them based on how smart and skilled they are. But it’s their ability to get things done that matters the most. A smart person isn’t useful if they can’t turn their smartness into actual results. High-agency people are great at this—they focus on getting the job done no matter what. They don’t blame their team members, circumstances or environment; they focus on getting results, which I love.
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Figure 13.2: How high-agency and low-agency employees differ2



You can’t fully gauge this trait in the first meeting. So, spend time with the candidates before bringing them on board. Think of it as dating before committing to a marriage. Conduct thorough reference checks, primarily if they have worked in other organizations. Refrain from settling for generic references; ask probing questions to understand if this person possesses the traits you seek.

At Aevy, we ran a trial for our first team member, Ocus. The first video we worked on together didn’t go well, and we nearly abandoned our skits + case studies concept. However, Ocus assured us he would figure it out and produce one of the best videos we had ever seen. True to his word, he delivered a great edit within a few days and with no additional resources. This is high agency!

This is a trait common among all core members across our organizations. They don’t crumble under pressure; they find solutions. Many of our initial team members were editors, but they’ve grown to lead different business verticals, a growth attributable to their ability to learn quickly and their high agency.

In the early stages, you will need at least two people on your team: a scriptwriter and an editor. While these are the skills to hire for initially, they will likely take on more roles. From managing your first few brand deals to ideating with you, they must also become adept at YouTube.

What should you pay your first few members when you have not started making brand money?

As you begin your journey, this will be a risk that the two or three of you take together. Look at these first two members as your co-founders. A profit-sharing model works well with your first two members, giving them skin in the game. They know they’ll win if you win, so you’ll work together as a team to drive results.

Give them a percentage of the profits of your channel, 5 to 10 per cent for the initial risk they are taking. Once you monetize the channel, you can give out the profit shares quarterly. Equity in such cases doesn’t make sense as you’re not building your channel to sell, so the ‘equity’ doesn’t equate to anything in this scenario. The biggest channel-only acquisition in India was still tiny, so equity wasn’t a good option. With profit shares though, they’ll see some foreseeable returns, which will also keep them motivated. Also, once the channel starts making money, give them a monthly salary that covers their basic living expenses. Profit sharing can be a way to de-risk your early expenses while also providing the team members with an upside.

1,00,000 to 5,00,000

You’ll start making some money once you cross 1,00,000 subscribers and recurring 1,00,000+ views on long-form content. This is also when you can start monetizing your distribution by selling different offerings. When we reached around 3,00,000 subscribers, our channel team consisted of the following:


	two full-time long-form editors
	one short-form editor
	a writer who doubled as a fact checker
	a production person
	a thumbnail designer who also designed assets for the videos (can be freelance)



and Ocus, Martin and me. Varun was in only on Sundays to shoot for an hour or so.

If you’ve crossed 2,50,000, you should start planning to expand your team and bring on a resource that wins you recurring brand deals.

You’ll have two options here:

a)	work with an existing talent management agency; or

b)	get an in-house brand deals manager to do this for you.

I’ve listed the pros and cons of both below.




	
	In-house brand deals manager
	Talent management agency





	Pros
	

	You get to build a one-on-one relationship with brands directly.
	Higher transparency on brand deal value.
	A dedicated person whose only job is to bring you deals.
	Easier coordination with brands.
	Ability to build long-term relationships and crack long-term deals with brands.
	Higher negotiating power with brands since you’re interacting with them directly.




	

	Most of these agencies have already built a robust network of brands.
	They also offer additional services like PR and access to large brand events.
	You get to build a network of creators with whom you can collaborate.
	They can crack large-scale deals with the biggest brands in India.







	Cons
	

	Building these relationships could take a significant amount of time if this person’s network is weak.




	

	Low transparency on what the actual brand deal value is.
	They will charge a flat 15 to 20 per cent on the price quoted to you.
	Low negotiating power with brands, as you’ll rarely get to interact with the brand directly.







	
	

	If the person leaves, and they are the one who built a relationship with the brands, they could take this network with them.




	

	Brand deals take longer to execute due to the middlemen involved.
	If two or three talent agencies are pitching your channel at the same time, the brand will end up picking the agency that is quoting the least, due to which you lose potential revenue.
	If you work exclusively with a particular agency, they will also take a 15 to 20 per cent cut of the inbound leads you receive in your emails. They will likely be managing the email that is listed on your channels.









Things to look for when hiring a brand deals manager:


	Their network and experience
	Their sales skills
	Culture fit
	Willingness to learn



Things to look for when working with a talent management agency:


	In the early days, try to work with two or three agencies to figure out which one is best for your niche.
	Speak to the creators represented by the agency to get feedback on their experience.
	See what the agency has done for the creator beyond getting them brand deals; this shows if the agency is willing to go beyond their scope of work to get their creator the outcomes they want.



For example, Monk-E is known for pushing the boundaries of what they do for creators. Their story with @bunshah (Zervaan J. Bunshah) was incredible.
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Figure 13.3: What a talent agency does for its creators3



Remember, you are giving someone else the keys to your monthly revenue; this is your bread and butter, so pick the agency wisely.

Additionally, here’s something you need to be wary of. I have seen many college kids start talent management agencies to make a quick buck by leveraging the reach of an existing creator. Stay away from these talent management agencies. Look for experience.

5,00,000 and beyond

5,00,000 is a big milestone. Once you cross 5,00,000 subscribers, you become a significantly large creator. By the time we reached 5,00,000 subscribers with our first channel, the core channel had close to a fifteen-man team.

Your journey might be totally different from ours and that’s okay. I’ve seen that most creators are often reluctant to monetize their distribution beyond brand deals. But if you can offer something valuable to your viewers, feel free to monetize it. Physics Wallah did exactly this: he offered immense value, helped students and built a billion-dollar organization through his distribution.

However, building teams to play at this scale is a different ball game altogether. You’ll need to hire people who are not just skilled and high-agency people, but they’ll also need to have some prior work experience in well-known organizations and the ability to manage teams. Our very first research team was entirely different from our current team. We now have folks who have worked with large media companies like the Economic Times, BBC News, etc. When you hire competent talent from other good organizations, you can leverage their experience and learnings and implement some of those in your own organization.

As we started scaling teams, we had to set rules to make sure our processes didn’t start breaking at scale and our internal culture didn’t erode. The following are a few things we follow internally.

Creatives vs managers

We categorize everyone we hire under two categories—creatives or managers. There are some who can do both roles, but those are rare. We have realized that if you make a creative person do operational work, they’re going to hate it. Similarly, if you tell a person who thrives on structure to do creative work, they will be lost and produce generic output. So, we optimize people’s strengths by giving them structure and responsibilities based on this.

Purpose

When you build teams with no clear purpose, people don’t know what they are working towards. Everyone needs a purpose; the human brain loves stories, and the purpose is nothing but a story, a shared delusion.

At Aeos, Varun and I want to build India’s biggest video company ever. At Aevy, we want to be a reliable source for news, politics and business case studies. We want to create the best videos with respect to stories, production and visual effects the country has ever seen. And we’re all so obsessed with this purpose that when outsiders see this, they’re amused. We make sure every new hire is aligned with this purpose and vision. If they don’t believe in it, we do not get them on board.

No remote work

We have a no remote work policy. It doesn’t work in an environment where you have to shoot videos all the time. I feel when you bring driven and talented people together in one room and align everyone’s purpose, magic happens, and there is no way to replicate this magic through remote work. Remote work is particularly detrimental to the careers of youngsters, especially if they have never worked in an office environment before. The serendipitous conversations and insights that come up in a creative endeavour like running a channel cannot be mimicked online.

Expectation setting

People are disappointed when their reality does not match the expectations in their heads, but if you’re constantly setting the correct expectations with your team, you can avoid this, especially with young talent who come expecting the work environment to match what they see on TV shows. There’s a funny thought among youngsters in India now—they believe they will be millionaires by twenty-five.

We make sure that we set correct expectations every time a new employee joins. Most of the folks who join us are very young, so it is our responsibility to do this. This includes educating them on their roles and responsibilities, their day-to-day work, what they can expect from their work environment, workplace rules to be followed, when they can expect a salary hike, appraisal cycles, etc. If you don’t set these expectations from the very beginning, you’ll have young team members asking you for a salary hike every month (seriously). They don’t know any better and only have second-hand experience of what a physical workplace is like from the content they consume.

Set expectations on day one, ideally from the interview itself.

Documentation

Documenting your processes becomes important once you scale beyond twenty people. It ensures that critical information is not lost and can be accessed by anyone in the company when needed, especially when employees leave or roles change. It also becomes essential for quality control and delivering consistent results, regardless of who is performing the task. For example, we have put together an editing handbook for all our channels. This is super helpful for all the new editors who join our team as it ensures they can maintain the colours, asset styles, font styles and brand language in all our videos. It also helps them get up to speed quickly and efficiently.

Where do you find good talent?

A majority of the hires we have made have come from our own network. When you build distribution, you can also leverage it to find skilled and talented people. If you are looking for video editors, you can hire them at www.aevytv.com/hire-from-us. If you are looking for experienced writers, try to find the individuals who are writing for the newsletters or channels you like. You can then reach out to them on X or LinkedIn with your proposition.

If you are building a business on top of your existing distribution, a majority of your time should be spent on hiring talent, as it’s the quality of talent that makes or breaks a company. Try using a hiring platform that can support candidates answering with video. This will save you hours of time that you would’ve wasted on interviewing talent unfit for the role.

Additionally, if you come across anyone who is competent in your peer circles or through acquaintances, do not shy away from asking them to join your organization if you feel they could be a great asset and if they are also looking to shift careers.

Finally, remember—it is your job to create a superb working environment for your employees. That doesn’t mean fancy offices or expensive coffee machines, but a place where they can be loved, respected and made part of every victory.
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A Quick Note on Video Editing

Video is the future. I have no doubt about it. With the internet being flooded with text content thanks to ChatGPT and other text models, it is but natural that video will take over. Many might say it already has. After all, YouTube has about 500 hours’ worth of videos uploaded to their site per minute. That’s more than Facebook and Netflix combined. And most of this content more often than not goes through a video editor.

Who Exactly Is a Video Editor?

I divide editors in India primarily into two brackets (in all honesty there are hundreds more):

1.	Bollywood editors

2.	Content editors

Editing, thanks to the tools available to us, is fairly common; I am sure at some point in your life you too have in some shape or form edited a video. Have you ever made a reel? TikTok? YouTube short? All these platforms offer inbuilt editing tools. And that’s why editing as a stand-alone skill is often looked down upon. However, this is not true everywhere, because in Bollywood, these technicians are highly regarded. Most directors, actors, comedians and people in show biz work with editors in partnerships. Many of them, when they find an editor whose synergy matches theirs, do whatever it takes to hang on to them. In these communities, editing as a skill not only gets the status it deserves but also the money.

If I were to put you in a Bollywood movie editing studio and show you the tools utilized to make these films come to life, you would be surprised at how much is spent on set and beyond. There would be multiple monitors, each costing up to tens of lakhs; there would be keyboards that you wouldn’t be able to recognize, in a variety of shapes and sizes, some even with three balls in the middle.

These tools are used mostly by Bollywood editors, who edit feature films, commercial ads and the high-production-value videos of huge brands like Red Bull that you see on big screens.

Next, we have content or digital editors. I would fall under this bracket. The digital editor is a fairly new role that has emerged in the last decade or so thanks to the internet and content creation becoming a popular job. Currently, it seems almost every company out there wants to create video-first content. And if you want to learn how to create a video, editing is the best way to go about it.

I feel that editing is the new coding, at least when it comes to jobs in India. If this sounds like a stretch, you wouldn’t be alone in thinking so. But if you think about it, web development jobs boomed because of similar reasons. It was becoming important for all businesses to have a website and for many of the New Age ones to have an app. And now we are seeing the same kind of interest in video content. All the New Age companies want to make channels.

Finally, we have amateur editors; these are the hobbyists who are familiar with editing but haven’t actively tried to understand the nuances of it.

If you have no budget, I recommend you start with editing videos yourself. Over time, delegate this!

So What Is ‘Video Editing’?

When I started watching YouTube, I used to follow all my favourite creators on their socials and often heard them talk about editing. I always thought, how hard can it really be? What do you mean, ‘editing is taking longer than expected’? You’re just cutting and pasting two clips together, right?

It turned out that editing is a lot more complex than that. Editing is essentially storytelling. It’s not just adding or removing clips. It’s about the flow. Some of the best content creators in the world started as editors.

If you have ever tried telling a story and have added, removed or changed the sequence of how the events unfolded, you will know the impact it can create. A little bit of exaggeration or delayed reveals can bring out crazy emotions. Editing is pretty much the same. A good editor’s job is not just to add or remove clips—it’s to tell a story without the flow breaking, and whenever the flow breaks, the editor steps in and either removes, adds or changes the sequence in a manner that allows the viewer to focus on the story.

There is a misconception among the general public that editing is about the ‘crazy cools’. ‘Crazy cool’ is the term I use to describe the effects that some people use to create visual impact. If you think your video can be saved by adding a ‘crazy cool’ transition or a ‘crazy cool’ animation, I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but you’re dead wrong.

Editing is and forever will be about how well you are able to guide the viewers and make it easy for them to understand what’s going on. Every time you watch a suspense movie and can guess who the villain might be, you pat yourself on the back for being so observant, but in reality, it was the editor who deliberately put in a few shots that allowed you to connect the dots and made it easy for you to understand when the ultimate reveal happens.

In the movie Kabhi Khushi Kabhi Gham, there is a scene when Anjali’s (played by Kajol) father has passed away, and Rahul (played by Shah Rukh Khan) comes, and both of them get married. Initially, the scene was supposed to be an intercut scene, where on the one hand, Rahul and Anjali are getting married, and on the other hand, Yash (Amitabh Bachchan) is preparing for the engagement of Rahul and Naina (played by Rani Mukherji). But it was changed; Karan Johar, the director of the film, said in an interview,1 ‘My editor told me that I still feel the need for further drama, it’s edited well but it’s not dramatic enough, can I do something and can I do it without these engagement shots? I said yeah, but what will you do? So he and my associate director Nikhil Advani just locked themselves in and I don’t know what they did, one hour later they showed me the sequence that we finally had and I loved it.’ He added, ‘This is an interesting case, where editing can completely change your narrative, your screenplay.’

Editing is not about the ‘crazy cool’. It’s about whether you can guide the viewer so it’s easy for them to understand the story and the narrative. Having the hard skills to do the crazy cool is amazing, and I encourage everyone to do it, but not before understanding that as an editor, you are the defender of the narrative. It is your duty to get rid of anything that comes between the audience and the flow. I know it sounds like you’re a superhero but honestly, that’s what it feels like when you sit on your editing system and craft a bomb narrative. This is a lesson that I teach all my students in my editing cohort. Once you understand this, editing becomes so much easier.
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Packaging 101

Imagine this: it’s 2012. A ten-year-old kid wakes up, boots up his PC and opens YouTube instead of going to a playground or watching TV. That was me. It might seem like the norm now, but back in 2012, I was the black sheep among my friends. No other kid I knew was into YouTube as much as I was.

Thanks to my dad, who was a computer engineer, I had unrestricted access to the internet, a rarity for kids my age at the time. I was one of only two students in my class with a PC at home and the only one who was obsessed with YouTube.

One day, when I logged on, something was different. YouTube had introduced ‘custom thumbnails’. While there was a little bit of pushback from the small YouTube community we had in 2012, I became obsessed immediately. I loved this feature. I thought that if I mastered it, I would become a huge YouTuber (it took me ten years, but I’m slowly getting there). I don’t know where this intuition came from, but I believed it in my bones. I even started a new channel called ‘YuP’ and created multiple videos just to test out this feature.

You might be wondering, ‘What’s the big deal with thumbnails?’ Stick with me, because this seemingly minor feature has become a huge (if not the biggest) player in the (long-form) content game today.

Unlike the ‘doom’ scroll of Instagram, Twitter, Facebook and TikTok, YouTube has always given us a choice (apart from when they recently introduced the Shorts section). Whether it’s through the home page or the browse feature, you have to click and CHOOSE to watch a video. And what guides that choice? The thumbnail and title—or as I like to call it, the ‘packaging’.

Why ‘packaging’? Well, imagine this: you’re in a supermarket, pushing your trolley down an aisle. All of a sudden, something catches your eye. You pause, inspect it, maybe glance at the ingredients, and then decide whether it lands in your trolley or not. But what made you stop in the first place? It was the packaging!

Thumbnails work in a similar manner. Each one is like a little package, neatly wrapping up your content and placing it on the shelves of the YouTube supermarket. So, how do we create a thumbnail that stops the scroll? Spoiler: it’s not a design contest. It’s a storytelling contest.

‘Ocus, I think you’re overhyping this thumbnail thing. How big a difference can it make, really?’ I hear you say.

Well, take a look at this picture. This is not a popular channel, but a random one I found.
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Figure 15.1: Two thumbnails with wildly different views1



Same video. Same title. Same channel. Posted at the same time as well. But the difference? Night and day. There are hundreds of examples like this.

‘ALGORITHM!’ you’ll scream. ‘This must be the YouTube algorithm. It must have more watch time, likes or comments,’ you will say. But in reality, it’s the packaging. Here is everything that I know about thumbnails laid out for you.

Let’s take the example of the video above. Why did one video explode but the other didn’t?

I firmly believe that the magic happens in the unspoken story that both the thumbnail and title tell together. It’s like a silent conversation they’re having, where one complements the other, creating a narrative that speaks volumes.

On the left-hand side, the thumbnail perfectly aligns with the title.

A sad title pairs with sad content, mirrored by a melancholic face. It’s a coherent story, where every element is singing the same tune, resonating with the emotion it wants to convey. On the right, however, there’s a disconnect. Sad content and a sad title are juxtaposed with a smiling face. The story becomes muddled, the message unclear and the viewer is left in a state of confusion.

Similarly, even with identical titles, the one on the left aligns seamlessly with the story—a narrative of desperation. No capital letters in the title, indicating a lack of effort, which, paradoxically, in a world obsessed with ALL CAPS TITLES and excessive exclamation marks (!!!!!), makes it stand out. This video doesn’t scream for attention, which, ironically, makes you want to click on it even more.

Although this might be an outlier example, it starkly highlights the immense value of a well-crafted thumbnail. Ultimately, the packaging tells a narrative, and the game is all about choosing the one that resonates, that clicks, that works. It’s about finding that sweet spot where the thumbnail and title dance together, each enhancing the other, guiding the viewer on an emotional and psychological journey that compels them to click and explore further.

‘But Ocus, if packaging can make such a difference, then why isn’t everyone doing it?’

Because the biggest differentiator is still the idea.

Consider these two titles: ‘The best headphones under 10,000’, and ‘Why are there cushions on headphones?’

Both have high TAM or total addressable market. Packaging’s job is to make sure that it’s taking it there. Your video’s packaging should ensure that when it’s shown to someone who might fall into the target group, it makes them stop and click. If you feel that your idea is great but your video is not doing well, then it’s probably your packaging that’s holding you back. A good way to confirm this is to check if any videos have been made on the same or similar topic and have done well recently (in the last six months). Ideas that were popular two or three years ago will not necessarily work, as demand for those ideas might have diminished. For example, during COVID-19, we saw a rise in the number of financial creators or FinFluencers, but now, because the pandemic is over and not everyone is interested in investing their money, the demand for those topics and that genre has seen a new low.

Finally, let’s talk about certain fundamentals to keep in mind while creating thumbnails.

Hierarchy

As we discussed, thumbnails are a storytelling contest. To tell a good story, we need to make sure the viewer grasps the thumbnail in the same flow that we intend them to. It’s about guiding the viewer’s eye and attention through our thumbnail in a meaningful way.

Take a look at this image. Where does your eye go? All over the place, right?



Now, if I were to put a white dot in the centre, where does your eye go?

Towards the dot, right?



But if I were to put a bigger dot right next to the smaller dot, how would your eye perceive it?

It goes to the bigger dot first, and then to the smaller dot.



This is how you can guide the viewer’s eye and tell them the story. So many thumbnails I see would work ten times better if they just kept this one rule in mind. The same thing can be applied to text.



Contrast

Think of contrast as the ‘pop’ factor in your thumbnails. It’s what makes your main idea stand out. Like when you wear a bright red hat with a plain white shirt—the hat stands out. That’s what you want in your thumbnails: make your main image or text jump out so it’s the first thing people see. You can do this with different colours, big and small shapes, or by using bold letters. Keep it simple so the important elements are noticed quickly.

Story and target group

Remember the supermarket example I gave? Well, let’s take that a step further.

When I was ten, I used to love products that had bright colours, shine and glitter, and I especially loved it when it had a mascot or a cartoon that I enjoyed watching. But now that I am older, the products that attract me have very different packaging. The stories that attract me are now very different. It works the same way on YouTube.

Just as companies put a lot of time and money into R&D to understand their customers and target groups, you need to do the same. Who’s the audience that will be watching this specific video? What’s their age? What are their preferences? What are their values? What are their problems?

Here are two perfect examples:
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Figure 15.2: A MrBeast video thumbnail2
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Figure 15.3: A Vox video thumbnail3



On top, we have the biggest YouTuber on the planet, Jimmy, also known as MrBeast. On the bottom, we have Vox. You can see the difference in their approach.

Jimmy is well aware of the age of his audience. He is optimizing for the most views. His largest demographic is Gen Z, therefore he creates thumbnails that will appeal to them (vibrant, glittery, poppy). Vox, on the other hand, has a much more targeted approach. Their thumbnails are targeted towards an older and much more serious audience.

Once you determine the target group you’re making your video for, you can write, present, edit and package the video so it hits the intended audience. This is something that many creators don’t understand. They often take the approach of an artist and create what they feel like. It becomes a form of self-expression. There is nothing wrong with that. It’s how I started on YouTube. All I wanted back then was to talk about my school life and make videos of games I enjoyed or do silly challenges like the bottle flip with my friends. Self-expression is awesome, and I think everyone should try it, but know that it will not turn you into a full-time creator. What it does is make you fall in love with the process, which in my opinion is equally important.

Let me explain with an example. Whenever we discuss topics for videos for Aevy TV, we do it with the entire editing team. Why? Each team member is a student from our cohort and falls in our target group. They used to watch Aevy TV, then they joined the cohort, then were hired by us and have been working with us ever since. Talking to them gives us insights into what our audience wants from us. Recently, I suggested that we make a video on dating apps in India and talk about how difficult it is statistically for men to get a match on these apps. To my surprise, no one on the editing team could relate to this topic. Instead, they suggested we make a video on loneliness. ‘We don’t have many friends who go out on dates, but we do have friends who often talk to us about loneliness,’ Sumit (one of our editors) shared.

We took that suggestion and ran with it, ending up with this video.


[image: The Content Creator Handbook]
Figure 15.4: Our first thumbnail attempt4



The result? It flopped.
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Figure 15.5: Poor performance of the video5



I decided to go back to my desk and figure out how to fix this. That’s when I realized I was doing it all wrong. I changed the packaging and BAM! We struck gold. The video went from performing 10/10 to 1/10.
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Figure 15.6: A complete U-turn in the video’s performance



So, what did I change?
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Figure 15.7: The new thumbnail6



‘Thumbnail!’ I hear you shout. Yes, thumbnail, but there is slightly more to it, my Einstein.

I realized I was targeting all of India. Why? I didn’t make this video for all of India. This video was made for my students, for my audience, for my editors. So instead of targeting all of India, I decided to target only men. I changed the thumbnail to show what men who suffer from loneliness go through and changed the title so that I was directly talking to my main consumer.

Currently, this video is sitting at 3,50,000 views and gaining about 20,000 views a day. All because I listened to my target group. Putting Achina in the thumbnail helped too but it never flips a video from number 10 to number 1.

Branding

Branding, especially in thumbnails, is often underutilized. You want to keep optimizing the time taken from a viewer seeing your video to them clicking on it. Instant recognition is a superpower very few have.

Here are some examples of creators who have mastered branding:

Colin and Samir: Colin and Samir have become synonymous with black font on a yellow background.
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Figure 15.8: Thumbnails from Colin and Samir’s channel7



Casey Neistat: Casey’s playbook is purely a personal brand. The only thing that’s consistent in the thumbnails is Casey himself, which makes sense as the channel revolves around him.
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Figure 15.9: Thumbnails from Casey Neistat8



Ryan Trahan: Ryan plays the branding game slightly differently. Instead of having a distinct style throughout his thumbnails, he changes them according to the series. These thumbnails are from his Metaverse series.
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Figure 15.10: Thumbnails from Ryan Trahan’s Channel9



Branding is something everyone should follow to a certain degree, and the easiest way to go about it is by using a specific font and colour combination.

Software

Below is a list of the only software you’ll need for thumbnails:

1.	Canva: An easy and beginner-friendly tool with lots of new features, especially with the advent of AI. It’s free and has a premium subscription that unlocks lots of cool features.

2.	Photoshop: This has long been the king for any image-related needs. Although it is slightly expensive, it’s worth it if you are looking to get into the advanced side of things.

3.	AlphaCTR: Developed by Aeos Labs (alphactr.com), this thumbnail generator uses AI to make the thumbnail generation process for beginners simple. Aeos Labs is a subsidiary of Aeos. At Aeos, Varun is building an entire ecosystem around content and doesn’t shy away from building technology to speed up workflows.

Pro Tip

I keep my thumbnail size 1902 x 1080 pixels. The file size is less than 2 MB. I also zoom out and see how the thumbnail looks when it’s smaller as that’s how most thumbnails are shown on the home page.

There’s a reason we’re talking about packaging before the scripting or shooting of the videos. All pros first visualize the thumbnail and title, and then work the video and script from there. A lot of people do it the other way around, and the big change in their thinking happens after they become tired of producing lots of videos with very few views because of poor packaging.
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Click-Through Optimization

I hope I was able to demonstrate the importance of packaging in the last chapter. But here’s the thing: you will probably still make a ton of bad thumbnails. It’s part of the game. For every video we upload, I create about five to seven thumbnails, and often, all of them are rejected. There is no method (that I know of) that will result in a perfect thumbnail in one shot. You have to try and fail again and again. But what I will do in this chapter is tell you when to update your thumbnail and how to know if your thumbnail is working or not.

In the previous chapter, ‘Packaging 101’, I explained the steps before you upload a video. In this chapter, I will explain what to do after you have uploaded the video.

In the YouTube Studio dashboard (at the time of writing), every time you upload, YouTube ranks your video against your last ten uploads.

Although this is a good way to understand in which direction a video is heading, I tend to avoid looking at this data when it comes to determining whether I should change the thumbnail or not. Instead, I look at the ‘impressions’ and ‘CTR’ (click-through rate) metrics.

Don’t worry, I’ll explain what these two terms are.

Impressions: Every time a video’s thumbnail appears on someone’s YouTube feed, it generates an impression. You might think clicks matter most, but if your thumbnail isn’t seen, who’s going to click on it? Believe it or not, an impression is only counted when 50 per cent of your thumbnail is shown for over a second.

Do you want to see which thumbnail results in an increase in impressions?

Here is what the graph would look like:
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Figure 16.1: A spike in the click-through rate1



Can you see where I changed the thumbnail?

CTR: According to YouTube, CTR simply means ‘how often viewers watched a video after seeing a thumbnail’. The formula for calculating the click-through rate is the number of clicks divided by the number of impressions, all multiplied by 100. If your video is clicked on 100 times and the thumbnail has 1000 views, your CTR would be 10 per cent.

On average, CTR can vary from 2 per cent to 10 per cent. If it goes above this, YouTube will start pushing your video to a new and colder audience, which will lead to CTR falling. So a high CTR isn’t always a good thing. What you are looking for is a stable CTR with an increase in impressions. Here is an example:
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Figure 16.2: A stable CTR2



If the video is not performing as well as I expected it to, here is a simple framework I follow to figure out which metric is lagging.

Fewer views with more impressions: thumbnail problem.

Fewer views with high/stable CTR: topic problem.

The topic will always be the biggest driver of views. If the topic you choose to talk about in your video is uninteresting, it cannot be saved by a good thumbnail. More on CTR targets in Varun’s chapter on analytics in the end.
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Consistency 101

I started creating videos back in 2012. My dream has always been to become a YouTuber. I found something I loved doing at a very young age. Since then, I have launched or guided about eight channels.


	YuP (art)
	Zimbo (gaming)
	Ocus (video essays)
	PapaOcus (commentary/vlogs)
	PersonBehindThePersona (podcast)
	Aevy TV (business case studies)
	Aevy Video School (video editing channel)



I have seen many of my friends and people I had the opportunity to work with grow at such an incredible rate that it baffles me to this day. I started working with Ajey (CarryMinati) when he was at 300 subscribers. If I were to attribute his success to something, it would be consistency.

Back then, he and I used to get on calls often, to plan the next set of videos. Once, when he was going on a trip, I asked him if he would pause uploading videos during that time. His reply made me understand what it takes to become a YouTuber. He had already recorded, edited and scheduled nine videos for that particular week. He kept that grind up one way or another, and today he is the biggest YouTuber in Asia. His videos pull anywhere between 30 million and 60 million views. And this is all thanks to his consistency.

Please do note that I am not saying if you are consistent, you will go ‘viral’ and become the next CarryMinati. You won’t.

What most people don’t understand is just how unfavourable the odds are for your video to go ‘viral’. According to Pex, ‘The overwhelming majority of YouTube videos (88.4 per cent) still generate fewer than 1,000 views. A mere 0.77 per cent of videos generated 82.83 per cent of the views in 2019.’1
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Figure 17.1: Views tier list2



As you can see, power law is a very real phenomenon on YouTube—only a tiny number of videos receive a disproportionately large number of views or subscribers compared to the vast majority of content.

So, aiming for ‘virality’ is not the way to go. Not only because it’s incredibly rare but also because it’s a headache. Whatever you went viral for is attached to your identity for far longer than you would’ve hoped for. I think there are only a select few who have gone viral for something they wanted to be known for. I know I hated it. For those who don’t know, I had a taste of fame when a video I made went viral, ‘Manipulation On YouTube’. This video, even though I didn’t intend it to, ended up becoming an exposé. There was a lot of controversy that in the short term did give me fame but not the kind I wanted.

I am a nerd who loves the internet and wants to talk about it day in and day out. But that one viral video ended up sticking with me for far longer than I wanted, and with it, the identity of a guy who ‘exposes’ other people. I saw all brand activity dip to zero, and nobody wanted to collaborate with me any more. Over time, the exposé audience moves on, unless you keep taking shots at other people. No creator would pick up my calls. It took me a long time to fix my brand.

I shared this example because virality is often over-glamourized. In reality, it’s far better to just be consistent. It’s the most practical way to succeed. I have seen this happen repeatedly. People who are funnier, better and more talented are surpassed by someone more consistent, who focuses on getting better by 1 per cent with each upload, and uploads consistently.

Consistency is the backbone of anything.

You want to build trust with your audience? Show up every day.

You want to get better at making videos? Show up every day.

You want to have a lasting impact? Show up every day.

It took me a long time to understand this. But I have now matured with the industry to tackle this problem at scale.

Here is the answer to how to be consistent without burning out: BUILD. A. TEAM.

Our success is a function of consistency (at the time of writing, we were doing 150 videos a month across channels at Aeos with a plan to go up to 1000 in 2024), but it would be impossible for us to keep upgrading the quality of our videos and be consistent while at it without a team.

YouTube requires consistency, and consistency requires a team. And it’s because of our team that we can create the kind of quality that India has never seen before.

(Shout out to my lead editors, who kill it on the daily: Devansh, Sumit and Atharv!)

I know many of us love the idea of being a solopreneur and handling the entire business ourselves, but trust me, as someone who spent seven years trying to master each skill to become this ‘solopreneur’, it’s a shortcut to burnout. In my short time in this industry, I have seen many incredibly talented people burn out (myself included) just because they didn’t have a trustworthy team around. Today, if I were to start any project, I would start not with an idea but with building a team.
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Quality vs Quantity

While we are on the subject of consistency, let’s also tackle the never-ending debate on ‘quality vs quantity’.

Quality is more important than quantity is a consensus on X when it comes to content creation, which in my opinion is not entirely correct. Because when you’re starting out, you have no idea what quality is. With YouTube, quality comes as a function of quantity. You get better over time, and can then maybe reduce quantity. For example, Mark Rober is a YouTuber with over 20 million subscribers, and he posts only twelve videos a year. Looking at his channel, you would probably opt for going down the route of high-quality videos only. Hey, if it works for him, it can probably work for you as well, right?

Wrong. Mark Rober is at a scale where he can tackle topics in a way that very few people can. He’s an ex-NASA engineer with millions of dollars in the bank. The likelihood of you being able to produce a similar result in terms of quality is extremely low, and as we saw, only 0.1 per cent of videos have a chance of breaking above the 1 million views mark. He also has a massive subscriber base.

A better way to go about it is to focus on creating quantity with quality. This may sound a little vague, so let me break it down. People tend to view quality as something that’s one-dimensional. But quality can be anything.

It can be your production or editing, for example, Aevy TV.

It can be the way you speak and your contrarian ideas, for example, Dhruv Rathee.

It can be the way you tell stories, for example, Vir Das, Philosophy Tube.

It can be your subject matter expertise, for example, HubermanLab.

What is your superpower? What are you good at? Focus on it, then build a team to compensate for everything you are not good at. This is how you create quality while keeping the quantity up.

I believe understanding the nature of the platform allows you to understand how often you should post. Any platform’s goal is to get new users and retain them. However, how each platform tries to hit its goal determines the kind of content that will be promoted. Let’s take YouTube Shorts and Instagram as examples. While both these platforms might look like twins, they are more like cousins with their own quirks.

Instagram is a social network first. Your friends are on it, and you can talk and share content with them. This is why it is currently a world where memes reign supreme, where a relatable video can be your ticket to virality, and where trends really break out.

Comparing that to YouTube, while the platform has recently jumped on the short-form trend, it remains a ‘search engine’ at heart (it is still the second-largest search engine in the world). This is why it still prioritizes how-tos, breakdowns, documentaries, news media, gameplays and travel videos.

Here’s a quick round-up of what works where:

YouTube Shorts: This is your arcade game. Quick, engaging and always ready for another round. The mantra? Upload, upload and upload. Keep them coming and keep them entertained.

YouTube long-form: Think of this as your grand strategy game. It’s a daily ritual, a quest for satisfaction and depth. Multiple uploads are your winning strategy.

Instagram: It’s like YouTube Shorts, but with a twist of old-school social media. Keep the content fresh, meme-y and relatable.
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Video Production 101

‘Video production is tough. The process is intense, and it’s going to cost you time, money and effort. If you are new, good luck trying!’

This was how I, Martin Noronha, perceived video production when I started my career. But in reality, it wasn’t nearly as tough. Trust me, learning video production is not rocket science.

When people think of video production, they often think of it as someone holding the camera and recording the video. But video production is so much more than that. Recording a video is just a tiny part of a big process. There’s a lot of information out there on the topic. You don’t need to concern yourself with any of that. I’ll run through the important terminologies in video production, especially if you are getting started with creating videos for YouTube. Think of this as a crash course in video production. By the end of this, you will have the knowledge to start producing your own high-quality videos.

I need you to remember this: video production is ultimately about solving a problem. The only things you’ll need to grasp are the fundamentals of film-making, a simple working knowledge of your equipment, and an understanding of how to compose your shot well to tell the story.

I remember the first time I wanted to make videos was in 2013 while watching a YouTube channel called ‘Linus Tech Tips’. I grew up with a passion for computers and technology. It wasn’t just the content that Linus or Luke were posting that appealed to me; it was the way they filmed and produced the content. When I watched those videos, it felt visually satisfying. That experience was a turning point for me, marking the beginning of my journey as a film-maker. In the years since, I’ve learned a great deal about video production and content creation which I will breakdown for you.

At Aeos, we post a lot of videos for our various channels on a daily basis. So, we’ve set up a dedicated space where we can shoot all our videos efficiently with minimal effort. Having such a space helps minimize the time it will take to set up a shot.

One of the most important things that we follow for all our videos is pre-production. We figure out what we want to shoot before we start shooting. In simple terms, this is where you plan everything from scripting the video, storyboarding the list of shots, planning the angles, figuring out the location, setting up the lighting, audio and camera angle of a scene, etc. This makes us very efficient.

Let’s understand the first step of pre-production: planning and shot breakdown.

To get started with this, we list the shots needed according to the script. This step is called shot breakdown. Below is a simple shot-breakdown template that we follow.
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Figure 19.1: Mock shot breakdown for a scene*



We’ve designed this to help organize and plan each shot for any video filmed. It helps list everything needed and describes exactly what will be filmed for each shot. It saves a lot of time while filming the video. Let’s break down what each column represents and what information you should put in it.

The ‘scene number’ is a unique identifier for each scene in your production. If your video is divided into different scenes or segments, you’ll note that here.

The ‘shot number’ helps you keep track of the order and number of shots in a particular scene.

In the ‘location’ column, write down where the shot will be filmed. It could be indoors, outdoors or at a specific location like a garden or office.

The ‘description and notes’ column provides a brief explanation of what happens in the shot. For example, ‘A wide shot of Shirsh sleeping with a blanket during night-time’. This column is also used for any additional information or reminders about the shot.

The ‘A-roll/B-roll’ column specifies whether the shot is A-roll (video footage that contains the main information, including talking head scenes or the main narrative parts, such as a person talking straight to the camera) or B-roll (secondary video footage for context to the A-roll, often used to provide visual interest and break up the monotony of the A-roll, for example, a shot of a person writing, a shot of a person typing, etc.).

The ‘camera angle’ column describes the angle of the camera for the shot. For example, it could be a close-up shot, wide shot, mid-shot, etc.
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Figure 19.2: Camera shots, angles, movement1



The ‘camera movement’ column indicates if the camera will be stationary, panning, zooming, handheld, etc., during the shot.

The ‘props needed’ column can list any objects or items required for the shot, like a chair, a book or a coffee cup.

The ‘actors involved’ column notes which actors or people will be in the shot.

The ‘special requirements’ column can include any special needs for the shot, like special lighting, sound equipment or special effects.

In the following chapters, let’s get into the three most important pillars of production:

1.	Camera

2.	Lighting

3.	Audio
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Camera 101

Before diving into the camera, many of you may have questions like: ‘Which camera should I buy? Which is better: Canon or Nikon? Sony or Panasonic? iPhone or Android?’ etc. As a beginner, you don’t need the most expensive gear to start. You already have a powerful gadget in your pocket: your smartphone.

Nowadays, achieving top-notch quality for your videos is getting easier. Smartphones are not only more affordable, but their cameras are also improving every single day, especially the iPhone’s camera.

In late 2017, I started out using my first-ever smartphone, a Karbonn K9, to record content. Balancing the phone on a table with a box, I aimed its front-facing camera towards me, with my Compaq computer in the background. Those were the good old days. However, after a couple of months, driven by FOMO (fear of missing out), I convinced my mother to buy me a Nikon D5300 DSLR (digital single-lens reflex) camera with the kit lens. Why? Because every video creator I admired on YouTube used either a DSLR, a mirrorless (without a reflex mirror) camera or a cinema camera. Plus, they achieved a blur/bokeh effect in the background of most of their videos, which I found really cool and wanted to replicate.

But after working in Bollywood and having access to multiple cameras, I’ve come to believe that filming with smartphone cameras is often a better option for most creators, especially with advances in phone cameras. Smartphones can shoot with resolutions of up to 4K and frame rates of up to 60/120 frames per second (fps), and they can produce ‘cinematic videos’ in good lighting conditions. Unless you are vlogging, you will almost certainly have good lighting conditions when you’re shooting.

Talking about smartphone cameras, Apple’s recent launch of the iPhone 15 Pro Max caught my attention. This iPhone boasts one of the most exciting camera features in years—the ability to shoot in log. If you aren’t already aware, ‘log’ stands for ‘logarithmic’. In simpler terms, it records video in a washed-out, flat colour profile. This approach allows you to adjust the exposure, contrast and colours in your video editing software, and it captures a lot more detail in the brightest and darkest parts of the picture.

The image below was taken with an iPhone 15 Pro Max. On the left is the original shot, with no colour grading, and on the right is the image after colour grading.
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Figure 20.1: Colour-graded footage1
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Figure 20.2: Colour-graded footage2



If you compare shots of the iPhone 15 Pro Max (which costs around Rs 1.3 lakh) with the ARRI Alexa Mini LF (which costs around Rs 35 lakh to Rs 40 lakh; some high-budget films are shot on this camera), it would be very difficult for a layman to tell the difference. I say this as somebody who has worked in film and production for years.
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Figure 20.3: The humble iPhone vs the $1,00,000 ARRI Alexa3



This blew my mind. However, it’s important to note that the iPhone 15 Pro Max, despite its features, has limitations, including a small image sensor, lack of image stabilization, non-swappable lenses and no depth level. It certainly can’t compete with the capabilities of the ARRI Alexa Mini LF or any other cinema camera—which has a larger image sensor, depth, quality and control over the image—but to an average viewer, the difference between both shots might be indistinguishable.4 With YouTube compression, the cost difference is not justified in 2023. Even the latest Apple event was shot entirely on an iPhone and looked brilliant.

Speaking of control, smartphones typically don’t offer access to manual video settings. However, third-party apps have bridged this gap. For instance, Blackmagic Design, the company behind the Blackmagic Pocket Cinema Cameras and DaVinci Resolve, recently launched the Blackmagic Camera App. This app allows you to take control of your phone camera’s video settings. This is a game changer for smartphone video making. There are some other apps like Filmic Pro and Cinema P3, which do cost money, but Blackmagic Camera is free and is the best option if you want manual control. Nine times out of ten, you don’t need manual control on a phone, but it is necessary on a DSLR or mirrorless camera.

Another reason for the shift towards smartphone filming is convenience. Many people prefer to use their phones rather than carry a separate camera.

According to a report by Nikkei Asia,5 smartphones are responsible for the significant drop in sales of point-and-shoot cameras by 97 per cent. Now, that’s a massive drop. Nikon and Panasonic, among the biggest camera manufacturers in the world, have confirmed that they will no longer be developing entry-level point-and-shoot cameras.

If you are starting out, use a smartphone as your primary camera. But if you have the budget to invest in a camera, my go-to choice would be the Sony A7S iii with the 24–70-mm lens. It’s got everything you need to get started with video shooting. This is a good recommendation for 2024. With new cameras being released every month, it can be hard to keep up with the latest models. I thought it would make more sense to list the features you should look for in a camera so whenever you purchase a camera, you’ll know exactly what you require. We have also set up a website where we list all our latest equipment recommendations which is in the endnotes.6 We do not make affiliate fees on these, and we have no affiliation with any of these companies.

First, let’s understand your budget. If you are buying your first non-smartphone camera, start with a more affordable one. When a new camera model is released, older models often go on sale. These older models can still be excellent choices, allowing you to save money for other essential camera accessories. Buying second-hand gear can also be cost-effective, especially for your first camera. However, make sure you check its condition thoroughly.

Every camera has lots of features, but the ones I’m sharing are must-haves. First, having manual control over video settings is crucial. Almost all cameras on the market can shoot in manual mode, but there are some that do not let you change the video settings. Your camera tries to get the exposure right automatically, but learning to adjust it manually is always the better way to go. So, this is an important feature to keep in mind.

Second, autofocus. I can’t emphasize how important this is, especially for those new to filming videos. Autofocus during recording ensures the subject remains in focus, even if they move or if the camera’s position changes. Autofocus can lock on to subjects much faster than manual focusing, reducing the chances of blurry or out-of-focus shots. It also provides a combination of speed, accuracy and convenience that’s hard to beat.
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Figure 20.4: Types of focus7



Third, a flip-out screen. If your camera is in a position where the viewfinder is hard to access, the flip-out screen can help you set up the shot without being directly behind the camera. You can frame yourself correctly, ensure proper focus and monitor your recording in real time. Also, most cameras have an HDMI port, which allows you to monitor the frame on a TV or a computer monitor. It can act as your preview screen.

Fourth, longer battery life. Especially for solo creators, a long-lasting battery is much more convenient because some cameras, if they run out of battery during recording, might not save the video file correctly, leading to a corrupted file. Also, it can disrupt the flow of the scene, especially if you’re capturing a one-time event or moment that can’t be recreated. You can also consider buying extra batteries, or a continuous power supply for your camera for uninterrupted filming. We have been having a furious internal debate on using smartphones vs full-fledged cameras for podcasts, and at least for now, we are leaning towards the camera, simply because battery and storage management are easier.

Next is video resolution and frame rate. Video resolution is all about pixels. Think of pixels as tiny dots that come together to form an image on your screen. Whether you’re watching on a smartphone, a giant TV or your computer, resolution determines the clarity and detail of what you see. Resolution is typically described by two numbers—the width and the height in pixels. For instance, 1920 x 1080 means the screen is 1920 pixels wide and 1080 pixels tall. One advantage of shooting in 4K (a resolution of 4096 x 2160 pixels) is the option to zoom in on the footage in the edit and not lose quality.

Now let’s understand what frame rate is. Frame rate determines how many frames or pictures are captured in one second of video. Different frame rates serve different purposes and can impact the look and feel of a video.
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Figure 20.5: Frame rates explained with images8



The standard frame rate for film is 24 fps. Why? Because the slight motion blur produced by 24 fps gives films a ‘cinematic’ quality. The other standard frame rates are 24, 25 and 30 fps. For smoother shots, 50, 60 and even 120 fps are used. Here in our studio, we like to shoot at 24 fps to get that cinematic feel. A higher frame rate like 60 fps allows us to slow footage down smoothly in editing if needed.

My suggestion is to buy a camera that supports shooting in 4K resolution with a frame rate of 30/60/120 fps. But if your budget only allows for a lower-resolution camera, that’s okay too. At the end of the day, it’s not just about the resolution. It’s about your camera skills as well.

Next, opt for a camera that lets you change lenses. With this ability, you can adapt to different shooting conditions. For instance, if you need a wide-angle shot, you can switch to a wide-angle lens; if you need to shoot distant subjects, a telephoto lens would be appropriate, or if you want a lens that can zoom in and out through different focal lengths without affecting the aperture, you can opt for a zoom lens. So, if a camera has a fixed lens, I’d advise against buying it because being stuck with a fixed lens that only zooms in and out can be very limiting.
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Figure 20.6: A shot from 2001: A Space Odyssey taken using a wide-angle lens9



Note that different cameras have different mounts and image sensors. Ensure that you buy lenses that can be used even when you upgrade to a different camera later.

Finally, we come to the external audio jack. I live by the quote, ‘Video is always 50 per cent audio.’ Good audio is very important when it comes to filming videos. Look for cameras that have an external microphone input socket. This allows you to use an external microphone, which will significantly improve the audio quality.

Research and compare camera models within your budget, focusing on the factors most crucial to your work. The most expensive option may not always be the best for you. If possible, rent the camera before buying it to ensure it’s the right fit. Remember, the magic lies not just in the camera but in knowing how to use it well. A professional with basic gear can outperform a beginner with high-end equipment. It’s all about skill and knowledge.

If you’re on a tight budget and the cameras within your range have weaker specifications than your smartphone, consider starting with your phone. Invest instead in a good microphone and lighting, which can significantly enhance your videos.

Now, let’s talk about exposure and how to set it up correctly for your video. No matter which camera you use, the concept of exposure remains the same.
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Figure 20.7: Perfect exposure on a subject10



Exposure is the amount of light that reaches your camera sensor. The aim is to control this light to achieve the look you want. Although cameras often try to set exposure automatically, learning to adjust it manually allows for more creativity. To do this, you need to film in manual mode. The key to getting the right exposure is to balance three important settings: ISO, shutter speed and aperture, to create a visually pleasing image. Most cameras have a light meter that shows how well exposed your image is. I suggest aiming to keep this meter at ‘0’ for a balanced exposure.



ISO is essentially artificial light because it digitally adjusts the brightness or darkness of your image. It lets you increase the exposure inside your camera, regardless of the lighting on set or whether it’s night or day.

Imagine you’re recording and it starts getting dark outside. What do you do? You increase the ISO parameter, and the image automatically becomes brighter, even though you haven’t changed anything in the environment. You’ve only adjusted the exposure inside your camera.

Sounds great, doesn’t it? But there’s a downside. Increasing the ISO can introduce noise or grain to your image, which can look like TV static. While this might give photos a vintage feel, in videos, the moving grain can be distracting.

However, ISO doesn’t follow a simple 1 to 20 scale. Instead, it has values like 100, 125, 160 and so on. The higher the number, the brighter the image becomes.

For example, at ISO 100, your image is clear. But as you increase it, more noise starts to appear, especially at higher values like 1600.
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Figure 20.8: Different ISO levels showing noise11



Some modern cameras handle high ISO values better than others. For instance, certain Sony cameras can go up to 40,000 ISO with minimal noise. But generally, it’s best to keep the ISO low, ideally under 1000, to avoid excessive grain. If you need more light, it’s better to use additional lights or adjust your shutter speed and aperture before resorting to increasing the ISO.

Next is shutter speed. This is how long your camera ‘sees’ or captures an image. Imagine your camera has an eyelid, which is the shutter. When this eyelid opens, the camera sees the world, and when it closes, it captures that view. The brightness or darkness of the image depends on how fast the shutter goes up and down—that’s what we call ‘shutter speed’.

If you’re filming at 24 fps, your camera captures twenty-four small pictures every second. Shutter speed determines how long each of these small pictures is exposed.

Another important aspect of shutter speed is motion blur. A slow shutter speed captures more movement, creating a blur, while a fast shutter speed captures a moment without blur.

For example, check out the image below of a ceiling fan. You’ll see the difference: with a very slow shutter speed, there’s a lot of motion blur. But with a fast shutter speed, it looks jittery and lacks motion blur.
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Figure 20.9: Slow vs fast shutter12



Shutter speeds increase in increments: 10, 20, 30, 40, 50 and so on. A general rule is to set your shutter speed at double your frame rate for natural motion blur. For example, if you’re filming at 24 fps your shutter speed should be around 1/48 or 1/50 of a second.

In movies, intense battle scenes might look jittery because of a high shutter speed, adding tension and chaos. To convey a giddy mood, decrease your shutter speed.

Next, let’s understand the aperture. Think of your camera as having an eye, and the aperture is its pupil, which controls how much light enters the camera. Just like our pupils expand in the dark and contract in bright light, the aperture works in a similar way. It decides how wide the lens opens and how much light reaches the sensor.

Aperture is measured in ‘F stops’. A lower F stop number means more light enters, making your image brighter.

A lower aperture also affects your depth of field, which is how blurry the background is. With a lower aperture, the in-focus area becomes smaller, and the background gets blurrier. For example, at F16, the lens is quite closed, letting in less light and keeping most of the background in focus. But at F1.4, the lens is wide open, letting in a lot of light and making the background blurry.
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Figure 20.10: Image with no depth13
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Figure 20.11: Image with depth. Notice the blurring of the background14



When you adjust the aperture to change the exposure, you may need to adjust the ISO as well. A lower aperture lets in more light, so you might lower the ISO to balance it out.

Most cameras let you change the aperture directly, with settings ranging from wide like F1.4 to narrow like F22. The aperture depends on the type of lens. Most lenses can go to F5.6 and higher, but only more expensive lenses like Prime lenses, which don’t zoom, can open wider.

Now that we’ve grasped the basics of exposure and its three pillars—ISO, shutter speed and aperture—the only way to master the art of exposure is to practise.

The next important concept to understand is white balance. Every light source emits a certain colour temperature, affecting how colours appear in your video. For example, sunlight gives a different colour tone compared to the light from a bulb. If the white balance isn’t set correctly, whites can appear blue, orange or even green, which can also affect other colours in your frame. White balance is measured in kelvin, or ‘K’.

Setting the white balance is essentially about ensuring the colour ‘white’ looks accurate in your video. I’ve seen a lot of creators overlook this while recording videos. The correct white balance ensures that all colours, especially white, appear as they do in real life under different lighting conditions. Here’s a visual example:
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Figure 20.12: White balance from cold to warm to normal15



Most cameras come with built-in presets for white balance to match common lighting conditions, such as daylight, cloudy, tungsten or fluorescent light. These presets are a quick way to adjust the white balance according to the light source.

However, for more accuracy, you can set a custom white balance. This usually involves telling your camera what pure white looks like under your current lighting, so it can adjust all other colours accordingly. You can do this by using a grey card as a reference in front of the camera.
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Lighting 101

Lighting is often overlooked by many video creators because they focus more on camera quality rather than the quality of the frame. However, a scene shot with a lower-quality camera but fantastic lighting can significantly enhance the production quality of the video. No matter what you are shooting, whether it’s talking head videos, films, interviews, music videos, etc., lighting plays a crucial role.

Simply put, lighting guides your attention in a frame. The brighter parts of a scene draw your focus, while the darker parts indicate where not to look. Lighting can also be used to separate objects in the scene, create depth and add three-dimensionality to a two-dimensional scene.

Look at any object around you. Try to figure out where the main source of light is coming from and from which angle without looking at the lights themselves. This is a skill that a lot of people are surprisingly bad at.

Nowadays, time is of the essence. Whether you’re shooting a YouTube video, a talking head video, a corporate video or anything else, we often have limited time to complete it. This means having less time for lighting as well, which can impact the quality of the video.

How can we address this? Always have a plan for your lighting. But before we plan for lighting, we need to understand the different types of lights and their colour temperatures.

Let’s start by categorizing light into two broad types: natural light and artificial light.

Natural light refers to any light source created by nature. The most common examples are sunlight and moonlight, but it also includes sources like lightning and fire. Using sunlight has its advantages—it’s readily available (weather permitting), free and abundant.

Artificial light, on the other hand, is man-made. This includes street lights, neon lights, flashlights and LED panels, among others. Artificial lighting offers its own benefits. Unlike natural light, it’s consistent. You can shoot at any time of day without worrying about changing light conditions or waiting for the weather to improve. Artificial lighting also provides more control when lighting a scene. However, an extensive lighting set-up often requires a substantial budget, which may not always be feasible.
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Figure 21.1: Shot taken using artificial light



There’s no definitive advantage to using either natural or artificial light exclusively. Many lighting set-ups incorporate both. The choice between natural and artificial light depends on various factors and the specific requirements of the scene.

Let’s understand different types of lights and their colour temperatures.

First, let’s talk about ambient light. This is any light that the crew did not bring to the shoot, also known as available light. It can be either artificial or natural and includes both sunlight and pre-existing lighting in and around the location where you’re shooting. Not all ambient light is natural, but all natural light is considered ambient.

Then we have motivated light, which has a logical and/or identifiable source in a scene. For instance, if a scene takes place during the day, it makes sense to have sunlight pouring in through the windows.

And finally, we have practical lighting. This involves using light sources that are visible within the shot, known as ‘practical lights’ or ‘practicals’. This can include lamps, candles, TVs, flashlights, tube lights, etc.

Colour temperature is a system that measures the colour of a light source, using degrees K, ranging from warm colours to cool colours. Contrary to what we might think, on the colour temperature chart, higher values (such as 5500K to 6000K) indicate cooler tones such as blue, while lower values (around 1800K) are warmer tones like yellow. Candlelight, for example, registers at around 1800K, giving off a reddish-orange hue, whereas daylight registers at 5500K to 6000K, which is light blue. Here’s a colour temperature scale so you can understand this better.
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Figure 21.2: Colour Temperature Scale1



There are a million different ways to light up a shot. A shot may need only one light, but some other shots may need two, three, five or ten lights all at the same time. When shooting a video, turning on all available lights looks very cheap since there is no dynamism in the scene.
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Figure 21.3: Example of a bad shot with all available lights turned on2



Starting from no lights in the scene, let’s understand the most commonly used foundational lighting technique, the ‘three-point lighting’ set-up.

This set-up comprises three key lights:

Key light: This is the main light for your subject, typically the brightest, and positioned at a 45-degree angle to the right of the subject, clearly illuminating the face.
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Figure 21.4: Key light illumination3



Fill light: Used to soften and balance the shadows created by the key light, it’s placed on the opposite side of the key light. It’s crucial to ensure the fill light isn’t as bright as the key light to maintain depth and avoid a flat appearance.
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Figure 21.5: Key light and fill light are used together4



Rim/hair/back light: Positioned behind the subject, this light creates a rim of light around them, helping to separate them from the background. This is particularly effective in scenarios where the subject might blend into a darker background.
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Figure 21.6: Rim light illumination5



With this set-up, observe the difference between a subject lit with flat lighting and one illuminated with three-point lighting. The image on the left is an example of flat lighting, while the one on the right is illuminated using three-point lighting. The latter undoubtedly looks better and is a technique widely used in films.
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Figure 21.7: Flat lighting vs three-point lighting6
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Figure 21.8: Standard three-point lighting7



Next time you watch a movie, try to spot the three-point lighting set-up in how actors are lit. Remember, while three lights can enhance a scene, the number and type of lights you use depend on the desired emotion or feeling for that scene.
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Figure 21.9: Scene from the movie Transformers8



In essence, understanding the roles of key light, fill light and rim light—the foundation of lighting—is crucial. Lighting can also drastically alter the mood of a scene—it can make it feel happy, sombre, upbeat or a plethora of other emotions. I have some insights to share on how to evoke emotion with lights.

First, the direction of light can change the mood of your scene. Rotating from one side of the face to another can shift a scene from an interview set-up to a horror film. For a natural look, keep the light at about a 45-degree angle, creating a Rembrandt triangle—a little triangle of light on the face, often seen in movies and interviews. For a villainous look, place the light below the subject; for a tired look, place it directly above.
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Figure 21.10: A mysterious look9



Second, aim to film towards the brightest part of your scene. This adds depth and contrast, giving a more cinematic feel. Position your camera opposite your key light to capture this effect.
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Figure 21.11: Cinematic look10



Third, create depth with lighting. Depth separates the subject from the background. Use colour and brightness contrasts to create this separation. For instance, a white key light against a blue backlight can make the subject stand out. Also, consider the brightness of the subject’s clothing against the background.
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Figure 21.12: Bright clothes against a dark background with high-depth11



Fourth, backgrounds should be thoughtfully lit to add context and depth to a scene. Whether it’s a practical light source like a lamp or ambient lighting, well-lit backgrounds contribute significantly to the scene’s feel.

And finally, a small but crucial detail is the glint of light in a character’s eyes. This adds life and connection to the character. Ensure your light source reflects in the eyes to bring that glimmer of life.
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Audio 101

In this chapter, I’m going to share some of the basics of the third pillar of production—audio.

As I said earlier, ‘Video is always 50 per cent audio.’ Poor audio quality leads to a bad video, and it distracts from the visuals. It can destroy the emotion being portrayed.

One of the first things you should do if you want to make good-quality videos is invest in a good microphone. Not having a good-quality microphone will result in poor audio in your video, which will distract the viewer, and they will end up clicking away. If you are a beginner, I would highly recommend investing in a lavalier microphone.

Often referred to as a lapel mic, a lavalier microphone is a small, discreet microphone that is commonly used in video production. It can be easily clipped on to clothing, such as a shirt collar or tie. Their small size makes them ideal for situations where you don’t want the microphone to be seen. Once clipped to the wearer’s clothing, these microphones allow for hands-free operation, providing freedom of movement for the subject. As they are placed close to the mouth, they are excellent at capturing clear speech. This proximity helps maintain consistent audio quality, even if the speaker moves their head.
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Figure 22.1: Lavalier microphone1



At the time of writing, we were using the Sennheiser XSW wireless lavalier microphone. Though it is a bit expensive, there are affordable alternatives such as the Boya BYM1 lavalier microphone, compatible with smartphones, cameras and any device with a 3.5 mm microphone input.

There are other microphones, like the Shure MV Series condenser microphone for podcasts, which connects through USB/XLR to your laptop or audio interface, and the Rode VideoMic Pro+, which plugs directly into your camera. These are more expensive and not necessary if you are starting out.
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Figure 22.2: Shure podcast microphone2
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Figure 22.3: Shotgun microphone3



Second, avoid filming in echo-prone, noisy areas. If possible, dampen the sound in a room with thick curtains and carpets to reduce echo. Also, turn off any ceiling fans or air conditioners, and close the windows to minimize background noise.

Third, control your microphone’s volume. Volume, or amplitude, is measured in decibels (dB). You’ll see this abbreviation on your camera or audio recorder. Avoid using auto levels, as they often capture excessive background noise. Instead, switch to manual mode in your camera’s audio settings. Speak at your normal volume and adjust the audio levels until the meter reaches around -10 dB. This setting is ideal because it prevents distortion in louder moments, which typically occur when audio levels exceed 0 dB. Keep an eye on the audio levels on the camera and ensure that they don’t reach the red bars.
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Figure 22.4: Audio meter settings on a Blackmagic camera



The final tip is equalizing the recorded audio in post-production. There are a lot of tutorials available on YouTube for this. This will help add that extra presence to your audio. Remember, fixing bad audio in post-production is challenging. Always try to capture the cleanest audio possible while recording the video.
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Accessories 101

Now, let’s talk about some accessories. These are must-haves when shooting any sort of video.

The first is a tripod for a steady shot. This is very important for talking head videos, interviews and podcasts. Make sure the tripod has a fluid head (a type of tripod head with fluid inside to dampen sudden movement) if you want to take some smooth pan or tilt shots.
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Figure 23.1: A Tripod



The second must-have is a teleprompter. This accessory allows you to read the script while looking straight into the camera. Most media houses and broadcast channels use this. A teleprompter has been one of our best investments to date. Using a teleprompter will save you a lot of time and help you become efficient. It allows everyone from your presenter to your editing team to be aligned on the script.
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Figure 23.2: Teleprompter
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Composition and Framing 101

We’ve covered a lot of things in a short period of time. Give yourself a pat on the back if you have read till here. In this chapter, I’m going to share some framing and composition techniques that we use to tell stories. The best part about this is it doesn’t require spending money on a new camera, software or accessories.

Let’s understand the importance of framing your shot. Framing involves positioning various elements within the boundaries of your shot. It’s about deciding what to include or exclude, drawing the viewer’s attention to specific subjects or points of interest, and conveying depth.

First, let’s look at composition. Composing your shot can be divided into three parts: foreground, subject and background. The foreground is the part of the scene that’s closest to the camera. The subject is the focus of your video. This could be a person, an object or even an action that’s happening. And lastly, the background is what you see behind the subject.
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Figure 24.1: In this image, the person on the left is considered in the foreground, the chef and the pizza are the main subject, and the restaurant is the background1



Now, let’s understand some different types of shots. First, we have the establishing shot. This shot acts as a set-up for the story as it is used to give the viewers context about a scene. It is widely used everywhere.
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Figure 24.2: An establishing shot2



Next is the wide shot. As the name suggests, this shot captures a broader view of the frame. It’s great for establishing where the action is taking place and for showing the context in which the characters find themselves.
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Figure 24.3: A wide shot3



A close-up shot focuses closely on a subject. It’s like leaning in close to see the details. This type of shot is often used to show facial expressions, emotions or details of an object that are important to the story. For example, a close-up shot of a person’s face can capture subtle emotions that might be missed in a wider shot.
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Figure 24.4: Close-up shot4



A mid-shot is somewhere between a wide shot and a close-up. It usually frames a person from the waist up. This is like standing a moderate distance away from someone so you can see some of their surroundings, but you’re also close enough to see their expressions and gestures. Mid-shots are great for dialogues or when you want to show some interaction between characters while still giving a sense of the environment they’re in.
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Figure 24.5: Over-the-shoulder mid-shot5
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Figure 24.6: Shot sizing summary6



Setting up the right camera height and angle is also important because they greatly affect how the viewer feels about a scene or a person. When the camera is at the subject’s eye level, it creates a neutral view, making the audience feel like they are on the same level as the character, creating a sense of equality. But if we place the camera above the subject, looking down can make the subject appear smaller, weaker or more vulnerable. It creates a sense of the viewer being in a position of power over the subject. If we do the opposite and position the camera below the subject, looking up can make the subject look more powerful and authoritative. It gives the impression that the viewer is looking up to the character. You can also use straight-on direct camera angles for neutral storytelling and tilted angles (like in Figure 10) to create a sense of imbalance or distress.
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Figure 24.7: Camera angles7



An important framework we use when framing a shot is the rule of thirds. This foundational compositional guideline divides your frame into nine sections using a 3 x 3 grid, creating four intersection points. Placing your subject at these points or along these lines can make your shot more aesthetically pleasing. Activate the grid on your camera to help balance your shot and provide context. Centre framing, where the subject is directly in the middle, is often used when the subject is presenting. It emphasizes authority and doesn’t strictly follow the rule of thirds, but it’s effective for certain types of content.
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Figure 24.8: Framing a shot using the rule of thirds8



A balanced frame is aesthetically pleasing. If one side of your frame is busier than the other, consider adding elements like a lamp or a portrait to even it out. Pay attention to headroom (the space above the subject’s head) and looking room (the space in the direction the subject is facing). Proper headroom and looking room create a well-balanced and comfortable viewing experience.
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Figure 24.9: A balanced frame9



To emphasize your subject and add depth, use a shallow depth of field by opening your camera’s aperture. This blurs the background, reducing distractions. For greater depth, distance your subject from the background and introduce foreground elements like plants.
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Figure 24.10: Depth in action10



Symmetry involves mirroring both sides of your frame. It’s particularly effective in interviews and documentaries, where the background can frame your subject beautifully. Sometimes, a minor camera adjustment can achieve symmetry in a seemingly off-balance shot.

By applying these framing techniques—the rule of thirds, depth and symmetry—you can effectively draw attention to your subject and tell a clearer story. These methods help your subject stand out, simplifying the narrative and enhancing the overall impact of your videos.
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Video Set-Up Checklist

One of my mentors who I worked with in Bollywood, Piyush Jha, believed in checklists because they make it easy to ensure that you haven’t missed anything. Let’s understand with the help of a checklist how to set up a shot.

1.	Setting up your camera


	Resolution: Choose between 720p, 1080p or 2160p (high definition [HD], full high definition [FHD], 4K).

	Frame rate: Pick from 24, 25, 30, 50 or 60 fps.

	Shutter speed: Set it to double your frame rate for natural motion blur.

	Aperture: Adjust based on the shot. A higher aperture cuts out light; a lower one brings in more light. Remember, a lower aperture introduces depth of field.

	ISO: Adjust the ISO using the exposure meter. Use your camera’s light meter as a guide—aim to centre it close to zero.

	White balance: Use the presets in your camera or set up a custom one.



2.	Setting up lighting


	Key light: 80 per cent intensity

	Fill light: 50 per cent intensity

	Rim light: 30 per cent intensity



3.	Setting up audio


	Use an external lavalier microphone.

	Set up the right audio levels and eliminate background noise.

	Check for any wires visible in the shot and hide them.



4.	Setting up your shot


	Set up the frame according to the rule of thirds, give headroom and centre the subject.

	Check for any distractions in the shot (for example, softbox light in the frame, dust on the table).

	Add necessary props in the frame to distinguish between foreground and background.



5.	Final check


	Format memory cards.

	Make sure the battery is fully charged and connected to a power source.

	Check that the set is clear and the teleprompter is ready with the script.



And voilà, you are ready to record!







End of Guest Author Contributions

From here on, Varun and Achina Mayya continue to share their insights and experiences.
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Living the Content Creator Life

Successful content creators live a weird life, and in my opinion, it’s one of a kind. This is because content creators aren’t entrepreneurs in the sense that they can’t delegate their core work to someone else; but they are entrepreneurs in the sense that they have to live client to client (i.e., brand deal to brand deal). They don’t earn consistent revenue like a salaried employee, and their previous month’s revenue is only as good as their previous month’s view count. If they don’t perform, they make very little money, and they will have to pay their team from their reserves. Every serious content creator I know has a mental ‘runway calculation’ of how much money they have in the bank, just like an entrepreneur. But unlike an entrepreneur, they cannot sell the ‘business’ easily because the business is their face and personality, and that is too much risk for an acquirer to bet on.

On the other hand, content creators are not celebrities either. They have some portion of the fame of a celebrity, but brands will not pay them as much as a celebrity of equal stature. Neither are they taken as seriously as a celebrity by the general public. Celebrities are typically unapproachable, but a content creator is supposed to be approachable. With the sheer volume of content that a creator has to put out, the allure and mystery of being a celebrity simply doesn’t apply to them. However, they do have to bear the negative comments and trolls just like celebrities do.

What I’m trying to say is that most content creators (unless they choose to be celebrities or entrepreneurs) are stuck in a weird middle place, where they have the responsibilities and negatives of both celebrities and entrepreneurs, with few of the rewards. This is why I advise content creators to eventually choose a path—either to go to OTT platforms like Netflix or Hotstar and become a celebrity; or to build a business around what they stand for. The standard path, however, is to be relevant for three or four years and then burn out. This is the path that most content creators take because they are deluded enough to believe that the career lasts forever. It doesn’t.

Viraj Sheth from Monk-E has a great tweet on this, and I’ve now seen so many content creators go down this path that I believe it to be 100 per cent true:
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Figure 26.1: Viraj Sheth from Monk-E on creator burnout1



The only part of this that I disagree with, and which isn’t normal for content creators, is becoming viral overnight. The fact is that most creators don’t. My own creator path is the best example of this.

I started creating content seven years ago when the idea of a ‘content creator’ wasn’t even a thing. Slowly, I built an online audience. At the scale that I played at for the first couple of years, there were precisely zero people on the streets who recognized me. Over the next couple of years, I got a little bigger but was focused on my business, Avalon. The creator part was something I did for fun during the weekends, so creator fame or maths weren’t things I thought about much.

Mid-2023, I got more serious about creating content as a way to acquire users for whatever product I decided to build next. This was also the time Tanmay and I decided to start Overpowered, an applied AI podcast on YouTube. I also decided to get serious about my own Instagram account and YouTube channel. That’s when things changed. Overpowered added 5,00,000 followers on Instagram in three months. Some of the reels started hitting 10 million views.

Then things really became crazy.

I started getting recognized on the streets. I saw a meaningful uptick in conversations around our content. My phone started blowing up with brands who wanted to work with me. A section of people dedicated to talking nonsense about me (and who also knew nothing about my backstory) appeared. Almost all my actions (both online and offline) were magnified. If I was on my phone answering an urgent message while a fan was talking to me in real life, they walked away believing that I was rude. On the other hand, if I gave an audience member a bottle of water, they would walk away telling stories about how altruistic I was.

During this period, I was reminded of Gary Vee, the famous social media superstar. There was a time when Gary Vee was on my feed all the time. YouTube, Instagram, Twitter. His words were considered gospel in the creator economy. Everybody wanted a photo with him. But today, Gary’s reels perform worse than the content I used to put out in year one. The reason I say this is not to put Gary Vee down but to shine a light on the fact that Gary built a successful business during the peak of his popularity. VaynerMedia, his media agency, still does more than $130 million in revenue a year.2 His investments in Twitter and Snapchat are probably worth a lot more now than they were back then. But the truth is that Gary has always run a business. VaynerMedia was founded in 2009. Peak popularity for Gary probably catapulted his business to a different league. But as you study his story, you understand that none of this was new for Gary. He had started Wine Library TV, a daily webcast on YouTube covering wine, way back in 2006!

The point I’m trying to make is that fame and brand attention can sometimes convince you that the ride is going to last forever. But I’ve now seen rise-and-fall cycle being repeated with so many other creators.

This is also what the people who get mad at creators for the kind of fame they command or the money they make don’t understand. I recently read a tweet on this, the gist of which was that a creator has to make ten to twenty years’ worth of revenue within a two- to three-year period before they encounter irrelevance. While it is true that there will be creators today who charge Rs 10 lakh a brand deal, it is also true that there will soon be a day when brands will refuse to even pick up the phone to talk to them. Most of these creators will have to restart their careers from scratch and do a nine-to-five job, which most creators aren’t equipped for.

What people who dislike the amount of money creators make need to realize is that hating on a creator simply keeps them relevant longer. As the saying goes, ‘The opposite of love is not hate—it’s indifference.’

I still meet a lot of creators in their prime who mistreat fans or act like they are God’s gift to mankind. Approaching our short periods of fame and relevance with humility is a useful tool that keeps us in check while the inevitable loss of relevance comes around. More importantly, working towards becoming either a celebrity or an entrepreneur is worth the extra effort that you put in today. Future you will thank current you for the second-order thinking.
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Figure 26.2: A minimalist diagram of how your creator career will most likely go



This understanding, that our creator careers are short, has a profound impact on everything from personal finance to how we think about ourselves. I routinely meet newly successful content creators from smaller towns who splurge on shoes, cars or designer clothes that they don’t need. ‘It’s just one brand deal, bro,’ is what they tell me. That is true. It is just one brand deal for them. But what they don’t recognize is that they are eating into their savings. When you are in your creator prime:


	You get loans more easily (but paying them off after irrelevance is tougher).
	You are very liquid compared to the average salaried employee (but the mental adjustment to going from making Rs 1 crore a year back to Rs 5 lakh a year is devastating).
	You can invest in several start-ups for the tag without worrying today (but you will later realize that only a handful of start-ups live a decade down the line).
	You can talk down to regular employees about how their jobs are boring (until you realize just how unstable what you are doing is vs being a salaried employee).



My thinking around this has been clear from day one. I want to build businesses. I want to add value to other people’s lives with a lot more than just words (in my humble opinion, words are easy). I want to use the temporary boost in visibility to build out the businesses that I will have the most fun running over the long term. This is the main reason that I don’t lean too much into the creator side of what I do. More importantly, I save a lot. Thirty-year-old me saves much more than twenty-year-old me. Lastly, I try not to let the adulation or the hate get to me. It’s all temporary anyway.

But let’s return to the present.

Riding trends can bring crazy returns. In this day and age, there is a new trend every day. If a trend doesn’t occur naturally, traditional media creates it.

If you have worked with a senior executive in a media network, then you will know the panic that is created when they do not have a scoop.

There is a lot of debate on social media about whether today’s influencers are going overboard with what they are willing to do to be famous or trending. While people are seeing this for the first time ‘in the public eye’, in traditional media, this is so common that it has become invisible.

We all know how crazy and brave journalists have to be to get a trending story. We have all seen the outrageous paparazzi videos, and we have also seen journalists fly into the middle of floods or wars to report on the situation. I am not saying what is right or what is wrong. I am trying to show you what it really takes to do well in media and content. YouTube too will require that level of effort in the coming years.

I have probably used this quote a hundred times, every time I meet a founder who wants to understand content: ‘Everything that was supposed to be created, has been created. Now for attention, you need to create something remarkable.’

Mediocrity is dead. Opportunity is in abundance. The barrier of entry is at an all-time low. So it becomes overwhelming to know where to go, which trend to ride and what narrative to build.

The answer?

Optimize for speed. What can you make a video on with the least amount of friction? What is that one topic you know like the back of your hand?

The easiest way to create something remarkable is to give deep insight to the audience. And to do that, you first have to become an expert in a subject. Practice makes you faster.

Pick a niche. Take the time to become a subject-matter expert. Find trends in that niche. Break them apart with your incredible insights.

Everything else comes later.

Rule 1: Focus on becoming full-time

The one indicator I look at to distinguish a ‘part-time’ creator from a ‘full-time’ one is how open you are to hiring. Most of us start as hobbyists. During this phase, we do everything, such as editing, lighting, shooting and writing, which is the artistic approach and is a lot of fun, but when done for a long period of time, it becomes a shortcut to a burnout.

As a creative individual, I have an artistic approach to everything I do. There is a tendency with this approach to view what you are creating not as something that will serve others, but as something that is a part of you, a representation of yourself. So when you put it out into the world (which takes a lot of courage) and it fails (as we saw, 99.33 per cent of all videos posted fail) you will feel like YOU failed. This slippery slope can lead to demotivation, anxiety and even depression. Pair it with social media shunning you every time you talk about your struggles, and you have a recipe for disaster.

But the moment your mindset switches from ‘I am creating for myself’ (artistic approach) to ‘I am creating to serve others’ (pragmatic approach) the game changes. Each failure becomes a signal, guiding you towards betterment. You start focusing on hiring people. You become more open to asking for help. And when you have a team of people around you who succeed with you, fail with you, laugh with you and have the best time doing it all, creating videos becomes more than just a part of yourself. It becomes something bigger than you.

It also allows you to focus on something better, your superpower. Everything else is delegated to your employees. So instead of creating content with an artistic approach (of course, no creative effort can ever be fully non-artistic, which is a good thing), focus on reaching the point where you can start hiring people.

Rule 2: Comparison has no competitive advantage

As you start creating videos, eventually there will come a point when you will find yourself constantly comparing your numbers with either those of your peers or with players who are much bigger than you. It starts with a rather noble intention, ‘Let’s see what they are doing that I can learn from.’ But you will often find yourself spending hours comparing numbers in the name of ‘analysis’. You might also find yourself resenting the person. So instead of comparing outputs (views and subscribers), look for inputs (editing, production quality, research, storytelling) and focus on them. Numbers are just a lagging indicator of what they did right in the distant or recent past. Inputs will allow for a much clearer and more accurate picture.

Rule 3: Build infrastructure

I often hear top YouTubers say, ‘You don’t need expensive gear to make videos, you just need passion.’ I do not think that’s true.

At scale, not having gear, or, as I like to call it, ‘infra’, puts you at a disadvantage and you’ll find yourself fighting an uphill battle. Not only do you have to keep up with the trends, competitors and platform changes but you are also adding another layer of friction to your creative process. The reason I call it infra and not gear is because the goal of buying gear should not be to own something cool, but to make it as easy as possible for you to bring your creative idea to life. When the creative process becomes easy, you do it more often. When you do it often, some of your creations will succeed and that will make you feel even more motivated. We now have a studio, and thanks to it, if I have a crazy idea where I need to show a human flying or someone dressed as Flash running, I can do it ten times faster and more easily thanks to that environment.

So build your infra keeping in mind what piece of tech will allow you to take your videos to the next level with the least friction possible. And then invest in it.
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Long-Term Games with Long-Term People

The investor-philosopher Naval Ravikanth has an excellent thread on X about playing long-term games with long-term people. I think all the same rules apply to being a content creator. Let me break them down for you in the context of being a creator. This chapter also includes the things I’ve learnt being a founder who has to work with creators in many capacities.

On a podcast in which Naval dives deep into what makes Silicon Valley work, he said:1


Yeah, this is an insight into what makes Silicon Valley work, and what makes high-trust societies work. Essentially, all the benefits in life come from compound interests. Whether it’s in relationships, making money, or in learning.

So, compound interest is a marvellous force, where if you start out with 1x what you have, and then if you increase 20 per cent a year for thirty years, it’s not that you got thirty years times 20 per cent added on. It was compounding, so it just grew, and grew, and grew until you suddenly got a massive amount of whatever it is. Whether it’s goodwill, or love, or relationships, or money. So, I think compound interest is a very important force.

You have to be able to play a long-term game. And long-term games are good not just for compound interest, they’re also good for trust. If you look at prisoner’s dilemma type games, a solution to prisoner’s dilemma is tit-for-tat, which is I’m just going to do to you what you did last time to me, with some forgiveness in case there was a mistake made.

But that only works in an iterated prisoner’s dilemma, in [other] words if we play a game multiple times.

So, if you’re in a situation, like for example you’re in Silicon Valley, where people are doing business with each other, and they know each other, they trust each other. Then they do right by each other because they know this person will be around for the next game.

But essentially if you want to be successful, you have to work with other people. And you have to figure out who can you trust, and who can you trust over a long, long period of time, that you can just keep playing the game with them, so that compound interest and high trust will make it easier to play the game and will let you collect the major rewards, which are usually at the end of the cycle.



I believe this is true for a content creator. People think the game is entirely about views (brands will certainly convince you that you are only worth the views you get them). But as I’ve shared before, you are paid for the image that appears in people’s minds when they think about you. What that essentially comes down to is whether people trust you or not. And trust doesn’t come from you saying some words on screen. It is built over years and decades based on how you do business and work with other creators and brands, and on your interactions with your community.

In fact, repetition and association are useful, even outside the context of the algorithm. Just like Bollywood, I’ve noticed that there is a stamp system in the creator industry. A creator will not collaborate with you no matter how many views you get per video unless you are part of the ‘circle’ of known creators. This is because most large creators do not know whether a new creator is legitimate or not, or what general audiences think of them. Many creators rely on another creator in the circle to first ‘vet’ a new creator and pull them into the mainstream. It’s wild, but you need one person to give you a shot before others can.

Getting that first creator to ‘let you in’ is challenging. I found it easier to raise funding for my business before I graduated from college (I was rejected by seventy investors before one bet on me) than to get a mainstream creator to collaborate with me in the early days. Just like in Bollywood, I was stuck on the C-player circuit for a long time.

I often ask Indian creators who settle abroad whether doing so slowed down or sped up their careers. What I found is that the answer is nuanced: if a creator moves abroad before they get massive, then they lose out. If they move abroad after they become mainstream, then it doesn’t seem to matter. The reason is that people are more willing to collaborate with you if they’ve seen you around in real life. As I mentioned before, you just need that first creator to take a bet on you. There are obviously exceptions to this—you can independently get so large that other creators in the space have no choice but to notice you and respect your work. But I do feel that’s a slower and lonelier path.

I see a lot of aspiring content creators turn bitter because a creator they admire will not collaborate with them. They eventually resort to making negative videos like ‘X creator is fooling you’ or ‘X creator is a fraud’. Many a time, this is a way to get that mainstream creator to notice them. The problem with this behaviour is that while it gets you some views (thanks to collaborative filtering), it will also ensure that no mainstream creator will collaborate with you. The audience you gain from attacking someone else is the worst kind of audience you can build because they expect you to always attack other people. The minute you try to make any other type of video, you will have an interested audience of zero. Brands will refuse to work with creators who make this kind of content too, so this type of status hacking is generally useless.

Naval puts forth an interesting point about politicians, which I believe applies to creators as well:


There’s a lot of downside[s] to career politicians like corruption. But an upside is they actually get deals done with each other because they know the other person is going to be in the same position ten years from now, and they’re going to have to keep dealing with them, so they might as well learn how to cooperate.2



The reason why content creators collaborate with new entrants is because all of us understand that if you have the opportunity to help someone at the start of their career, most people tend to remember that. While I know several low-quality creators who keep their brand deals to themselves, there are many good ones who go out of their way to share deals with others. This pays off. Raj Shamani in his early days as a creator was known to share brand deals with others. This paid off for him because, over time, other creators pooled their brand deals with him. As a creator, you should be okay with losing some money and putting in extra effort in the early days to make plays happen for others. It pays off big time later.

More importantly, as you play long-term games with others, people get comfortable taking bigger risks alongside you. This means more opportunities, even outside of being a creator.

I also think it’s important to recognize what type of games a creator can and cannot play and what their roles are in these games. A lot of creators ask me what is the best way for them for them to start a business.

‘Should I be the CEO? Should I be finding suppliers? Should I be hiring people?’

While I can’t say there is a correct path, let me share my learnings. First, you have to ask yourself one question: Do you want to run the business or be a creator? While there are several models you can follow, I will tell you about the model that I have seen work best for others.

I do not think the creator should be the CEO of any business while they are in their prime. Like the Indian podcaster, BeerBiceps and Monk-E, it is wiser for the creator to use their audience reach, personal connections and brand to find a good co-founder, and let that co-founder run the business. The reason for this is that if the creator decides to become the CEO of the business during their prime, it is nearly certain that their viewership will start to decline. It is much more useful, for both the creator and the business, for the creator to focus on staying relevant for as long as possible. There are exceptions to this rule, but we don’t yet know how this will play out. Sharan Hegde, for example, is keen on running the business as the CEO himself. He is of course choosing not to be a creator long-term if the business does well, but whether there will be long-term regret or not is uncertain.

There may be an opportunity thanks to AI to do both as long as you trust your team enough to create content on your behalf. In my own case, I have chosen to run the company instead of creating content long-term. As of the time of writing, however, we have started working on a digital clone of me where the video and audio can be generated using artificial intelligence. By the time this book is published, we will know whether the experiment worked and whether I was right about being able to (at least on some videos) replace myself as a content creator. Over the long term and based on our experiments with the popular open-source project Wav2Lip,3 it seems possible that you can fully automate your content. If this is successful, it will free me to spend all my time working on the business rather than creating content. This could work for us because we also understand how the platforms work and have a sense of what kind of content to create, and therefore are in the best position to automate ourselves without impact on the metrics.

If you aspire to run a business, it is important to consider who will do it with you. As a creator, finding your co-founder (very different from finding a manager) is important. You need to invest deeply in this relationship, and the only way it will work is through slow compounding. It will also feel unfair, and it is important to address this unfairness. Businesses take several years to become large enough to be financially meaningful for the owners. When a creator ties up with a founder to start something, the creator is often making several times more money than the founder. This creates a dynamic where the co-founder who runs the business feels as though the power table is stacked the wrong way. During their prime years, a creator is focused more on the creative aspects than on the business side, which is what the co-founder manages. But after seeing many of these relationships play through, I feel it is infinitely more valuable for the creator to keep getting bigger, despite how the co-founder may feel. Let me illustrate this with an example.

Let’s assume there are two businesses. Let’s take a simple type of business, say a D2C business where the company sells earphones. Company A has a creator and a non-creator as co-founders. Company B does not have a creator, just two full-time founders working on the problem. As lopsided or unfair as Company A feels to the non-creator founder, their absolute chance of success vs Company B is several times higher. Two slides from a report by the New Consumer illuminate why:4
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Figure 27.1: Two slides from the New Consumer showing why creator-founded brands are more popular



We live in a noisy world. If you need to buy a commodity like earphones, there are probably a thousand brands that would love to serve you. Breaking out from the noise and differentiating yourself as a brand is critical today. A creator who really cares about the business gives you that. So if a creator’s co-founder feels the creator is distracted or isn’t contributing as much on a daily basis, they must understand that the creator’s value isn’t in the time they spend on the business. Their value is in creating an amplifier for the products that the brand makes. According to the New Consumer report, 60 per cent of Gen Z and millennial consumers are likely to buy products in a category they don’t normally buy products in as long as a creator they admire is involved.5 Sixty-three per cent are open to trialling a product by a new brand in a category where they already have a favourite. This is valuable.6 We’ll chat further about how to structure creator businesses later in the book.

Another place that’s very crowded is hiring talent. Good talent today has a long list of suitors in the form of companies that want to work with them. Having a creator post a job is more useful than going to any job board. When I had zero followers, each of our job listings would get five or six low-quality applications with nobody really interested in us. Today, a posting to hire a Python or JavaScript engineer will net us about 1000 applications, many of whom already have some interest in the company. This has been game-changing for me as a founder.

The only instance where I feel the usefulness of a creator is limited is when they invest a small cheque (i.e., have very low ownership) in a company. I have had creators on my cap table who put in a small cheque and subsequently did not have the time or the incentive to help. When a creator invests only a small amount in a business, it is not valuable for the business, and the creator is not obligated to do anything for the company either. It just becomes additional ‘personnel management’ for the founder to bear and is not worth it.

Everyone you work with (both internally and externally) will decide based on that interaction whether they want to continue to work with you. If you throw your ego around with your editors or other creators, chances are they won’t want to work with you. As your relevance wanes, you may find that you need many of these people. And at that point, it may be too late.
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Views vs Loyalty

While it may be true that you get paid for the image that pops into people’s minds when they think of you, I think it’s more nuanced than that. There’s no ‘average sentiment’ of what a creator is. Most creators are polarizing, and the algorithm is responsible for this. But what this means is that you get paid for the image that pops into the mind of whoever is paying you. For most creators, that’s a brand manager. If you appear often on the feed of a brand manager and they like you, then you have a shot at getting a deal from that brand. If you appear often in the feed of your specific audience and they like you, then they buy from you.

The first part, ‘appearing in the feed’, is something you should have a grip on by this point in the book. The second part, ‘loyalty’, is something that is infinitely harder to create.

Here’s a step-by-step guide on how you can create long-term loyalty:

1.	Be yourself: I know this sounds clichéd, but you can’t put on an act for too long on the internet. The first step in creating long-term loyalty is to be authentic. Viewers can easily detect when someone is putting on a facade, especially on long-form content. Show your true personality, share your interests and be honest in your videos. This helps build a genuine connection with your audience.

2.	Consistency is key: Maintain a consistent tone and style in your content. Whether you’re funny, informative or inspiring, stick to what you’re good at. Consistency helps your audience know what to expect from you, making them more likely to return for more. Many creators want to do ‘multiple things’ on one channel. Don’t do it, however tempting it is, unless it’s on the same topic. You can’t put real estate content on your channel for years and then do a parallel series about AI. Even larger creators split their own interests into multiple channels. Simple rule—if you want to cover two different types of content, then do two separate channels.

3.	Engage with your audience: Take the time to interact with your viewers. Respond to comments, ask for their opinions and include them in your content creation process. This makes them feel valued and part of your channel’s community. Know some of your regular fans by name (or at least username).

4.	Tell stories: People love stories. Especially personal stories. Share your experiences, challenges and achievements. Storytelling creates a deeper emotional connection with your audience, making your content more relatable and memorable. The general tendency is for the content creator to gradually show more and more of their personal lives because people want to know. This is only true after you have at least 1,00,000 followers.

5.	Show appreciation: Regularly thank your viewers for their support. I can’t stress this enough. Creators who forget this gain no loyalty. It’s also true that you are only there because of your audience. Some creators get frustrated with the hate comments and trolls and believe everyone is out to get them. They stop respecting their audiences. Don’t do this.

6.	Stay true to your values: Never compromise on your core values for views or sponsorships. Your integrity is crucial to maintaining trust with your audience. Early in your career, you will make some mistakes with choosing brands (every creator does). As you get larger, do due diligence on the brands you work with so you can promote their product without worry or guilt. Stay true to what you believe in, and your viewers will respect you for it. Stay away from betting apps.

7.	Meet your fans offline: Some real-world meet and greets are important for audiences to build affinity with you. You should host regular meetups after 1,00,000 subscribers or so.

		Eventually, decentralize the meetups to a few community heads across the country.

8.	Evolve and grow: While consistency is important, don’t be afraid to evolve. Try new things, and explore different content formats or topics, but keep them aligned with your overall persona and channel theme. Growth shows your audience that you are invested in improving and keeping things interesting for them. Many of our fans come to us years later and say, ‘Hey, I was one of your first 10,000 subscribers!’ People love to see you evolve over time and be there for the journey.

9.	Get in the circle: Being seen with or having the ‘approval’ of an existing mainstream content creator is a good way to be taken seriously. Do not attack other creators as you will not be seen as brand-friendly nor will any large creator work with you. To become relevant, you need them.

10.	Create content around what you do for a living: People take you a lot more seriously when you do something related to what you make content around. This is why it is rare to see, say, a sixteen-year-old create content around business and be taken seriously by audiences and brands—it feels inauthentic, and you can smell it from miles away.

But the final ‘dark arts’ tip to true loyalty is to stand for something. A mission. A movement. A revolution. The best movements are driven by primal human emotions.

To their respective audiences:


Sandeep Maheshwari stands for hope.

Tanmay Bhat stands for fun and laughter.

BeerBiceps stands for awe and mysticism.

Ashneer Grover stands for chaos.



While all these people may be hated outside their audience base, all that matters is that their audiences associate them with a core emotion.
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Brand Money

According to a report by Kalaari Capital, of the 80 million online creators in India, 1,50,000 are able to monetize their services effectively and earn anywhere from Rs 16,000 to Rs 2 lakh per month on average.1

Based on follower counts, influencers are divided into nano (1000–10,000 followers), micro (10,000–1,00,000), macro (1,00,000–1 million) and mega (over 1 million followers). Let’s look at how much money you can make through brand deals across these four categories.

Brand Deals

Nano: This category charges around Rs 3000 to Rs 4000 on average per post, depending on the deliverables.

Micro: They can make between Rs 40,000 and Rs 60,000, depending on their niche.

Macro: Depending on the deliverables and their genre, these influencers can make Rs 1.5 to Rs 3.5 lakh.

Mega: Rs 4 lakh and more.

Here is some anecdotal data on how much the top five YouTube creators with 1–2 million followers in their respective niches charge for brand integrations:

Finance: Rs 7 lakh to Rs 10 lakh per brand integration

Entertainment: Rs 5 lakh to Rs 7 lakh per brand integration

Tech: Rs 15 lakh to Rs 20 lakh per brand integration

Education/Infotainment: About Rs 7 lakh per brand integration

Rate Card

Here’s how much you can charge for a one-minute brand integration on YouTube if you are in the top 20 per cent of creators in your niche:



These are not exact figures; they are estimates of what the top creators in these categories can charge. These also vary depending on the season; for example, brands spend a lot more during festive seasons to promote their products. Additionally, it depends on the length of the deal. If it’s a six-month recurring deal, the brands might pay less, but the creator gets recurring long-term revenue, so it’s a win-win for both parties.

For most brands we work with, we offer bundled deals, i.e., we will give them one long-form integration + one short or one conceptual integration where the video topic revolves around the integration + shorts. We charge 1.5 times more for conceptual integration. This is because we pick the topic based on the brand’s requirements.

Here’s an example of a conceptual integration: a business case study on the insurance industry + a one-minute integration of an insurance company.

Factors Determining Your Rate Card

Your niche and your brand are the two primary factors that dictate the amount of money you can make from brand deals.

The first determining factor is the number of creators in your niche because that dictates supply. Consider AI vs entertainment content creation: there are far fewer AI content creators compared to those in entertainment. Because the supply is lower and demand higher, these few creators can charge more as they have greater leverage. In entertainment, you’ll find hundreds of creators with a large following, so brands have plenty to pick from under all brackets of influencers, from nano and micro to macro and mega.

The second factor is the funding available to the brands sponsoring creators in your niche. In 2022, many fintech brands raised funding, so they had a huge amount of capital available to give to finance creators to promote their brand messaging and offerings. The same goes for tech; tech companies have a high amount of capital, so it’s less risky for them to spend lakhs on creators. This is why you’ll often see that a finance, tech or educational influencer with a following of 1,00,000 can earn a lot more than a fashion influencer with a 1-million subscriber count.

The third and most important factor is the quality of your audience. Does your audience trust you? Will they buy something if you recommend it? Does your audience have money to spend on the products you promote? An audience from tier-one cities that understands English is considered to be a premium audience with a higher spending capacity. The cost of acquiring this viewer is also much higher because multiple businesses are vying for the attention of this prime audience, so brands are willing to spend more to reach these viewers. On the other hand, not many brands are trying to capture an English-speaking audience from tier-two and tier-three cities with lower spending capacity. As a result, fewer companies spend on influencers in the space, and when they do, the cost of acquiring this consumer is cheaper. Hence, the amount given to the influencer is also lower.

The last factor is you ranking in your niche. If you are the largest tech creator, finance creator or infotainment creator, you will earn significantly more than the mid-level content creators. The power law is extreme in the creator economy. The money is concentrated at the top of the pyramid, where the top few make the most. This happens because brands want to go with the top dogs, similar to how Bollywood works; the biggest stars make much more than the mid-level ones. This is a function of their brand, representing a heightened level of trust compared to mid-level creators or actors. More trust equates to more conversions for the brand.

Working with Brands: A Guide

If there is one thing the YouTube audience despises, it is being sold to. And if there is one thing that 75 per cent of the brands you work with will push for, it is promoting their brand agenda to the audience. It’s tough balancing the two, but let me share how we go about this.

For our own channels, we have created decks that cover what our audience is like, including their viewer persona and examples of brand integrations that have worked well in the past.

We also created a case study of the brand deals that have worked for our channel. Among other things, we covered how we sold the product to the audience, audience feedback, brand feedback and the tentative conversions we were able to give the brand.

We show the brand comparison between an integration that did not work, which includes the retention graph and the audience feedback, and an integration that worked well, including the audience feedback, so they understand what works and what doesn’t work on our channel. Ninety per cent of our job here is to educate brand managers.

Another trick that has worked well in the past is to pitch a couple of ideas to a brand based on their campaign deliverables. We present our second choice first, as they will most likely reject it. Then, we present a better idea supported by the insights gathered and successful case studies to convince them. The brand manager feels they have won and often says yes to the second idea. It’s unfortunate that the process can be gamed this way, but this doesn’t apply to all brand managers. Some are excellent and get the game.

If there is still a lot of pushback from the brand, we hold our ground. Money is essential, but so is our audience. To maintain audience trust, we do not promote products in ways that our audience does not appreciate. If you do this repeatedly, it irritates the audience and your engagement and views will start dropping.

When negotiating with the brand, try to remove the intermediaries and present your point of view to the brand manager directly. Communicating with a manager through your talent agency often results in a lot of information being lost. Get on a call with the brand manager and understand what they are optimizing for. We’ve learnt from experience that most brand managers are either looking for conversions or trying to impress their seniors in the company. Whatever their motivation, if you make them feel like they are winning and getting the better part of the deal, you have won. Show them that you are going above and beyond so they can achieve their brand goal.

If you’ve found a brand you’ve enjoyed working with and want to build a long-term association with them, then go out of your way to give the brand an additional shout-out they did not ask for. Remember that people just like you and me work for the brand, and these people, like us, love it if they get more in return for their buck. Every time we have done this for a brand, it has left them surprised and extremely happy!

Cracking a Long-Term Deal with a Brand

When you’re trying to close a big deal, the first thing you should do is put yourself in the brand manager’s shoes to understand their goal. If it is brand awareness, then try to develop a unique content series that highlights the brand’s identity. This could involve recurring themes or segments where you give the brand some minutes in the video.

This has to be conceptualized and executed well. Think of it like TV show episodes and plan accordingly. For example, during the FIFA finals, we developed a three-video series on how data comes into play when planning a football match for a data science education company that wanted to be the main sponsor for this series. These unique series should stand out from your usual content so the brand feels you’ve launched something new for them on your channel.

Just as you are trying to create content that will get you acknowledged and remembered by your viewers, a brand manager is trying to build campaigns that will be their legacy, work they can proudly show off and speak about with their company peers. So, come up with a unique idea that is memorable and gets people talking. For example, when OnePlus was launching their flagship Open phone in India, they approached Varun for a special series. Varun and his team created a new set, got well-known guests and did an incredible podcast series sponsored by OnePlus, which was widely appreciated.

Things to Avoid


	Do not work with brands that promote phoney products.
	Avoid brands that could lose your audience money.
	If you want to be a brand-friendly creator, avoid nudity, sexual content, offensive language, polarizing content, hate speech and self-harm.
	Brands do not like working with creators who have been involved in controversies online. So stay as far away from controversy as you can.
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How to Deal with Influencers

This chapter is for both creators and brand managers.

Being a brand manager is a difficult job. You work in a company that’s raised millions, and your job is to execute influencer marketing campaigns. You go through your feed to identify a few names for the campaign. Everything beyond that is a black box. While you can see the views and comments that other campaigns have received in the screenshots that the influencers will send you, you have no idea whether those campaigns led reliably to sales (tracking links you give influencers to ‘track’ traffic and conversions are useless, as I will explain a little later). And the worst part is that if the campaign works and becomes well known, you get little to no recognition for it. The company or the founder gets it instead. Attribution is a big challenge in marketing teams.

In this chapter, I will tell you how to approach an influencer campaign, what you should and should not do, and bust some popular myths. I am uniquely positioned to tell you this because I have run brand campaigns for a software as a service company, a recruitment company and an agency. I’ve also worked with agencies and brands directly on the other side as a creator.

The Measurement Problem

The measurement problem is rampant in influencer marketing. You think you are measuring the right thing—views, comments and clicks, but almost all these can be misleading. I’ll give you a good example. Let’s say you are selling a high-end phone. You decide to run a marketing campaign with a hugely popular sketch creator (someone who makes funny skits) who has over 10 million subscribers. She puts up a video that includes a sixty-second segment of your product in it, along with a link and a tracking system.

You carefully watch the analytics of your website to track traffic. A day later, the results arrive: the video received 1 million views and 30,000 people clicked on your product’s link. But actual conversions?

Forgettable.

Here’s another interesting story. There was a popular sketch creator in India who added a subscription to his YouTube channel when it was first released. He hoped to make some money by getting the audience to pay for special benefits. He released three plans—a Rs 10 plan, a Rs 50 plan and a Rs 100 plan. The very next day, he was cancelled by his audience. ‘How can you ask us for money?’ they said. He immediately posted an apology video and removed the subscriptions from his channel.

But if you looked at the YouTuber’s stats, it would tick all the boxes on a brand manager’s list—a well-known influencer with an audience aged between twenty-five to fifty years and solid views.

Most brands that can afford to advertise with creators sell products that require disposable income. If the creator’s audience does not have disposable income, they are useless to a brand manager, no matter how large their audience is. There are of course some brands (for example, Parle-G) that can and should advertise with such creators, but they would be a poor choice for, say, a financial services company offering credit cards or a mobile phone company.

The main problem with measurement is that you as a brand manager are looking at the wrong metrics. Views, engagement and age groups are not useful. None of these are proxies for disposable income (not even the location of the person). So when a brand manager says, ‘Hey, this creator has an urban audience’, it means nothing in monetary terms. There are over 500 million people on YouTube. A city like Bengaluru has everyone from an autorickshaw driver to a billionaire living in the same 741 square kilometres. So there is no way for you to tell an audience’s affluence based on where they live.

There are two primary ways we measure ad performance:

1.	The number of comments on each video that are related to the topic, and the quality of those comments.

2.	Revenue per mille, that is, revenue per 1000 views (RPM).

Comment quality is the best way to judge the audience of a creator. Are they on topic? Do they display a proper understanding of the video? Are the comments generic in nature?

For example, a lot of large regional-language YouTubers will have some variation of this comment in their comments section:


[image: The Content Creator Handbook]
Figure 30.1: An example of a generic comment1



Whereas a quality comment looks like this:
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Figure 30.2: A more meaningful comment2



And this:
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Figure 30.3: A comment that relates to the video3



When a video has a wealth of well-thought-out comments reacting specifically to the topic (even if the topic is a fun one), then you know the creator has a high-quality, loyal audience.

This is not the easy answer that brand managers want to hear, but it is what it is. You have to put in your due diligence when making creator choices instead of buying a thali of views from an agency.

The second metric is RPM. RPM is a proxy for what other advertisers and the platform itself think of the creator. You will find that most brands tend to spend a large portion of their budgets on well-known creators. The closer the creator tends to celebrity (i.e., significant offline associations with famous people in the real world), the higher the RPM. When advertising for any product that fits into middle-class and wealthy India, it aims to find creators with an RPM of at least Rs 25. RPM is the market’s direct reflection of purchasing power. I couldn’t find much data online on the average RPMs in India, but in my survey of about twenty-five creators in the country in different spaces, the average seems to be around Rs 30 to Rs 40. Trends can skyrocket RPMs—finance influencers touched an RPM of Rs 80 to Rs 100 when venture funds were pumping cash into fintech companies. Now it’s back down to the Rs 30 to Rs 40 range.

You must also look at RPM in the context of scale. A larger creator will obviously have a lower RPM as they get to higher levels of scale. An English creator will have a higher RPM than a Hindi creator.

My personal RPM is close to Rs 120.

Now let’s assume you have done your due diligence on a creator and decided to work with them. The next step is attribution, which means, how to track whether they are sending you leads. Most brands provide creators with a tracking link. This tracking link (and even coupon codes) is useless. Many of the clicks an entertainment creator will drive will be frivolous clicks—people who are not serious about evaluating your product. They click because the creator asked them to click (you may think I’m joking, but I am not). I once asked a large creator with a regional audience to push traffic to one of our videos as a favour. We received 60,000 new views, with comments like, ‘Who all here are fans of <creator>? Give me a like.’

You may ask, ‘But what’s the problem with coupon codes? People use these codes at checkout, right?’

Well, this is where most creators lose out and most brands misattribute things. This is because brand managers haven’t seen the content-to-product sales pipeline at scale. I have, and what I’ve learnt is that for a product of say Rs 5000, the consideration phase is extremely long. The less wealthy the audience, the longer the consideration time. A friend of mine who worked at Swiggy told me that they would often see from the analytics that the Swiggy app would go into the background and then come back into the foreground every two or three seconds. This would happen very often on the order page. What they later learnt was that the average customer would open Swiggy, check the price of an item, then open Zomato and check the price of the same item. They were doing price comparisons in real time. The interesting insight here was that the higher the average order value, the less likely it was for the app to go into the background. Price comparison is real. Even when you buy a phone or a laptop (something that might be out of reach but not too out of reach), you have a consideration phase. Let me illustrate with my own example how the consideration phase plays out.

A few months ago, I considered buying a projector. I had moved into a new place, and the wall was large enough to project a screen. However, it was a passing thought and I soon forgot about it.

A week later, a YouTube video about a new type of projector called an ultra-short throw projector appeared on my feed. These projectors don’t require the room to be very large. This is when my search truly started.

I looked up the product mentioned in the video on Amazon. I carefully read through the reviews. Then, I looked at competing products. It didn’t really matter what the person in the YouTube video had said, I wanted the best bang for my buck. I was looking for two things—first, I wanted to make the decision after doing my own research, and second, I did not want to be ‘sold to’, it had to be my decision.

Soon after, I got busy and dropped the search as it wasn’t a priority.

The search was reignited one day when I was sitting at home and watching a video on my phone. The screen felt too small. That’s when I remembered my search for a projector.

After some analysis paralysis, I ended up buying the top-rated Amazon projector.

I don’t remember the name of the creator who put up the video or the coupon code provided, and that wasn’t the projector I ended up buying.

The point is that the incubation period for any of my purchases, even small ones, is months. For things like opening a new bank account or buying an insurance policy, my consideration phase should be measured in quarters. By the time I make my decision, I have forgotten the tracking link or coupon code. Influencer marketing campaigns are not direct sales campaigns. They are awareness campaigns.

And there is one thing I know for sure about my audience’s and my own behaviour—I DO NOT WANT TO BE SOLD TO.

And yet I see brands try and force ‘dedicated’ videos with channels. It rarely works for the brand and kills the channel’s reach. The only exception is if what the brand is selling is perfectly aligned with the creator’s regular content (for example, a channel on mobile phone unboxing and making a video on a specific phone). Not only do the dedicated videos do poorly in terms of conversions, they reach very few people. The nonsensical argument I’ve heard from brand managers about this is that ‘it’s okay if only a few people watched it, at least these people are interested’, and then they count those views as ‘high intent’ views. A view is counted on YouTube when a user watches a video for a minimum of thirty seconds. But, there are several people who start a video accidentally in the background or who give the creator the benefit of the doubt for a short while before clicking off.

Look at the example below. With that one video, the brand turned away roughly 1,00,000–3,00,000 people who may have been interested in their serum. Adit Minocha is an extremely talented YouTuber and if given the opportunity to integrate in his own way, would have driven higher ROI for the brand. In his words:


I had a conversation with the brand, where they were keen on doing a three-minute dedicated video on the channel, stand alone. My suggestion to the brand was that even if you want to do a three-minute dedicated video, we should still package it in the organic video. So my ten-minute video would have the three-minute dedicated brand part, that they would want to otherwise upload as a stand-alone video, instead of a normal one-minute integration. I tried to explain how this would perform better but the brand was still very keen on just doing the dedicated stand-alone ad. Which I thought will make the existing audience feel like they’re not getting content, but just an ad so that’s why they would not respond or engage in the same way. It affects the brand as well as my reach.
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Figure 30.4: Can you spot the brand deal?4



This is also dangerous for a brand. Creators and brands can put off audiences if they spam them with ads in the wrong places. You don’t want to be one of them. As I said before, people do not like being sold to.

So when you place your branding in five places in a video and demand ‘sixty seconds’ of integration, you are forcing people to start disliking the brand.

Instead, you should put a little creative thought into the video. CRED, the finance technology company, has done this well. When I see a CRED ad, I don’t feel sold to. It’s an experience. A brand campaign is more likely to be successful if you let the creator make their version of the pitch for your product. Their audiences are used to set patterns and will quickly figure out what is natural and unnatural for the creator. I once drove thousands of conversions for a brand by just talking about the product for six seconds during a live session. I wasn’t paid for this—I only found out about the impact it had had because the founder called me the following day and said, ‘Thank you for saying that.’ There have also been campaigns where we have driven very few leads for the brand because the brand asked us to do a dedicated video about something unrelated to what we usually create content on, and unintentionally made the video come across as a sales pitch.

This is also advice for creators. If you want to do a brand deal where the brand insists that you use the pitch scripted by them, drop the deal. If you really need the deal, then improvise. Play the ‘Bag Alert’ song in the background, wear a costume, a moustache and a wig, and read out the script while pitching the product as is. I am still trying to figure out the right way to do this.

This is an average video’s retention curve for us:
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Figure 30.5: An average retention curve5



This is the retention curve of a video where the brand wanted a force-fit integration. You can see exactly where the sponsored segment was.
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Figure 30.6: A force fit brand deal retention curve6



And this is a brand deal that was done well while retaining the audience’s attention.
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Figure 30.7: Retention curve of a well-done brand deal7



Sometimes, the wackiest of ideas do well. We once did a brand deal where I was just staring at the ceiling from the corner of my eye looking absolutely bored while someone else was pitching the brand’s product. That image became a meme. The brand called us the next day to tell us the campaign was a hit. People stuck through the pitch and will remember it for a long time.

Now contrast this to a campaign that a junior brand manager forces upon a creative person. Watching one of these is like listening to nails scrape across a blackboard. Sometimes, it’s not the brand manager’s fault. It’s a twenty-year-old agency employee in between who is playing Chinese whispers on both sides. A marketing campaign can be bottlenecked by the most inexperienced or the most egoistic person in the group.

Finally, let’s talk about feedback loops. How did the campaign do?

The only way to really know how it did is through word-of-mouth feedback. A good campaign will reflect in revenue metrics several months later (depending on the consideration period for the product), but word-of-mouth feedback is instant, especially on X and YouTube.

So read the comments after the campaign is done.

The best approach for brands is to build intellectual property with creators. Ranveer’s deal with Mountain Dew or my upcoming deal with OnePlus is the best example—the campaign comprises a series of episodes, and each episode has a different theme and guests. There is no force fit because the advertising is mostly in the set. A logo here, a product display there and a small mention somewhere are the best ways to do it. Just make sure the creator is shown consistently using the product (which most creators won’t do unless they care about it). That’s why this is the most authentic form of marketing.

Don’t forget—marketing is supposed to be subtle.
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Dealing with Haters

A lot of newbie creators believe that hate comes from people who don’t like their thoughts or opinions. It seems like the obvious reason to hate someone. But what I’ve learnt over the years is that the opposite of love on the internet isn’t hate. It’s indifference. When most busy people come across content they dislike, they just ignore it.

But since the rise of social networking, even mildly disliking something can be utilized to gain some brownie points for oneself. There will always be one comment on every YouTube video with lots of likes that is a testament to this. The comments section of YouTube is a mini social platform in itself, with all the games of status hacking being played out in real time.

If we’re talking about the average hater, most creators shouldn’t bother with them. It’s like shadow-boxing—you’re fighting something that isn’t even in the same ring as you. There are some people who make a show out of disliking things. They don’t really want to help or give advice; they just want to make themselves look good or important. Usually, they hide behind the veil of ‘criticism’. But what I’ve come to realize is that the best form of criticism is always given privately. It’s the only time criticism matters and the only time when it’s honest. Public criticism is just a way for someone to gain social clout while pretending to be socially useful.

Remember, it takes zero effort to criticize something. Gaining enough distribution for your opinion to reach a significant number of people requires you to grind before you get somewhere. But most critics feel they are putting in the same amount of effort in a single comment that a creator typically puts in over the years.

I’ve also realized that most of these ‘critics’ just need attention. I made this mistake at least a hundred times early on in my creator career—direct messaging (DM) a hater and asking what happened. Early on, I even got on calls with these people to find out what their problem was. Invariably, the ‘hater’ in question would flip the narrative and become ten times nicer than they appeared in their comment.

People are prevented from being nasty to each other in real life because the human brain has inhibitors that stop you from saying every single thought in your head to another person’s face. In a comment box, that inhibitor is missing. But the minute you bring people face to face, they calm down. With a little bit of attention, I’ve converted my worst haters into loyal long-term supporters.

But doing this is tough—it’s an insane waste of time and is impossible to do at scale. I did it in the early days because I wanted to learn more about why some random person disliked me. But if someone dislikes me on the internet today, so be it. I know that if I have the opportunity to meet them in real life, they will do a 180. People understand there are repercussions to shouting at somebody offline. However, the misconception is that people believe there are no repercussions to doing this online.

There very much are.

Most entrepreneurs and recruiters I know spend a lot of time online. And when you attack them constantly, they do notice common names. Even if you haven’t attacked the person in question but have made a habit of attacking others, your social media behaviour will raise eyebrows among employers. Also, your social media profile is an important part of pre-screening for an interview. No matter how good you may be at your job, nobody wants to hire a jerk. People (including you) will tend to hire someone who is pleasant to work with and not constantly attacking others.

Likes and views are not job offers. Likes and views have zero value in themselves, and it is not worth gaining likes by attacking people. You can attack institutions or systems all you like, but be careful with people. If you have a job you care about, be very careful not to come across as a jerk on the internet. That doesn’t mean you can’t stand up for injustice but also remember not every event requires your opinion and a main character to publicly hang. And when you’re on the other side and getting attacked, remember that the attacker doesn’t believe there are repercussions.

There are. They’re just a few years away.

When a person makes an entire post or video about you, though, it’s status hacking. The easiest way to defuse such a situation is to call it out. A clever creator I know will often respond to haters on YouTube who make videos about her by saying ‘good to know that your house runs on my face’. This is a funny jibe that almost always gets her to the top comment on the video and is also true. Gaining ad revenue by making videos about someone else while also saying ‘this person is bad’ is the worst way to make money, especially if you do it often. But very few people realize this without doing it first themselves.

What is rarer is to see an established creator go after another creator. That usually never works well for either the attacker or the person being attacked. Every time I’ve called out someone else (even for genuine reasons), I have chipped away at my own reputation. I have seen creator careers fall apart (for reasons outside their control) after a single failed attempt to attack another creator. It is unwise for both parties and when an established creator routinely engages in bashing other people, it signals that their channel is dying. I see the mainstream media do this often and sometimes feel like reaching out and telling them that this method is useless. Of course, there is a temporary spike in views, ad revenue and subscriptions; but you are eroding your own brand every single time you attack someone with a strong audience, especially if it is unnecessary or factually untrue. The Hasan Minhaj incident with the New Yorker magazine is a perfect example of this, where an article claimed that he made up events in his stand-up special.1 The facts ultimately didn’t matter (none of us were there to verify anything) as Hasan’s charismatic counter to some claims was enough to damage the reputation of the media company attacking him. Most importantly, the audience you gain from attacking someone else (even if they become paid subscribers) is not the kind of audience you want. If they do pay, they will soon churn. Eventually, they forcibly pivot your channel to a gossip channel, which ends up becoming commercially unviable over the long term. My philosophy is that if I want to express my displeasure with something, I first try to ignore it, and then if I do have to point fingers, I try my best to point fingers at companies or institutions rather than people. Companies in general tend to take feedback well and have entire teams to support customers.

Even with all this negativity, creators can find something good in negative comments.

Sometimes the pattern of what people don’t like can help a creator. Not all hate is just noise—some of it can show what needs to be better or clearer in the content. The hard part is finding the helpful bits in all the nasty comments. It requires going through the garbage to find what can be useful to your content. Sometimes creators who get a lot of hate are doing just fine—all they need to do is change their tone or messaging a little.

Being a creator online isn’t just about making stuff; it’s about dealing with all the complicated ways people act online. Hate, love or no reaction at all—each has its place. And good creators learn to know which comments to listen to and which ones to ignore, like background noise.

Most hate doesn’t matter. It is merely people venting or looking for attention. Most of these ‘haters’ don’t have enough context about you. Good feedback is given privately over DMs. When someone DMs me feedback, I adapt and get better. The rest doesn’t matter.

What does matter is cancellation.

Dealing with Cancellation

I grew up in a south Indian family. My family is a prime example of living by the dictates of ‘log kya kahenge [what will people think]’. The anxiety and worry about what people will think of me are deep-seated, and I always knew that beyond a certain threshold of scale, I would say something that the mob disagreed with.

One memory that stays rent-free in my mind is of a sports day when I was in school. I was the sports captain of the school, and on that day, I had to hoist a flag on the podium. I was nervous at the thought that thousands of my friends and their parents would be watching me. On my march to the podium, I accidentally took the wrong turn and ended up quite a distance away from the main stage. Embarrassed, I ran back to the rest of the marching crew and ended up dropping the flag on the way. The crowd erupted in laughter at my antics. Although I picked up the flag and finally placed it on the podium, the damage to my psyche was done—for decades.

When I started seeing some scale on my content, I also started feeling much like I had felt back on that sports day when I read some of the comments.

You’re in the stadium. You are doing your thing. The sheer volume of what you will have to produce makes it inevitable that you will say or do something stupid. You are allowed to have zero bad days.

So you’re exhausted after a long day and say something stupid on camera? You don’t explain something well enough? You offend some niche/micro-community without meaning to do so?

Well, too bad. There’s a chance that one of these bad days can end your career. And it’s worse now than it was a decade ago. With the sheer levels of scale to which a smartly clipped, out-of-context piece of content can travel, anywhere between one and 100 million people get the opportunity to pelt stones at you. In fact, this phenomenon even has a meme for it—whatever you do, your task is to never become the main character of the day.
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Figure 31.1: The infamous ‘main character’ tweet2



The concept of Twitter’s ‘main character’ is rooted in the idea that on any given day, the Twitterverse anoints one user as the focal point of attention—and not in a good way. This concept traces back to a tweet from the user @maplecocaine, who back in January 2019, summarized the daily drama of Twitter with an observation. The tweet highlighted an unofficial rule of the platform: every day, there’s one main character that all of Twitter seems to rally against, often as a result of sharing a particularly controversial or unpopular opinion. Since then, keen observers of the Twitter landscape have noted this pattern, where a single individual becomes the target of widespread criticism, with their tweet, clip or article sparking a frenzy of disapproving buzz.

The tendency of people to single out an individual as Twitter’s main character for the day can be understood through the lens of tribal behaviour, which is deeply ingrained in human psychology.

From an anthropological perspective, humans are social creatures who have historically lived in small groups or tribes. These tribes provided safety, a sense of belonging and a clear structure for social behaviour. Tribalism allowed our ancestors to define who was part of the group and who was not, which was crucial for survival.

In the context of modern social media platforms such as X, YouTube or Instagram, this tribal instinct hasn’t disappeared; it has simply found a new arena to manifest. But there are some nuances. Here’s why this happens:

Group identity and cohesion

When an X user becomes the focus of negative attention, people often pile on in an unconscious effort to reinforce the boundaries and norms of their ‘digital tribe’. By calling out behaviour or opinions that deviate from the accepted norm, members of the group strengthen their collective identity and affirm their values. Every tribe has its moral code, and modern social media tribes are no different. When someone expresses an opinion that is seen as outlandishly wrong or offensive, it triggers a collective moral policing. The group takes on the role of enforcer, often trying to ‘correct’ the deviant behaviour by making an example out of the individual.

The nuance to this is that in the past, most tribes were small. Adhering to the rules of one tribe was possible. At the scale of YouTube or X, your thoughts and opinions are subjected to the eyes of several different tribes—each one with their own rules and ideas. It’s not possible to please all of them. Every single thought you have ever had—even an innocent thought like ‘all babies must be protected no matter what’—will have a group of people who disagree with it (as we recently saw with the Israel–Palestine conflict).

Social currency

I thought the tribe analogy was a great one when I first saw other people get cancelled. But one fine day a few years ago, I tweeted this:
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Figure 31.2: A not-so-popular opinion by yours truly3



This tweet, ladies and gentlemen, went from an expression of thought to ‘What have I done wrong?’ pretty quickly.
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Figure 31.3: A swarm of quotes on X.com4



I did not mean to imply that teenagers should move out to ‘leave their parents’. But leaving home is an important rite of passage to becoming independent. And I can vouch for the fact that many among my audience would become more capable at home if they spent a year or two outside. Capability increases when you drop someone in the middle of nowhere and ask them to figure it out themselves, not when they are coddled by others or have the option of others doing things for them.

But during this event, I chose to observe. The main reason that most people participated in my public shaming was personal gain. Participating in these pile-ons via quote tweets is a way of earning social currency. By aligning themselves with the majority view and publicly denouncing the day’s main character, users signal their membership and status within the group. May I remind you of the great Nikita Bier’s tweet that we’ve seen before:
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Figure 31.4: We revisit the infamous Nikita Bier tweet5



The lore goes like this: if you are at scale, great, defend. If you have a small audience and no scale yet, the strategy is to attack. But as I’ve mentioned, that strategy no longer works because the audience you now gain from doing this is not the audience you want in the long run.

Schadenfreude

Schadenfreude is a German term that translates to ‘damage-joy’ (schaden = damage/harm, freude = joy). It’s a complex emotion where, instead of feeling sympathy, someone experiences joy or pleasure in witnessing another person’s troubles, failures or misfortunes. Schadenfreude is not necessarily about causing the misfortune of others but rather finding a sense of satisfaction or amusement in observing it.

In the digital tribe of X, where anonymity and distance are factors, the repercussions of contributing to negative attention may seem removed or abstract, which can make it easier for individuals to engage in this behaviour without feeling personally responsible. People feel the emotion of schadenfreude in real life too, yet the will to act on it is weak.

Virality and the Bandwagon Effect

Human emotion and engagement stir up the algorithm. Social media algorithms are designed to amplify content that engages users. When a tweet starts to get a lot of attention—negative or otherwise—the platform’s algorithm will promote it further, leading to even more people seeing it and, potentially, piling on. This creates a bandwagon effect where the sheer visibility of the tweet encourages more people to join in.

As with witch hunts in the past, people love a scapegoat whom they can hang in public and pelt stones at. It serves as a means to vent their frustrations while also improving their status among their own mini-tribes.

Until now, these sorts of cancellations were limited to relatively famous people and creators. This is no longer the case. In the last week alone, I saw a twenty-something engineer who tweeted that ‘diversity hiring took away his promotion opportunity’ get cancelled for stating this. While the tweet may or may not have been true (nobody took the time to verify it), the kid definitely regretted posting it. Hours later, his account was gone because internet audiences in India had a problem with what he had said. But it didn’t stop with words. Strangers reached out to his employer with a long letter on why the kid should be fired. I actually know one of the people who did the cancelling, and their participation in this was ironic because that person has other beliefs that I know they would certainly be cancelled for. The kid had to delete his account to prevent more people reaching out to his employers.

A few people recognized what was happening and came to his aid. But sadly, any opinion that went against the mass one was cut down immediately. A girl saying, ‘I feel bad for him’ was also attacked in the comments, with people telling her that she was the reason why this thought process exists. Agreeing or disagreeing with his viewpoint is irrelevant—many people on the internet will have thoughts that don’t conform to the norm. To make the effort to email his employer with the express intent to fire him is plain cruel.

This incident illustrates the point I’m trying to make. As algorithms care less about the creator and more about the content itself, more people without fame (and with non-conformist thoughts) will learn about the career risks that come with cancellation. Virality is a curse for those unprepared for the after-effects of their thoughts being subjected to the masses, especially in this environment. Tweet something you believe in and you may just lose your job. But all progress (especially in modern science) has come from non-conformist thought, however different and uncomfortable it may sound. Not all those thoughts are correct ones, however—most are hubris.

Let me end this nightmare with a piece of positive news.

It doesn’t matter.

What’s common between Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg and Jordan Peterson? All of them (and many more) have been crucified in public for their thoughts and opinions, but it has had little impact on their careers. On the contrary, it has made them even more relevant, and even more people want to work with them. You may think this is because the cancellations changed their behaviour significantly in some way, but it didn’t. They are more popular and relevant today because of a surprising reason; a topic we’ve covered before—audience exhaustion.

Hating them went from being cool to being seen as uninteresting. In 2022, a negative tweet against Elon was interesting content. Today, you just seem lame doing it because too many people have already done it. Audience exhaustion.

In fact, the consensus regarding these personalities is returning to positive, even among those who don’t agree with their ideas. Take Mark Zuckerberg for example, whose PR team worked overtime to make him more relatable. When Meta’s stock price crashed after they went all in on virtual reality, a lot of the criticism from the media was harsh. Many actual builders felt it was unfair. Zuckerberg, with all his wins, was betting the company on a new technology and a new platform. It was an act of courage, and he displayed a spine in a world where everyone had slowly become spineless because of criticism. One of my close friends hated Zuckerberg up until the point when the media escalated their war against Meta. At some point, even he changed sides. I remember what he said to me: ‘Dude, these posters are just talking. At least he’s still doing something hard, despite having so much already.’ The perception of Zuckerberg flipped mainly because everyone secretly felt this way. When someone gets bashed too hard, the narrative flips over. In world wrestling entertainment, there’s the concept of heels and faces. Faces are characters who people love—they’re the good guys. Heels are characters who the audience boos for. Both roles are made up. In reality, most people are shades of grey, not black or white. But the audience demands clear demarcation of who the faces and heels are, or they get confused. When a heel gets overexposed (booed too often), the audience tends to switch them over to face. Again, audience exhaustion. It works the other way around too. I find the real world the exact same.

The reason cancellation doesn’t last is that personal reputation isn’t something that’s real or tangible. It all comes from the land of stories. And in the land of stories, there is one story that rules above all others.

It’s called the comeback story.

This isn’t a motivational book by any means, but I’ll end this chapter by saying that the reason it is the greatest story in the world is that it has the hero’s arc embedded in it. Every single human relates to this story and has seen themselves in this position in their lives, even if they haven’t yet made it there.
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The Dopamine Trap

You might be surprised to hear this, but there’s something even tougher than handling the hate on the internet: it’s dealing with all the love and validation you receive. This, I’ve found, is the biggest paradox in content creation. You might be rolling your eyes right now, thinking, ‘What is she talking about?’

But hear me out. We covered how to handle mean and hateful comments, but now, I must offer a word of caution about the dopamine trap created by audience approval.

I want you to imagine yourself standing on a stage. You’re feeling confident; you’ve just finished a ten-minute speech and left the entire audience in awe with your performance. There are 1000 people in the audience who are all standing and clapping for you, shouting words of appreciation. You’re on top of the world. It feels great, right? Now imagine doing this every day. You’re getting appreciated by the audience every single day; everyone’s clapping, shouting, hooting louder by the day, and it’s all for you. You love it! You love the feeling of delivering a kickass performance and all the revelry that comes after. Now you’ve done this for months, received a lot of appreciation and validation, and this routine has become normalized in your head. You have won this audience, but now you want to perform for a larger audience, for 10,000 people instead of 1000. You feel that’s where you’ll get the real kick from; you need to go bigger.

You can’t wait to perform for 10,000 people and deliver the best performance of your life. You go there, put on a great show, and man, the crowd goes crazy. Wow, what an exhilarating feeling. It is the best day of your life! But then, a few days pass, and things are settling back to normal again. What next? You want to keep getting bigger—I mean, who wouldn’t? But you’re done; this was your peak. Now it’s time to go back to performing for the 1000 people you started out with. You’re flustered; you want to perform for a larger audience. You don’t want to perform for just 1000 people. It’s not as exciting any more, you feel like it’s below you and you don’t want to do it. Life sucks!

The cycle on YouTube often follows the same pattern. There is no better feeling than getting your first 10,000 views. But imagine a scenario where you hit 1,00,000 views on every single video you uploaded during the past four months. And then, after those four months, you see a dip. From 1,00,000 it goes to 50,000 and eventually ends up at 10,000 consistent views. Ten thousand is still a lot of views, but now you’ve tasted something larger, so it doesn’t feel the same any more. Rather, it sometimes feels awful! This is just how our brains work. In fact, this shift in perception is deeply rooted in our neurochemistry, particularly through our response to dopamine, the widely known ‘feel-good’ neurotransmitter.

There’s no contesting the fact that views, subscribers and positive comments bring us both reward and pleasure. But sometimes these feelings of reward and pleasure, which is essentially the dopamine high you get from them, can be quite addictive. It’s not just views. We get addicted to both the anticipation of higher and higher views and the spike in dopamine we experience once we achieve the views we were anticipating. So once you start posting videos consistently and start tracking your views on a daily basis, you’ll find yourself sitting and refreshing your YouTube Studio every ten minutes. Every time you open it, you anticipate more views, and if the views are higher than you anticipated, your dopamine goes through the roof. If your channel is performing well, you’ll be on a dopamine high all the time. But this dopamine-driven happiness is a double-edged sword. It leads to a constant craving for more, creating a cycle of dependence. What is happening is just a few reactions in our brains, but these reactions literally govern our existence and moods. The excitement you get from high view counts adjusts after repeated exposure to these high views. I’ve met a lot of individuals who start measuring their self-worth based on their views. They get addicted to the validation. But what happens when your views plateau?

Did you know that the same areas of the brain that process pleasure also process pain, and that pleasure and pain work like a balance? Think of it like a see-saw. If the balance is off and it tips too much towards pleasure, then your brain makes sure the balance is restored. It adapts to the presence of that pleasurable stimulus by tipping the balance an equal and opposite amount to the side of pain. This is when we start feeling restless, irritable and unhappy, opening YouTube again and again, yearning for more views while trying to escape the discomfort that follows. It’s often an automatic reaction. It’s something a lot of individuals don’t realize, but it happens.

I am sharing this because I want you to understand that these minor things can literally alter your neurochemistry, and if you’re not aware of them, it has repercussions such as anxiety, feelings of inadequacy, mood swings, irritability or feelings of emptiness. I have met far too many creators who suffer from this but don’t even realize the cycle they are trapped in. There is no escaping this dopamine game, but we can be more cognizant and not become overly dependent on the validation. We can strive for balance, acknowledge that numbers do not define our worth and maintain a healthy perspective. Embrace the journey of content creation, celebrate your successes, but remain grounded. Remember, content creation is a marathon, not a sprint, so you have to build mental resilience if you want to finish the marathon without losing your sanity.

I was lucky enough to learn this very early as everyone around me had been creating content for a while before I started Aevy, so they understood these cycles creators go through and guided me. I felt it was crucial to go through all the comments if I wanted to improve my content, so I did. I spent hours with the data and the feedback. There were a lot of great comments in the early days, but as we grew, there was also a lot of hate, not because the quality of our content dropped, but because we were reaching millions of people every day, and there was no way we could please everyone. I wasn’t even looking to please everyone. I just wanted to educate and create good content. But soon I realized that if I wanted to create content, getting hate is part of the game. However, I could choose to not let it affect me. It is a muscle you build over time and not overnight. There is one more thing I learnt about the haters and the people commenting on my content. A lot of them were actually doing it for engagement. You’ll often see someone purposely post a controversial comment or something contradictory because they want likes or attention. Let me tell you something about the history of the Facebook ‘Like’ button; it used to be called the ‘Awesome’ button. The idea was that it would prevent people from commenting—it would just be likes. But then, when comments were added, paradoxically, engagement in the comments themselves went up. A lot of people started commenting in the hope of getting likes on their comments. So many of the folks commenting on your video just want to garner a lot of comments and likes on their comment; it’s their way of getting their thoughts validated and getting attention—they’re playing their own game. Every time you feel bogged down by hate, think about why you started, and what it is about content creation that you enjoy, and focus on that.

And honestly, sometimes getting hate is not a bad thing. It means people are listening to you, watching your content and then some are disagreeing, which is all right. Not everyone needs to have the same opinion as you, so you don’t need to defend yourself in the comments. Pick your battles on the internet wisely. You will get nothing from replying to these haters except a momentary sense of relief, and then you’ll feel riled up again when they respond to your comment with five more hate comments. So in my experience, it’s best to let the haters be. The only time a creator must speak up is when they’ve done something abominable or reported incorrect facts.

What I’ve found very valuable is having a community of content creators with whom to share the highs and lows of this whole experience. It will be tough for your parents and your peers to understand what you’re going through if they are not in the same profession. Finding people from this field, friends you can share this with, ones who will understand and have a lot more context, is invaluable. For me it’s my team and my husband, Varun—we all create content (even though on different channels) and understand the game very well. We’ve also been lucky enough to build some great friendships with a lot of other creators. Every time we have stumbled we have reached out to our other creator friends for advice and they’ve always helped. So build your community of content creator friends, and don’t be afraid to ask for help whenever in need. The added benefit of this is that you can also collaborate with them on your content, and it will help you tap into their audience! However, do it more for the relationships. They are more valuable in the long run.
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Creators and Politicians

The next election will be fought on YouTube and WhatsApp.

A lot of people on the internet dislike content creators whose only skill set is the ability to talk. Most content creators are very good with words, and the generally ‘smarter’ audience tends to dislike this because they feel these people lack a core skill. But if you take that single skill, the ability to speak in front of a crowd, and maximize it, you will end up as the prime minister of the country.

To be clear, I dislike politicians and politics. But I cannot deny that they are a part of the ecosystem, and it would be useful to learn about what they do. In light of this, I once interviewed a politician and asked him to draw parallels between politics and content creation. The conversation was interesting, and I thought it would be worthwhile to share it with our readers. To protect identities, we’ll just call the politician ‘B’. Some of the following has been paraphrased.

A: Tell me about something that politicians are great at that you think content creators should be good at too.

B: Today there are smart algorithms to figure out how each area will vote. But despite that, the best politicians can go to an area and figure out from audience response whether they will be popular there or not, just from noticing how people look at them. My father (who is also a politician) would sometimes go to a new area, look at the people there, then turn to me and whisper: ‘We’ll have to work very hard here or we won’t win.’ This is yet another difference. Politicians look at various areas having different demographics as vote banks. It’s very rare that a politician says, ‘This is not my audience,’ and lets it slip. He would rather hit the new area with a different narrative and do work specifically to help that area improve his standing there. Creators do this very differently. Their immediate reaction to someone that’s not their audience is: ‘This is not my audience so I’m just going to block them and move on’, and that is mainly why they never truly reach scale.

A: Right. That’s why MrBeast is so large, because he appeals to everyone by going after the lowest common denominator.

B: Yes. That’s also why in their public messaging, politicians tend to use simple language and only talk about what applies to every single person. This is in stark contrast to their manifestos, where they use complexity to appeal to the niche audience—the media, businesspeople and other interested smart people. But they know that the average voter doesn’t care about these things. In fact, my father had a very interesting statement about this—he used to say that a voter in a town would not care about what policies I employed, but they would remember if I appeared for their daughter’s wedding or parent’s funeral or met them once at an event. They’ve built these relationships in their head with me, and it’s my job not to sully that relationship.

A: These are called parasocial relationships. Parasocial relationships entail unidirectional connections, where an individual invests emotional energy, interest and time, while the other party, typically a public figure, remains unaware of their presence. These relationships are often observed with celebrities, athletes and content creators, who people are exposed to on television a lot.

B: Parasocial relationships are a spectrum. One side of the relationship will always have more investment than the other, but it need not be zero from the other side. Politicians actually do meet many of their subjects in the real world and do remember some of their names and problems. But at their scale, they only end up meeting less than 1 per cent of their audience. But they still do the work to be visible offline. Creators think they can stay online all the time, and they believe that’s the way to build a brand, but they will also have to work offline to establish the brand.

A: You are paid for the image that appears in people’s heads when they think of you . . .

B: There is a large and burly politician, who does not use any security. That has become his brand. That rough and tough character is actually an engineered character. He designed it and now he and his party simply keep the myth alive. The fact that he uses no security adds to the authenticity of his brand. The voters can smell fakes, and authenticity is still in high demand. It’s similar to what Shah Rukh Khan said—he simply upholds the myth that is Shah Rukh Khan.

Politicians also think a lot about competition. They understand how religion, caste and creed matter to the average voter. Let’s say there are two religions in an area, A and B. If a constituency has primarily voters of religion A, then a politician from religion B knows he has no chance. But one strategy employed is to make five or six people from religion A run, so the voter base for religion A is confused. This is supply–demand mechanics.

A: So instead of being yet another personal finance creator, you choose a different niche to tackle.

B: Who you are going up against matters a lot more than what your credentials are. You have to be thinking about the voter base and competition all the time.

Another thing is that politicians have much thicker skin than creators. It’s more like bear hide at this point. I remember an incident where a fellow politician had to control a mob that had gotten out of control. To pacify them, he had to show solidarity with a cause that the mob believed in, and then he asked them to disperse. But what he had said also caused national outrage, with Twitter outright cancelling him. I was worried about his mental health at that time, so I reached out to ask how he was doing. He was unfazed. ‘This is just a regular Tuesday in the office for me,’ was his response. Right or wrong, it didn’t matter much to him. But a creator, on getting cancelled, just switches off their phone and disappears. Politicians don’t have that luxury.
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Creator Businesses

Products (physical and digital) are getting easier and easier to build. When it comes to selling a product online, there are two primary ways to do this: online advertising and organic reach on social platforms. If you speak to Gen Z, they will tell you that they have become ad-blind over the years. This is true for anyone who spends a lot of time on social platforms—we’ve all become blind to generic ads. A high-quality advertisement today is actually a great piece of organic content too. What good brands do nowadays is wait for an organic campaign to get traction, and then blow that up with adequate advertising. Organic reach is non-negotiable for every business, which is why businesses are taking their videos and podcasts a lot more seriously now.

Remember I told you that good channels are usually started for fun? Well, most business channels struggle to take off because they forget this. They create YouTube content with ROI in mind, but often only have the patience to do it for a month or two before giving up. A big reason for this is bureaucracy. Under Aeos, we run a business called YouTube as a Service (youtubeasaservice.com), where we provide end-to-end management of YouTube and Instagram for customers. Large companies like Zoho work with us. While Zoho and nine out of ten of our customers are great to work with, we typically reject customers who demand a ROI and lots of subscribers within the first few months, while also curtailing creative freedom to the point where the video made doesn’t say anything outside the generic. The reason for this is what you’d expect—the person responsible for organic content has no idea what is going on. That person isn’t a content creator. So they ask us to focus on things like ‘hashtags’, which YouTube deprecated a while ago. But more importantly, they have never seen a channel grow from zero to one. It takes months (sometimes years) for a channel to start gaining traction, and you have to try various experiments to find content market fit in an engagement market that works. The best example in our portfolio is the 100xengineers Instagram that started very slow, almost died, and now adds 50,000 followers a month. It took six months for it to find fit.

Creators understand this and have often gone past this stage. With mounting bureaucracy, it is unlikely that businesses will get anywhere with content without a change in approach and patience, which they don’t have. That is the creator’s main advantage if they start a business—existing businesses in most spaces are incompetent at producing good content.

There is data from outside India that points to creator businesses being the new frontier of all business. The New Consumer together with Coefficient Capital put together a report1 on consumer trends in the United States, and a section was dedicated to creator businesses. It’s clear that creators have a big advantage. Sixty per cent of millennials and 56 per cent of Gen Z find it very important that a brand is founded by someone they trust or admire.
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Figure 34.1: How GenZ and Millennials think about brands2
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Figure 34.2: People’s thoughts on creator-founded brands3



Urban millennials and Gen Z are especially attracted to creator-founded brands.
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Figure 34.3: Instagram Engagement Rate Analytics4



And creator-founded brands have much higher engagement on social media, especially food and beverage (one interesting exception is in beauty and personal care, where celebrities are still more popular). Some of this engagement is obviously going to be skewed by large creators like MrBeast. The report goes on to say that a creator founder can drive a trial to their new product, even if the consumer has an existing favourite brand. Sixty-three per cent of Gen Z and millennial customers say they would purchase from a brand led by their favourite creator.

But all that is pointless if the product quality is low. This is where I’ve noticed many Indian creator brands fail—they’re optimizing too hard on the margin. Eighty-one per cent of consumers care more about the product quality than the creator, and 70 per cent of consumers want to buy from creators who have expertise in what they’re selling. 
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Figure 34.4: Consumers still care about product quality5



What to sell?

This begets the next question: ‘Achina, what do I actually sell?’

Well, let’s look at the typical range of what creators can make and sell:

Non-consumable merchandise: Merchandise like T-shirts, mugs, etc., is a very low margin and competitive business, and especially hard to scale. Most creators eventually stop selling merchandise after a few years. We sell merchandise only as limited-edition goods, and only to build brand and loyalty. We never sell merchandise to make money.

Online workshops and webinars: Creators can host live events or webinars on topics related to their niche, and charge for attendance. Indian audiences are comfortable paying in the range of Rs 500 to Rs 5000 for such events. At 1,00,000 followers, you can easily bring 500 people to your paid webinars.

Exclusive content/behind-the-scenes footage: It’s hard to call this a business, but I do know some Patreon (a creator monetization platform) creators who make a lot of money doing this. Take the example of the channel True Crime Obsessed. It prides itself on producing high-quality podcasts about crime. Their Patreon feed has become a hub for comprehensive explorations of true crime docuseries such as Serial, The Staircase, Making a Murderer and The Jinx. These in-depth analyses extend beyond what they offer in their standard podcast episodes.

Apps and games: Varun has used YouTube and Instagram as a great way to drive downloads to his apps and games. The first 1,00,000 or so users of Scenes were from his audience. The only problem is that apps are expensive to build—at least before the era of AI—and you might have to raise money to build one. The chance of success of consumer apps is low. The chance of success of consumer games in India is even lower. At 1,00,000 followers with a decent level of loyalty, you can expect around 7000 to 8000 people to use your app.

Courses and cohorts: Cohorts are generally more intensive boot camps compared to courses. There are two types of education here—supplemental (test preparation, etc.) and skilling. Teaching coding, for example, falls under skilling. Our own learning around skilling is that to be sustainable in the long term, you need to make placements central to what you are offering. This is both expensive and requires a full team to do. It is best to teach what you already know or what you have expertise in. With 1,00,000 followers, you should be able to sell around 100 to 200 seats, assuming you are pricing a seat at between Rs 15,000 and Rs 30,000.

Consumable products (direct to customer): This includes everything from sports drinks like Logan Paul’s Prime to shampoos and conditioners.

Services agency: If creators can get business owners to watch their content, they could use their distribution to sell services. Several real estate brokers in India create content to attract an audience. At 10,000 business owners as followers, you could expect five to ten new leads a month.

Venture fund: Harry Stebbings runs a podcast called ‘The Twenty Minute VC’, and uses that distribution to run his own fund, called 20VC. Early-stage venture capital is all about deal flow, and content puts you front and centre of the right people.

These are the usual suspects. But you could run any business under the sun. However, my recommendation is this: the harder the business you are going to run, the wiser it is to get a co-founder to lead it. It’s smarter for the creator to focus on creating content and building distribution, while the non-creator partner works on managing the day-to-day of the business. Creators who want to run businesses should have two partners—one to manage their brand deals, and the other to run their business. The hardest part of running a business is getting your first few customers, and being a creator de-risks that.

There are a few drawbacks to creator-run businesses too.

Any cancellations a creator faces will inevitably cancel their business. We have seen creators go from businesses worth Rs 1 crore per month to nearly zero a month after a public cancellation.

Creators who fail to find a non-creator co-founder will burn out. Running a business is a lot of work, especially if you are doing it for the first time. Surprisingly, two creators being co-founders works as long as one of them decides to spend more time on the business.

Finally, sometimes, running a business can simply be a distraction to maximizing what you can make by just being a creator. Focusing solely on being a creator can get you to mega-scale and potentially make you more money than diluted attention across the channel and business. This is mostly true with inexperienced creators or entrepreneurs.

A lot of creators wonder how much they should actually ‘put into the business’ in terms of cash. The right answer is ‘very little’ until you see some evidence of monetization success. You should always try your business ideas as experiments first with clear success and failure criteria, and then spend more money and time as you see evidence that it works. This is the scientific method of doing things—experiment, observe, repeat. Start with a lakh, sell a few units, then push it to 5 lakh, sell some more, and so on and so forth.

Creators must recognize the value of their unique brand identity and what products fit with their personal brand. This isn’t just a matter of a logo or colour scheme; it’s about the distinct voice, style and perspective that resonates with their audience.

Community engagement is key. In the digital age of buying things, audiences aren’t just passive consumers; they are active participants. Creators who successfully leverage this interaction create a more dynamic and invested community. This could mean involving followers in product development through surveys, beta testing, or building an exclusive community platform, where loyal fans can connect and gain early access to new content or products. This approach not only enhances customer loyalty but also provides invaluable feedback for you. This is also the greatest advantage you have—often, your audience will tell you what they want to buy. Businesses pay survey companies lots of money to get these insights.

Don’t forget to build a team. Finding a co-founder is important, but building a team is even more important. Marketing, sales, product development, finance—the list of things to do goes on and on.

And remember, don’t let the world box you into a role. Just because you are a creator doesn’t mean you are incapable of doing anything else. Being a creator can comfortably be a part-time job. A founder I know heard about a popular Indian creator who was starting a business. He said to me: ‘He’s a creator, what does he know about business? I am a business guy who’s been doing it for a decade.’ A year later, that creator’s business was making close to five times the revenue of the founder’s business, with a significantly higher profit margin. The audience likes to box people into ‘content creator’, ‘entrepreneur’, ‘engineer’ or any of the terms that they project on to you. This is now a world of automation and rapid scale where you can do multiple things, and there is strong synergy among these things. I promised myself I would not let the world box me into one title.

For example, is Ryan Reynolds an actor, a YouTuber, an investor or an entrepreneur?

In 2019, Reynolds purchased a 25 per cent stake in Mint Mobile, a wireless service provider, and was also the main face of the brand and its chief ad maker. T-Mobile eventually acquired the company for $1.35 billion, which should have made Reynolds more than $300 million. Ryan has also won with a gin company and a football club. Shah Rukh Khan owns the visual effects and production firm Red Chillies Entertainment, which nets him hundreds of crores a year. Several entrepreneurs I know look down upon actors but always have excuses to explain why they aren’t making more money than the actors in their own businesses. They use the words ‘creator’ or ‘influencer’ or ‘actor’ in a derogatory tone. We invented language and words to make it easy to refer to things, but it is unfortunate that we have started using them as a proxy for our identities.

Don’t let any of these words bog you down. In the words of the great X philosopher Naval: ‘Forget rich vs poor, white collar vs blue. It’s now leveraged vs unleveraged.’

In my opinion, distribution is the best kind of leverage you can acquire today.
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Content in the World of AI

In 2018, I wrote a book called Pyjama Profit. It was about freelance careers, and the last chapter of the book was titled ‘Robots Will Take Your Job’. The chapter went on to talk about how commoditization of skills is followed by automation, and at some point, computers will get good enough to do a lot of what humans call ‘work’. Now that we are in the era of large language models (among many other different types of models), I believe that over the very long term, AI will take over many of our jobs. The argument that AI will create new jobs hasn’t played out well so far; since the advent of generative AI, the rate of new job creation to old job deletion is very low. My theory on this, and the driving force behind my new company Aeos is that in a world of post-artificial intelligence, humans will need more entertainment—content, games, digital friends and experiences. As an engineer, the wisest use of my talents would be to build pleasant and fun experiences (both in the online and offline worlds) in the coming era of abundance. I’ve been vocal about generative AI companies needing a domain to excel in, and at Aeos that domain for us is content. Unlike other AI companies, we have no allegiance to pure software—we understand that high-quality, long-form text-to-video is a few years away (it will soon be able to solve short clips). We will start by doing video the old school way for ourselves and others, and slowly transition to using more generative AI to replace parts of the process over time. To our clients, this process should be seamless. All that will improve over time is our bandwidth to create more channels and entertainment experiences for ourselves and others.

I recently did a talk with the YouTube leadership team, and the main question asked was: ‘How much of shorts content do you think will be automated?’ YouTube had reached out because I was one of the few creators who was actively using completely automated shorts—from speech to lip sync to script. The only thing being manually done was editing. We had even put out a Japanese-style anime using AI. They were keen to know where I thought this was going.
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Figure 35.1: AI-generated lips and audio
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Figure 35.2: An AI-generated anime which still required human editing1



First, some history. I started dabbling with the open-source Wav2Lip repository (used to sync lips to audio) around a year ago. I synced my lips to a Telugu YouTuber’s voice, and while not perfect, it seemed inevitable that I would clone myself at some point. With the release of HeyGen (an AI video generator for faces) and Elevenlabs (an AI voice generator) for audio, syncing lips and voice was near perfect. My mind was blown the first time we used something called retrieval voice cloning to clone my voice for a reel. Apart from generating a video and the audio, the only remaining part is writing the script. While ChatGPT is good enough, we now feed in content from my past writing to mimic how I would write. An earlier version of this book is in fact a small part of that context.

My answer to the YouTube team comprised two parts:

1.	Yes, it’s possible to create synthetic content at a very low cost. I had expected a drop in views or shares, but there has been zero impact on the reach or share value of my totally automated shorts/reels!

2.	The flood of such content will make most of this content meaningless except for the few winners that jump in first, or unless your AI personality is unique in some way.

I believe that in the future, every video on YouTube will be Marvel- or Disney-level content. And the person that’s going to do this is the video editor. I’m going to share with you what I think the future of video editing will look like using a tool-based approach. I will work back from the new AI technology that has arrived in the last year or two and prove to you that it’s possible to make a Marvel-level video at home.

A lot has changed in the world of video and animation, and we are going to cover some of these ground-breaking changes. We ourselves have played with deepfakes, computer-generated imagery and more on our channels, so we are in a good place to tell you about all the developments.

You might ask, ‘Varun, will AI make entire pieces of content? Just give it a prompt and it’ll make the movie?’ Well, in my interactions with AI companies as well as the tools that exist, the main problem is fidelity. If you prompt an AI with the keywords ‘elephant eating banana, then walking ten steps left and then drinking water from a river’, it is unlikely to get it perfectly right. And if you want a slight change in the direction the elephant goes, then you have to redo the entire generation. An average ninety-minute movie has about 1,30,000 frames. Considering the level of control directors want in their movies or videos and the fact that every frame is dependent on the last, it is unlikely that AI will replace the entire thing. However, the progress in the space will change the landscape of the jobs involved in making a movie or video.

First, it’s important to understand what the parts involved in compositing a single frame of a scene are.
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Figure 35.3: A famous still from the movie Titanic2



In this scene, there are two actors, a background set and some foreground objects. Lights are positioned at different places, and there is a camera that the scene is being viewed from. When the video is played, all these different elements move around, including the camera. In Hollywood and Bollywood, each of these roles became a job. If you wanted to make a Marvel movie in your house, you would need:


	A large green screen studio
	Expensive lights
	Expensive cameras
	Carpenters to make the sets and objects
	Expensive actors
	Expensive musicians like Hans Zimmer to make the soundtrack
	A team of people to operate and move the equipment
	A team of editors to add in special effects and cut the video to tell a story
	A director to put it all together



All these requirements have prevented the average Joe from creating movie-grade content.

But slowly, the world has started changing. Some quick history here: in the 1920s, the world’s first editing machine, the Moviola, was invented. Initially, the process involved using scissors to splice the footage and then using tape to attach it in the correct order. Then the video editing controller Sony BVE-600 came about in the 1980s. In 1985, the company Quantel released ‘The Harry’. The Harry was the first pure digital video editing and effects compositing system. On the other hand, Chroma key screens—commonly called green screens—have been used in film since the 1930s for compositing (layering) two (or more) images or videos. In the 1963 film The Great Train Robbery, the director superimposed a moving train over a window in the main film image to make it look like a train was leaving the station. In the early days, the background shot had to be taken in real life, so carpenters were required to make sets. But by the time the video editing software Adobe Premiere launched in 1991, it was possible to use digital images in the background for static shots. Slowly, the video editor was starting to perform the role of the carpenter for static scenes by using a green screen and photograph. As the live calls platform Zoom and AI became popular, it started to become less important to have a green screen. Zoom’s virtual backgrounds no longer required a green screen. But everything changed in April 2023, when Meta released a new AI called Segment Anything. Given a decent-resolution image, Segment Anything can perfectly extract the foreground from the background. When used on a video, it can perfectly extract the character from the rest of the frame. This means that we do not need the green screen at all, and you can shoot a video anywhere.
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Figure 35.4: Meta’s ‘Segment Anything’ model no longer requires a green screen to isolate objects3



The next requirement is lighting. For a long time, we were dependent on daylight to shoot. Despite candles and street lights existing, cameras back then weren’t powerful enough to produce accurate images without taking in enough light. Over time, powerful cameras and lights were developed. People understood that light gives a composition mood, and especially with green screen footage, matching the lighting as accurately as possible was a challenge.

But in 2023, a lot changed. Using Davinci’s RelightFX allowed you to change lighting after the video was shot! Tools like SwitchLight Studio allow you to take existing footage, even low-light footage, and relight it however you want. There are now even tools to artificially add lights to a scene! The work of a lighting artist is now moving to the editor.
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Figure 35.5: Relighting is now possible using SwitchLight by Beeble4



The next requirement was an expensive camera. There was a time a couple of decades ago when not everyone had a camera. Today, however, almost every single adult human has a camera on their phone. And those cameras seem to be on their way to being on par with non-phone cameras. The cameras on the iPhone, for example, are almost as good as several mainstream cameras, simply because of all the AI going on behind the scenes. Apple’s ‘secret sauce’ is more in the software and how Apple is leveraging AI for photography. For example, they have the neural image processing layer, which includes features like Deep Fusion and Smart HDR, both of which help enhance the small details in a shot and are driven by the bionic chip inside the phone. Deep Fusion is not visible to the end user by the way; there’s no indicator in the camera app. And that’s not even the best current phone camera. So if you have a smartphone, you already have a Hollywood-level camera in your hands.

Next, let’s talk about sets and objects. Most of the time, creating these is the job of the carpenter and the set designer. If you have a static shot where the camera doesn’t move, then you can use an image from the internet in the background and match the lighting. But if it moves, you are in trouble—how do you make a static image move? For a long time, the answer was to make a 3D set. 3D software allowed us to make worlds that we could put a person into. What you have to do is to make sure the camera in the 3D world moves exactly like the camera in the real world. This is a difficult problem to solve. A decade ago, this was solved using a method of placing markers in the real world and using algorithms to back-calculate the movement of the camera. Both the act of placing these markers and reverse calculating the camera position were time-consuming and expensive. Today, it’s instant and free, thanks to the iPhone and a handy technology called Lidar. Lidar, which stands for light detection and ranging, is a remote sensing method that uses light in the form of a pulsed laser to measure ranges (which are variable distances) to the surfaces of the set. There’s now an app on the iPhone called CamTrackAR, which uses Lidar and Apple’s ARKit to accurately estimate what the world looks like and move the camera in your 3D software exactly how it moves in the 3D world. Not just that, tools like Wonder Dynamics and Simulon allow you to bring 3D characters into the real world directly into your phone camera. That’s right—you can see the 3D characters in the real world inside your camera while shooting.
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Figure 35.6: Simulon bringing a realistic robot into the scene5



But what if you don’t have 3D skills? What if you wanted to shoot at any place in the real world and move around in real time? Well, there’s another AI for that, called Gaussian Splatting. Just a few weeks old as of the time of writing, the technology allows you to take any footage and construct a high-quality 3D scene out of it. Gaussian Splatting is nearly flawless. People have now ported things like Harry Potter’s Hogwarts into 3D with a few clicks. Combined with CamTrackAR, your actors can be on any set instantly. Again, the work of the carpenter and set designer is now the responsibility of the video editor. In fact, this person can no longer be called a video editor. They are a master of all things video.

Next, you need actors. Now most of you have heard of deepfakes, but you don’t know that it’s possible to entirely replace an actor in 3D. With Unreal Engine’s MetaHuman, you can create any character and use the iPhone to move around the parts of a character’s face, and the results are freaky. Add to this the ability to visually dub content, and we are quickly entering a world where you can download an actor or content creator’s ‘licence’ for a few thousand rupees and instantly have a recognizable actor in your scenes.

And as I’ve mentioned before—you can clone anyone’s face and voice with ease.

Next is music. There’s been a lot of talk about automated music and AIs that can turn everyday sounds into musical instrument sounds, but for most videos that need to tell a story, there’s plenty of royalty-free music and sound effects already available. For background music, AI tools like AIVA and MusicGen bring the costs down to nearly zero. You can put in any Hollywood music including Hans Zimmer as a reference, and you will be given something of a similar vibe but copyright-free. The music tool Suno.ai is also pretty great.

Needless to say, you no longer have to deal with the headache of lugging equipment around as most of what you need is now on your phone. As long as there is someone who is skilled in using all these tools and planning out the video, it is unlikely that a person sitting at home will not be able to create Hollywood-grade films. Not only that, the ability to create Pixar-like animations or Death Note-style anime is now a reality too. In fact, until now, most people thought that a video editor’s role was just to take footage, cut it and add subtitles and music to it. But it is clear that this role is quickly evolving into a lot more than that. We’re bullish on the future of this role, and even started a video school for this reason alone—thanks to AI, content on social platforms is going to get a lot crazier over the years, and we’d like to make more of this new type of ‘video editor’ that’s going to become more popular as more people create content. If you’d like to hire editors, you know who to reach out to!
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YouTube 2024 Benchmarks and Advanced Analytics

YouTube has an interesting feature hidden away called ‘Stats for nerds’ that provides data on your current video quality, buffering information and frame data, which is useful for those interested in the technology behind a video stream. This chapter is my version of ‘Stats for nerds’, but rather than looking at data on video stream health, I’m going to focus on the health of your video performance.1

As I’ve said before, your metrics on YouTube and Instagram are an outcome of your work. They should be used as a feedback mechanism, as a means to gauge if the path you are taking is the right or wrong path. Making a video purely to game the stats (i.e., to just give you better metrics) is the wrong approach. I’ve seen some creators mercilessly cut every video down and use panic-attack-inducing music and other shenanigans in the hope of getting a better retention rate. You should not do this. A video with a great story gets you these metrics anyway. To become better at YouTube or any social media platform, you must become a better judge of people and what their likes and desires are. Your metrics are just a reflection of this. In fact, I believe YouTube has made me a better entrepreneur—not because I got better at making videos, but because I figured out what kind of videos people want, what their problems were, and who they were. All this is qualitative (what can be interpreted) data, not quantitative (what can be measured)—things you can’t easily measure, but that you get a ‘sense’ of by interacting with your comments. Before the quantitative data arrives, you’ll have to become good at interpreting the qualitative data. The question you need to keep asking is this: Does this content format work? Does this channel work?

Also, this won’t be as straightforward as ‘you need a 10 per cent click-through rate’. The easiest way to spot a ‘content guru’ who knows very little is by their ability to make blanket statements like this. All metrics are bracketed based on the type of content, the platform and more importantly, the scale of the video. For example, some of you will be surprised to learn that the CTRs of better-performing videos are worse than the CTRs of videos that don’t perform as well. It’s obvious why—better-performing videos go to an audience outside your core audience and therefore get fewer click-throughs because they are less familiar to them. But also because at scale, all numbers come down. When you get to a truly viral video, there will be a small proportion of people who came in because they accidentally clicked on your video, and those people will meaningfully impact your retention—because at that kind of scale, this number becomes impactful.

Let’s start with YouTube’s long-form, assuming a channel with just 10,000 subscribers (the channel size is important because large channels can get views with a worse performing video too since they already have a loyal audience. This audience will watch a bad video too because they’re fans, so the metrics will be better). These metrics are the upper limit of what you can expect at the view bracket—if you go beyond these numbers, YouTube will boost you and you will enter the next bracket. These numbers should be your ‘targets’. These are all rough values based on our data across seven channels. Your experience may vary.



I now want to show you a narrative violation:
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Figure 36.1: Metrics for our video on Haldiram2



The reason this video did 2 million views without the expected 7.6 minutes of retention time is because first, the average percentage viewed was above benchmarks, and second, the CTR was above benchmarks. You can optimize for either average view duration or percentage watched, but YouTube seems to prefer average view duration.

There are two other metrics that you must pay careful attention to:

1)	Impressions from YouTube recommending your content: You need to keep this above 90 per cent; this is you hitting the ‘algorithm’.

2)	Home page recommendations: You need to keep this above 50 per cent.

You can increase the chance of both these metrics going up by increasing your CTR and your video watch time.

Your home page and watch page recommendations are in your ‘reach’ tab:
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Figure 36.2: How impressions lead to watch time3



Most videos go through multiple ‘spikes’ over their lifetime, sometimes when the algorithm wakes up again, or on the back of someone sharing the video at a later date. Note the various spikes across dates in the graph below. We’ve had long-form videos pick up years later too!
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Figure 36.3: New vs returning viewers over time, note spikes4



Another key insight here is the subscribers to non-subscribers rate:
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Figure 36.4: Most of your viewers will be non-subscribers5



There are key differences between a subscriber and a non-subscriber in terms of the metrics. For example:
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Figure 36.5: Average percentage viewed and watch time by type of subscriber6



As you can see, a subscriber watches much longer (44 per cent) vs a non-subscriber (27 per cent). Having a lot of subscribers naturally makes the algorithm favour you. This isn’t because some creators are ‘picked’ by the YouTube team—it’s because having subscribers increases CTR and average view duration.

Another metric you should keep an eye out for in advanced analytics is external sources. There is a direct correlation between WhatsApp share rate and video performance. Make shareable content; don’t rant about your life on YouTube unless you think it’ll be shareable. All this points in just one direction—make videos people want to watch.
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Figure 36.6: Views, average view duration and watch time by external sources7



Don’t obsess over what city or state your viewers come from—it doesn’t matter. If your video hits the algorithm, it spreads over to everyone.
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Figure 36.7: Views by state8



Another stat that is quite interesting is the amount of TV use. What surprises me here is how much of the audience is watching YouTube on TV. Since 90 per cent of this video’s views are from YouTube recommendations, it means that people are ‘surfing’ on TV! This also means that production quality now definitely matters.
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Figure 36.8: Views, watch time and AVD by type of device9



Approximately 50 per cent of the Indian audience watches videos with subtitles on, so you should definitely make them part of your workflow.


[image: The Content Creator Handbook]
Figure 36.9: Language and subtitles10



Another important metric to measure is the returning viewer rate.
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Figure 36.10: Returning vs unique viewers11



The way to measure this is to hover over the last segment in a period (i.e., 365 days):
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Figure 36.11: Returning vs new viewers12



The returning viewers are your active base.

At the channel level, you should try and maintain a views-per-video to subscriber ratio of around 10 per cent at a minimum, but 30 per cent is ideal. A channel with 1 million subscribers doing 1,00,000 views a video is a healthy channel.

In fact, my definition of ‘viral’ is very different from other creators’ definitions of viral. I think what makes a video ‘viral’ should be determined on a case-by-case basis, depending on what the views to subscriber rate of the channel usually is. For example, a video on a channel with 10,000 subscribers that suddenly pulls 1,00,000 views on that video could be considered ‘viral’. Most creators in India will not agree that this is a ‘viral’ video, and they would be more comfortable calling it viral once it crosses a few million views. To avoid this confusion, I’ve come up with a better term—‘super reach’. A video is considered to have super reach if its view count is larger than your subscriber size. Our strategy on YouTube is to get super reach on every single video. As you’ve seen from the metrics here, super reach can only be obtained from YouTube recommendations. Also, note how your subscriber base can quickly become a trap for you. YouTube recommendations work in ‘waves’. First, a video is shown to a small subset of your subscribers. If they like it, it goes to larger and larger subsets of your subscribers based on the metrics on the first set. Depending on the metrics on that set, it then goes out to the home page and non-subscribers. This entire process takes around two to three days. That’s why most people notice a bump in their metrics after a few days if a video is doing well. There’s an insight from this: the path to virality is to first impress your subscribers and make videos they want to watch.

I want to show you once again why this law cannot be manipulated. A smart set of readers of the last paragraph will say, ‘Hey, there is a way to manipulate this in the early days—I’ll just get my friends and family to subscribe, ask them to click through to every video and then ask them to watch it till the end!’

You are not wrong. This is a great idea in principle. But try it. Ask your parents to click on every video and watch till the end. They may do it for the first one. Then the second. Maybe even the fifteenth.

But by the time it gets to the hundredth video, both you and your parents will learn an important lesson—not even familial love can save you if you are making bad content. They will simply get bored and stop watching after a while. Don’t make boring content. Make what people want to watch. In fact, my parents watch almost all our channels, even today. And they don’t watch it for me—they watch it for the content!

YouTube Short Form

Short-form analytics are very similar to long-form ones, with some caveats. But don’t be fooled. While the metrics to determine outcomes are similar, what is expected from the user base is different. The content tab in your analytics is the most useful one. More than 60 per cent viewed and less than 40 per cent swiped is ideal.
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Figure 36.12: Viewed vs swiped away on shorts13
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Figure 36.13: What the back-end looks like for a well-performing short



This is one of my top-performing shorts, with 9 million views. Immediately, you can see that the revenue numbers are paltry (this is also why we keep saying ‘Go build a business’). 68.6 per cent retention on such a view count is high, but as you can see, the actual video is just under a minute. To win shorts, you need to win two battles:

1)	The three- to six-second battle

2)	The sixty-second battle

The first battle is to capture their attention in the first three to six seconds, to make sure that they don’t swipe away. Remember this image?
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Figure 36.14: Viewed vs swiped away14



To get your views to the left side of the image, you need to win the audience in the first three seconds. With a thumbnail on long-form, there’s an ‘opt-in’—they clicked on your video, so there’s high intent to stay beyond three seconds. With shorts, there’s zero opt-in. You just appear on their feed, uninvited. You’d better be good, and that too within seconds.

Now that you’ve ‘hooked’ them, the second battle is to make them stay till the end. BuzzFeed Tasty nailed this by introducing baking content where you had to stay till the end to see what was baked. Body transformation videos do the same thing by making you wait till the end to see the transformation (with music timed such that the bass drops right as the transformation happens). Shorts also requires you to strip out nuance and introduce hyperbole—and the metrics you’re really improving are the three-second retention and sixty-second retention. It’s helpful to think of the three-second retention as the ‘thumbnail’ of the video.

Finally, for those who are asking, ‘How many views are good enough?’ my super short answer for both short- and long-form videos is ‘1,00,000’. That’s the number where creators and businesses seem to be reasonably happy. But the minimum number of views you need to continue the bet is 10,000. Anything more than 10,000 views a video, or even occasional videos, is a sign that you are making progress. Focus on the hits first, then increase the baseline—try to aim for ‘viral’ videos before you try to build too much loyalty or depth.

Instagram

What matters most on Instagram (unlike YouTube) is shares.
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Figure 36.15: Shares on an Overpowered reel that went viral15



This is a video that went viral on the Overpowered Instagram account. As you can see, it has 2,59,000 shares, which is an insane number. On YouTube, a video with the same 11.9 million views would not have been shared as much. Apart from the shares, all other metrics are useless. Bookmarks are not of any significance; we have viral videos with very few bookmarks too. The same three-second rule applies here—hook them in the first three seconds and keep them as long as you can.

The only other thing you should keep an eye on is comments. A hundred to two hundred comments on a video are ideal. Long-form videos will have a lot more comments than short-form ones.

A last note on this: most creators consider the value of a single view on long-form video to be equivalent to ten views on short-form. If your goal is audience loyalty, this just might be true.

As you reach the final pages of this book, remember this: the journey to becoming a master content creator isn’t just about mastering techniques or acquiring knowledge. It’s about embracing your unique voice, honing your craft with dedication and fearlessly sharing your message with the world.

Every video you shoot, every blog post you write, every podcast you record is a chance to make an impact, to inspire, educate and connect with others. It’s not just about the content you create, but the lives you touch and the stories you share.

So, as you close this book, don’t let it be the end of your journey. Let it be the beginning of a new chapter filled with creativity, passion and endless possibilities. Take what you’ve learnt, step out into the world and start creating. Your audience is waiting, your story is worth telling and your voice deserves to be heard. Now, go ahead, stop reading and go shoot that video. The world is waiting to hear from you.

I wrote the last three paragraphs with ChatGPT by the way, for posterity’s sake. But my message to you is the same—enough reading, go make some videos!







* To post something online (such as a comment, video, or meme) that is deliberately absurd, provocative, or offensive.







* Every video we do has a shot breakdown like this one.
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