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TIMECODE NAME Dialogue 

  MUSIC  

00.00.01 NARRATOR This is the BBC Academy Podcast, essential listening for the 

production, journalism and technology broadcast communities, 

your guide to everything from craft skills to taking your next step in 

the industry. 

00.00.13 CHARLES Hello and welcome to this BBC Academy Podcast with me, 

Charles Miller, now you know that a lot of what you do online is 

tracked, so businesses and media companies can collect valuable 

information about you, well a growing part of online activity is the 

kind that’s hard to track, it’s called dark social, dark because 

brands and businesses can’t see what’s going on and social 

because its activity between individuals often on social media. 

00.00.39 CHARLES At its simplest if you’re on a website and copy and paste the web 

address into an email to share with someone that’s dark social, but 

it also includes texts and messaging apps such as Facebook 

messenger, Snapchat and WhatsApp, today we’re discussing how 

to follow audiences into these dark areas and ask whether there 

are opportunities for broadcasters like the BBC to be part of these 

conversations. 

00.01.02 CHARLES Joining us from New York is Domenic Venuto from the Weather 

Channel; they use messenger apps to provide weather updates to 

their audiences, hi Domenic. 

00.01.11 DOMENIC Hello, thanks for having me. 

 CHARLES And in the studio with me is Vladimir Hernandez, who is the series 

producer of the BBC World Services first ever WhatsApp series, a 

documentary about youth groups in Africa, hi Vladimir. 

00.01.24 VLADIMIR Hi Charles. 

 CHARLES And Alan Bryant is from Livity, a youth led creative network which 

helps brands become part of youth culture, hi Alan. 

 ALAN Hi Charles. 

 CHARLES Alan can you start off by just telling us a bit more about what dark 

social is? 

00.01.37 ALAN Sure, I mean I think you gave a pretty good explanation of it, but 

dark social at its simplest form is social content sharing done over 

networks that are private, for example WhatsApp, Facebook 

Messenger, email any application or service that basically brands 

are unable to track. 

 CHARLES And why is this a big deal? 

00.01.57 ALAN So you know 84%, at least the latest stat that I heard was of social 

sharing was now done via dark social, so it’s becoming a huge 

platform for content to be shared and something where brands 

content is being pushed out and just a super important thing to be 

able to understand when thinking about what you’re creating for 

the audience and how you’re communicating with that audience 

because that is how they’re communicating and sharing now, so 

making sure that content we’re creating is being optimised for that 

platform and to understand also how ways around that we can 

track your clicks and things like that so we can understand what’s 
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happening with our content. 

 CHARLES Well Vladimir we’ll go into your project in a bit more detail later, 

but just to start with why does the BBC need to take an interest in 

dark social? 

00.02.44 VLADIMIR I think it’s a matter of reaching out to audiences in places where 

we’re not reaching them before, it’s a matter of trying to reach 

that market and reach those people with content and information 

and maybe stuff that people will find it useful, so I do think there is 

a case to be made to go beyond just a website, just a traditional 

platform. 

 CHARLES And Domenic your working with messenger apps to communicate 

with your audience as the Weather Channel, chatbots in 

particular, perhaps you could just explain what a chatbot is and 

what the Weather Channel chatbot does? 

0.03.17 DOMENIC Yes, so a chatbot is essentially an automated commutation 

vehicle, so if I’m having a conversation with a friend, another 

human being I’m using natural language to engage with that 

other person, I can also use that same interaction with a chatbot, 

ask a question and have an answer come back. And that’s how 

we’re using chatbots with weather, you know weather touches 

everything and we see ourselves as a decisioning platform, we 

help people to make better decisions and so when people are 

communicating with each other or in a natural mode of 

interaction we want to be where they are. 

00.03.57 DOMENIC So in the dark social and social messaging apps it makes sense for 

us to be there. 

 CHARLES Domenic just before we move on I’ve actually got your weather 

chatbot, but for those who haven’t tried it just explain to me in sort 

of operational terms what happens when you use it? 

00.04.14 VLADIMIR We’ve got our chatbot active across a couple of platforms, 

WhatsApp, Cola, Kik and Facebook Messenger, once you initiate a 

conversation with the chatbot, the chatbot will ask you how can I 

help you and you can ask for what the weather is in your current 

location or in a different location and you’ll be provided with that 

data.  And then you’ll also be given options as a prompt for other 

forms of information whether it be the five day forecast or video 

content, on certain platforms we also provide video content as 

well. 

 CHARLES So the idea is that you have the impression that you’re 

communicating with a human being but in fact you’re not? 

00.04.56 DOMENIC Yes if we’re successful and we do this very well then ultimately you 

wouldn’t realise that it’s a computer that you’re having a 

conversation with.  Now right now, today the technology’s 

somewhat rudimentary as people are getting familiar with the new 

paradigm of interacting with chatbots, it’s not completely fluid yet 

but in three years time we’ll look back on today and we’ll see it as 

you know the rudimentary beginning of a much more natural 

language, interaction with computers. 

 CHARLES So Alan that’s one example of how a commercial entity can enter 

into the conversation on these messenger apps, what other ways 

have you been working with? 
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00.05.38 ALAN We’ve done a few different dark social projects, we focus a lot on 

creating content that we can hand over to the audience that 

they want to share and use, so for example creating a bank of 

GIFs for Playstation all based around gaming that were built with 

the audience so we knew that they would use them and engage 

with them, and putting them into the Giphy keyboards that they 

could then go and share socially with their friends. 

 CHARLES Explain what the Giphy keyboard is? 

00.06.07 ALAN So Giphy is basically a GIF platform, Giphy.com, one of the pretty 

much the biggest GIF platforms out there where you can go and 

you can search by phrase for different types of gifts and you can 

use the Giphy API to put that keyboard into the likes of WhatsApp, 

into Messenger so that you can search them directly within that 

app. 

 CHARLES And so what is the nature of the relationship there between the 

brand and the user would you say? 

00.06.34 ALAN So I mean the GIFs we created were branded in the extent that 

they were clips from the games with design embellishments, so 

they were popular Playstation games which linked the brand 

message through and how that connected to the audience was 

that we did a huge amount of research with the audience to 

understand that actually they wanted to communicate with each 

other whilst gaming so they could share moments from within the 

games they’re playing with their friends. 

00.06.57 ALAN So the way that it links and communicates is it allows them to 

communicate in a different way whilst gaming through Playstation 

created imagery but doing so in their own voice because we 

created a bank of hundreds of these GIFs which allowed them to 

message all sorts of different topics that were relatable to different 

in game moments. 

 CHARLES So would it be fair to say that it’s a form of advertising but a rather 

subtle form? 

00.07.21 ALAN We don’t really, is it advertising, its content marketing I guess rather 

than advertising as such, you’re promoting a brand, yes, but 

you’re not disrupting, you’re not pushing it in front of them, 

advertising we kind of tend to see as something that you pay to 

put in front of someone which isn’t what we’re doing, but it’s 

definitely a form of marketing and definitely a form of raising brand 

awareness but done in a way that feels useful and enabling to the 

audience rather than disruptive to them. 

 CHARLES Vladimir can you tell us a bit about your project in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo which was a completely different way of 

getting involved in messaging apps? 

00.08.00 VLADIMIR So this began first when the Ebola crisis happened, we created 

some sort of a helpline to help people obviously get in touch and 

get advice to people, but obviously not everyone is now listening 

to the radio, a lot of people you probably reach them easier on 

WhatsApp, so at the time, before our project was launched we 

created a helpline on WhatsApp to get people, and it proved so 

popular that people engaged into it and it was so effective that 

we thought well this is a kind of a good blueprint to start looking at 

content rather than just doing public service on our airways or 
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digitally. 

00.08.37 VLADIMIR So we thought about so what’s a good story that we could talk 

around, so why don’t we look at people who are using WhatsApp 

like young people in the DRC, the Democratic Republic of Congo 

who are politically motivated, who are looking to push for change, 

who are activists, who are active in the sense of using chat apps, 

and then we thought well why don’t we look at what are they 

doing on that and we found that there’s a huge network of 

people, not just for personal reasons but also for their activism 

involved in using chat apps and that led us to do some storytelling 

about what are they doing? And how are they getting their 

message out? 

00.09.09 VLADIMIR So we created a story about activism and we decided to launch it 

on WhatsApp, it wasn’t just about people getting connected 

through WhatsApp it was about sending that to audiences on 

WhatsApp and we chapterised it in a way that people would get 

that everyday throughout a week. 

 CHARLES Now we’re talking about these kinds of apps as dark social, in 

other words hard to get at, so when you say you launched it in 

WhatsApp I mean isn’t that something that’s not supposed to be 

possible, I mean how did that work? 

00.09.39 VLADIMIR Well it required a lot of promotion beforehand so we had to go 

through a period of time, about two weeks where we told people 

who are following our traditional platforms we will launch a new 

product. 

 CHARLES So that was on the website? 

00.09.50 VLADIMIR It was on Facebook mostly and on the website as well but possibly 

most people saw it on Facebook, telling them if you want to get 

this exclusive content and we put a trailer to tease people on you 

need to sign up for this, and then we discovered that it’s a manual 

intensive work that you have to do to actually get these people to 

watch it on WhatsApp. 

 CHARLES What do you mean manually intensive? 

00.10.13 VLADIMIR Well you have to put every number inside a phone, everyone 

sends his number but when its four of us that’s easy but when 

we’re talking about thousands of people its someone who has to 

manually insert these numbers to create what Whatsapp calls 

broadcast lists, which are our own social groups and then from 

there on its much more easier, but to set up these groups it’s all 

manually, in a phone, not even on a desktop. And that is one of 

the most how would you say, learning experiences that I had from 

this experience. 

 CHARLES So how many numbers were entered like that? 

00.10.42 VLADIMIR Over 10,000. 

 CHARLES Right and how much information did you then get about how 

successful the content was within WhatsApp? 

00.10.52 VLADIMIR Well we began with zero subscribers and we ended up with over 

20,000, which we think was in a period of time, considering the 

amount of promotion we had 20,000 in this day and age of 

Facebook and millions of views and clicks it’s not necessarily huge, 
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two years ago 20,000 people, a growth of 20,000 in less than a 

week was, we were quite satisfied with it and also I thought we 

learned that to get the millions it has to be better managed. 

 CHARLES Right so you had that number of subscribers but did you know 

whether they actually watched the videos properly and that kind 

of thing? 

00.11.25 VLADIMIR I guess this is where it becomes dark social right, [yeah] so we 

know people received it, we know some people interacted with it, 

but I wouldn’t be able to say whether 20,000 people watched it, 

because what we were sharing were not snippets of information, 

we were sharing a minute or two of video everyday to people. 

 CHARLES So Domenic coming back to you in New York, how much do you 

know about the use of your Chatbot by the people who have 

signed up for it? 

00.11.53 DOMENIC We know when an interaction has been made because there’s a 

hit to our server and we’re sending data over the wire into the 

chat screen, and if it’s a conversation and its ongoing we know 

that we’re engaging that user, but if we serve them a video for 

instance unless they click through, back to our website or app, we 

don’t have the same measurement that we have with our own 

tools and in websites and platforms. 

00.12.19 DOMENIC I think Vladimir highlights an interesting point or a valid point, one 

of the lessons that we found as well which is there’s no discovery 

mechanism, there’s no real effective discovery mechanism in 

these platforms yet, it’s still early days.  So you can launch a service 

but then you have to heavily promote it and ensure that it’s 

spreading virally and do what you can there, and that’s a big 

disadvantage on the current platforms along with the inability to 

track detailed engagement metrics, you get some but they’re 

quite basic. 

 CHARLES Stepping back a bit what really is the point of the Chatbots 

interaction for the Weather Channel, is there a business model 

attached to it at all? 

00.13.00 DOMENIC At the moment there isn’t a business model, it’s really brand 

engagement and being where our consumers are and being top 

of mind, obviously for the people using the service they get 

weather when they’re engaging in those platforms they don’t 

have to jump out and do another search, but first and foremost it’s 

about being where our consumers are and building the brand 

awareness. 

00.13.18 DOMENIC It’s also a test bed to see how these platforms evolve, we don’t 

want to be late to the game and there’s been a lot of learning’s 

about how people are interacting and what information they 

choose to use, and what expressions they’re using for searching for 

weather related information. One of the really interesting things 

that we found actually was once we launched the service across 

a couple of platforms, what we noticed were people actually 

telling us about the weather in their location and actually sending 

us photos of weather in their location. 

00.13.51 DOMENIC So we were getting user generated content, we were getting our 

forecasts and the current conditions actually validated right there 

and then, that was kind of an exciting development for us, so 
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we’re factoring that learning into future iterations of the product. 

 CHARLES So Alan we’ve heard about two specific projects there from 

Vladimir and Domenic, are they typical of what’s going on in the 

sort of dark social area at the moment? 

00.14.15 ALAN I think there’s a huge variety of projects going on so chatbots for 

sure is huge at the minute and is going to become even more so if 

you look at WeChat in China for example and how they’re 

operating and I know Facebook and WhatsApp are looking at 

them as a model, in terms of all the integration they have with 

different chatbots and being able to book taxis and being able to 

book flights and order food and everything that you can do 

through WeChat in China and Asia, I think we’re going to see a lot 

more of that come into the messaging apps in the UK. 

00.14.47 ALAN But then there’s also a huge amount of other uses for dark social 

from research purposes so actually having a group of your 

audience in these channels and consistently communicating with 

them about what they’re engaging with and what they want from 

your brand through to things like Adidas is a brilliant example of 

dark social, Adidas have WhatsApp squads across cities, across 

Europe which are basically kind of smaller influences who are kind 

of really engaged audiences, Adidas goes to them through 

WhatsApp with product launches, new events, opportunities to 

meet sponsored stars, all these kind of first dibs for these influence 

and them. 

00.15.26 CHARLES So those are private individuals who are getting paid a little bit by 

the company? 

 ALAN I’m not even sure if they’re getting paid I think it’s more the fact 

that they are the influences trying to grow their audiences, and 

because Adidas are giving them early access to events and to 

their kind of sponsored sports stars they’re getting a huge benefit 

from that and then what Adidas are using that to do is to create 

noise outside of dark social, so although they communicate with 

these people in dark social, then they’re going and sharing it on 

YouTube and Facebook and Twitter etcetera, so it’s kind of 

reversing that model. 

00.15.57 ALAN So there’s lots of really interesting ways that dark social is being 

used and I think we’ll see it being used in even more ways in the 

future. 

 CHARLES Vladimir how do you see the involvement of the BBC in this area in 

future, I mean you’ve talked about some of the limitations but 

what are the opportunities would you say? 

00.16.17 VLADIMIR So recently as an organisation we’ve done a chatbot on 

Facebook to try to explain Brexit to people which you know good 

luck with that I suppose, but it’s also an interesting attempt with a 

very divisive and very polarising subject which a lot of people are 

keen to understand a bit more. We did something similar on 

Facebook with a chatbot to try to explain pollution to people and 

how was your area affected, so there are attempts to do it but I 

think the main challenge, right now, is not just the manual process 

and the workload of it, it’s also how much are the chat app 

companies interested in becoming broadcast channels as well. 

00.16.54 VLADIMIR Our experience two years ago with WhatsApp was that WhatsApp 
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was not very interested in doing anything related to broadcasting, 

they were more interested in commercial partnerships; Facebook 

on the opposite side was very interested in doing that because 

obviously they’re seeking to expand in many ways.  So we as an 

organisation are probably very interested but it’s about 

establishing those partnerships that would actually make this work. 

 CHARLES Isn’t it also a question of whether the users want commercial or sort 

of organisational activity within these rather intimate kind of 

applications, I know Facebook had a lot of trouble when it started 

having advertising even. 

00.17.29 VLADIMIR Yes I mean most of my area is international news and obviously in 

the UK it’s a different market altogether in terms of news, but in 

international coverage there are countries where the media 

presence is quite limited or the media presence is quite skewed, 

therefore that leads to a lot of people to seek their information on 

these channels.  Dark social I would say in places like Iran or in 

places like Venezuela where the media presence is very, very 

limited in terms of objective information, these are the channels 

where people then tend to look for information. 

00.17.59 VLADIMIR And I suppose our challenge is not to make it look as corporate as 

possible but to make it look accessible and as part of the form and 

the treatment that you would normally get in your own channel, so 

it’s something we obviously are working on but we probably are far 

from getting it right. 

00.18.15 DOMENIC Just to build on that I mean from a consumer standpoint what 

we’re trying to do is move to an environment of creating 

experiences dynamically, so instead of hardwiring or building an 

app based on a phone platform whether it be the Apple IOS or a 

Google Android platform its really how do we atomise the 

components of our product and then reassemble them for 

whatever interaction model or device that the user is using. So we 

can deliver weather to a cell phone, we can also deliver that 

weather that be through a thermostat or to a vehicle, a car on the 

road and sending an alert and directing it around a potential 

roadblock because there’s severe or active weather on the route. 

00.18.59 DOMENIC So this concept of dynamic assembly is very important especially 

as the hardware devices become commodities and really what 

the user wants is a seamless experience between the activities of 

their daily life, they go from their home to their car they might go 

from their home to a bus and in the future it might be an 

autonomous vehicle that they’re sharing a ride with. So we want to 

be able to traverse those experiences seamlessly. 

00.19.24 DOMENIC So what’s interesting about the chatbots and dark social right now 

is that the mechanism is very device dependent, platform 

dependent, in the future we should be able to just serve the 

consumer, so a consumer might say you know I want my weather 

from the Weather Company, and I don’t care where it’s coming… 

what device its getting served across, if I’m in my home it’ll come 

across my thermostat, if I’m in the car it’ll come through the car, so 

that’s kind of the future that we’re building towards. 

 CHARLES Great, thank you. Well Alan let us wrap this up but I want to step 

back and I’m reminded a little bit of when telephones were first 

sort of in our homes there were all sorts of services that you could 
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get by calling up the automatic time, or you could even pay to 

hear a children’s story, or a joke or something and in time those 

sort of disappeared because I think they just sort of went against 

the grain of what a telephone is really good for. How much do you 

think that messenger apps lend themselves to this kind of activity or 

are they really just good for person to person communication 

would you say? 

00.20.28 ALAN That’s a good question, I think in terms of user sharing across those 

channels there’s always going to be a huge amount of content 

shared one to one, between them, so I think brands and 

broadcasters always need to consider that. I would say if we’re 

looking at how it’s evolving in other countries, in other parts of the 

world that actually we will see more integration into apps, going 

back to the point on WeChat and everything that you can 

basically control your life through it now. 

00.21.00 ALAN But yes I think it’s always going to be something that needs to be 

considered because if 80 plus people are sharing branded 

content on there, then it’s a really important conversation to be a 

part of, so from broadcaster’s point of view if you’re launching a 

new show and you know there’s going to be a huge amount of 

conversation around it, you want to be facilitating that 

conversation in a really useful way, if the majority of that 

conversation is going to be happening through this application 

then it feels like that is always going to be a part that you want to 

play and want to be involved in. 

00.21.29 ALAN And I don’t really think that is going to go away as communication 

becomes more and more through these methods. 

 CHARLES Just to end with you Vladimir I mean it does strike me that perhaps 

this is quite a fruitful area for the BBC in comparison with more 

commercial enterprises because if we are there in the middle of 

private conversations we’re not really there to sell things, however 

subtly that is being done. 

00.21.56 VLADIMIR If we are a bit cynical about it, it is public service with an interest of 

serving, so it’s not necessarily completely unbiased, we want to 

reach out to people and I presume that in some cases we will 

invade that privacy that people may be a bit annoyed about, but 

I guess our intent is to provide information, especially in those 

places in the world where its lacking, so yes I mean its definitely 

opened an opportunity, I personally feel very strongly about trying 

to reach out in these ways but I think, again, the challenge is to 

reach out in the correct language and I think that’s where we’ve 

got a lot of work to do. 

00.22.28 CHARLES Great, well thank you very much everybody, thanks very much to 

Alan Bryant and Vladimir Hernandez in London and Domenic in 

New York, thank you very much everybody. 

 ALAN, VLADIMIR, 

DOMENIC 

Thanks, - thanks for having us, - thank you. 

 CHARLES If you’ve liked what you’ve heard today you can check out more 

of our BBC Academy podcasts and lots of other great stuff on the 

BBC Academy website, and for BBC staff there’s a range of 

courses you could sign up to on all sorts of social media topics.  

And you can also find us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, just 

search for the BBC Academy. This podcast was produced by Jas 
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Rao and Kris Bramwell; I’m Charles Miller thank you very much for 

listening. 

00.23.04 NARRATOR You’ve been listening to the BBC Academy podcast, if you want to 

find out more about this topic or to hear previous shows search 

online for the BBC Academy. 

00.23.13  MUSIC 

00.23.18  END OF RECORDING 
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