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This is an adapted English transcript of Future et médias, a series of 
French podcasts on major changes and emerging trends in the media and 
entertainment industry. 
 
I’m Catherine Mathys. 

[♪♪♪] 

We’re continuing our research into how the screen-based industry has 
been adapting to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
Today, we’re looking at television formats or the art of franchising 
content and selling it around the world. 
 
This episode is made up of two separate interviews with the same guest: 
an initial pre-COVID-19 discussion and a follow-up interview during 
lockdown to discuss how the TV format distribution industry is adjusting 
to new market conditions imposed by the pandemic. 
 
To discuss pre- and post-COVID-19 TV formats, I met with Arabelle Pouliot 
Di-Crescenzo, a veteran with more than 20 years of experience in the TV 
format market, including her work on Un gars, une fille, the first 
French-language Canadian TV show to be adapted in the US (Lovebites) and 
the first Quebec fiction TV format to enjoy global success. 
 
It’s the business model of everyone’s dreams. Create once. Sell over and 
over and over again. And especially since a quality format can enjoy an 
exceptionally long and profitable life. In 2017, eight of the Top 10 
best-selling formats were more than 10 years old. 
 
Before COVID-19 came along and muddied the waters, we were happily 
discussing the latest underlying trends in content distribution. 
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- Catherine Mathys (CM): So, Arabelle Pouliot Di-Crescenzo, you’re widely 
recognized as a leading expert in selling television formats 
internationally. Thank you very much for being with us today to talk to 
about what it’s like being a distributor in 2020. Your customer list has 
been expanding lately as everyone tries to keep on top of the ever-



expanding menu of platform configurations. I guess this must have an 
impact on sales since there’s more competition, too.  

- Arabelle Pouliot Di-Crescenzo (APDC): Yes, I’d have to say there’s 
more competition. Budgets are also smaller than they used to be in that 
the same budget has to cover more platforms than before. But, while it 
is a challenge, there’s also the potential to get more customers.  

- CM: I guess it means you have to have a very compelling offer to stand 
out from the competition. What’s a good format for exporting 
internationally? 

- APDC: Well, I was really lucky to have had the privilege of working 
on Un gars, une fille (A Guy & A Girl) at the beginning of my career. 
It was actually one of my first projects and when I saw it, I remember 
thinking what an extraordinary format it was, a program with such 
universal appeal. It touched everyone. It made you laugh. It was a total 
joy. Obviously with big Quebec stars it would be a hit here. But when I 
started working on taking the format to the international level, things 
got a little more complicated in the early years since there was a bias 
against any content that wasn’t English. Naturally, formats that are 
produced in English are easier to sell because you can watch them right 
away. No need for subtitles. It just takes less effort, right? People 
can watch as they continue working on their laptops. No subtitles for 
them to read. 

And when I started on this format some 20 years ago, the market was less 
receptive to new ideas. I must admit it was quite a challenge. The 
language was a challenge. I would tell people not to worry about the 
language but to just look at the format. They’d tell me, okay, send it 
to me. And then I’d tell myself the reason they haven’t got back to me 
is because they haven’t watched it. If they had watched it, they would 
have gotten back to me because it’s so fantastic. Finally, they did back 
to me and say, yes, it was extraordinary. The format was incredible. It 
had universal appeal, and, at the same time, it wasn’t expensive to 
produce. Because it wasn’t a big production. The heavy lifting was in 
the writing and in casting the right people. And it is more affordable, 
in fact, to produce it in fiction format. Major fiction pieces can be 
very complicated to adapt. But Un gars, une fille was a snap to adapt. 
It was a once-in-a-lifetime TV format for me.  
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- APDC: Yes, we’re actually in 29 countries and yes, it’s the best-
selling TV format in the history of television. 

- CM: Hold on now...do you mean the best-selling in Quebec or Canadian 
television? 

- APDC: The world. There’s no format that has ever sold more than Un 
gars, une fille in the whole wide world. And that includes American and 
British series. It’s been produced in 29 countries to date. It’s quite 
amazing because we did find ways to get our message across in most 
countries to make it No. 1. And ça cartonne – it’s a hit – as they say 
in France. In Turkey they produced 450 forty-five-minute episodes. 

- CM: So, the format’s not quite the same as the original. 

- APDC: Well actually, we start from our original scripts, which they 
use. I think we’ve got 130 or so half hours. Then at some point, as it 
often happens, they want to keep going. By now they really know the sense 
of humour and the characters, so they’re comfortable in writing their 
own scripts. Obviously, we’re still involved. We oversee what they’re 
doing with the show’s creator Guy A. Lepage. We want to make sure they 
remain true to the Un gars, une fille concept. That’s the way it is in 
many countries. I know the French have produced close to 700 episodes, 
but in their case they’re seven minutes each. We’ve done an awful lot 
of episodes in many countries I can tell you that. 

- CM: Everyone adapts a little bit here, a little bit there, to fit 
their culture. Not everyone has the same way of looking at couples, at 
relationships. So, I would think each country decides to make a local 
version, so to speak. 

- APDC: Yes, but they really do use our scripts. And I mean what we send 
them. The scripts that Guy and his team have written are truly universal. 
They’re stories that work anytime and that mean something to everyone. 
Yes, they can be adapted to suit the personality of the actors. You’ll 
see that in France if you know the actors playing the couple. Jean 
Dujardin and Alexandra Lamy have, in fact, become a couple in real life 
while doing Un gars, une fille. I see a difference culturally, for 
example, between Guy and Sylvie and Jean and Alex. I’d say that Quebec 
women have a little more freedom and are a little more direct. We’re not 
always trying to be sweet and feminine. People are just more direct in 
America. We don’t always need to be sexy and feminine like the French. 
So, the tone and how the script is interpreted can be a bit different. 
But when all is said and done, we still know it’s Sylvie. We recognize 
her. So sure, the interpretation of the roles can be somewhat different. 
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- CM: And in Turkey, for example, you haven’t been able to sell it to 
all the traditional networks. Was it necessary to work a bit harder to 
find your audience there? 

- APDC: What often happens is that we sell the concept in Cannes at 
MIPTV, the international television program market. We all meet there, 
producers, broadcasters, and distributors. In this case, we were dealing 
with a Turkish gentleman who spoke French and the producer who travels 
around the world with him. The both saw Un gars, une fille. I think they 
probably saw it first in France. They had heard about it because it’s 
often referred to as the best-selling fiction format in TV history 
worldwide. He had no problem understanding the concept. The problem was 
that Turkey is a very conservative country. I would say it’s become more 
and more conservative in the past 10 years just as it has also become 
more and more authoritarian. I know quite a few producers there who’ve 
lost their jobs, all their contracts, simply because they said something 
against the government. So, he didn’t even try selling it to the big 
networks. He did sell it to a digital channel, and it became a real cult 
hit. They produced 450 forty-five-minute episodes with the same couple. 
It was extraordinary.  

- CM: Ah, the digital effect. So, it is a game-changer when digital 
platforms are added to the pool of broadcasters. Would you say this leads 
to more diversity in the type of content being presented? 

- APDC: Absolutely, but I’d say it really depends on the country. Right 
now, buyers are looking for content high in shock-value. Something to 
really entice viewers. When you have so many platforms and so much 
competition, the good formats, the good programs, can actually get lost 
in the shuffle. You can get lost because people just can’t find you. 
They can’t see the forest for the trees. So, the problem is really how 
to get people’s attention.  

- CM: Of course, the famous discoverability problem. 

- APDC: Right you are. One trend is to get influencers on YouTube and 
use them to entice their many followers to check out the show. The other 
is to put something very, very strong in the title. I don’t think it’s 
been done in Quebec, but there’s a very popular international format 
called Married at First Sight. 

- CM: Sure, I’ve heard about that. 



- APDC: Yeah, it’s a Scandinavian format that’s pretty much taken the 
world by storm. It’s a dating format and actually quite decent. People 
who have a hard time finding that special someone because of their work 
or whatever, and it never works out for them. So, they meet with experts 
and the experts finally match them up with someone. But they only get 
to meet on their wedding day, and then they must get married. It’s like 
courting in reverse. They start off by getting married. It’s the kind 
of concept that really attracts an audience because people think how can 
that possibly work? They just have to see it for themselves. I think 
that’s really it in a nutshell. Either that or have a show with 
celebrities or upcoming stars or find a new title like Naked Dating. 
Extreme strategies like that work because they’re attention grabbers. 

- CM: So now you’re telling me about this extreme sport, couples’ 
version. Is this the type of content that’s hot right now? 

- APDC: Yes, you bet it is. But you have to be careful that the concept 
isn’t so outrageous that it scares everyone off. Because broadcasters 
are always looking for a sure thing. They have a major fear of failure. 
So, there’s that also...The newer platforms are certainly more willing 
to take risks, which is good for the market. But it can also create 
confusion because some players, like Netflix, insist on getting global 
rights. And that can get very complicated. Because for me, 
internationally, it’s a lot more interesting to have deals in 30 
countries than to make one deal with someone who wants the rights for 
the whole world. It can also be less profitable in the long run. So, 
we’re all trying to keep each other in check by setting new standards. 
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- CM: Un gars, une fille is a fiction format and now we’re going to look 
at content that’s more non-fiction format in nature. Is the non-fiction 
format easier to sell or export than fiction? 

- APDC: I’d say there’s a very big market for non-fiction, or unscripted 
as they say. When it comes to formats, everyone’s looking for big 
primetime ones. Big platforms. And if you have the right one it can be 
very valuable on the international market. They also call it factual 
entertainment. Married at First Sight is a good example of factual 
entertainment. Years ago, we had Supernanny, another factual. Then 
there’s Wife Swap. Formats like these are derived from the documentary 
genre. It’s sort of like a documentary combined with a game show. But 
there are rules. Documentaries are more fluid. We watch them unfold. You 
don’t try to tamper with the content too much. There’s a huge demand for 



factual entertainment formats. In major primetime. Then there are the 
games. Everyone’s looking for good game formats. Studio game shows, too. 
We’ve seen them all. They have tremendous appeal. And, of course, reality 
TV as well. All non-fiction, unscripted format is in big demand.  

- CM: In your opinion what’s the biggest challenge in selling formats 
internationally? All genres combined. We talked earlier about language. 
I have a feeling that with so much international content available on 
so many online platforms that we’re becoming a little less rigid on the 
language issue, that we’re becoming more comfortable with subtitles. Is 
this something you’re sensing as well? 

- APDC: Well, I’d have to say there are plenty of challenges, in fact, 
there’s nothing but challenges out there. You really have to have 
something special to get anywhere at all. A very good and very special 
format. Anything average isn’t even worth trying. We were talking about 
Un gars, une fille in French, for example. We worked on that for three 
or four years before we got a sale. You have to focus continually on 
everything you can possibly do to convince people. We showed them a 
trailer. We showed them Quebec episodes. We showed them ratings that 
were through the roof. Every time they said they were impressed. But 
there was always an objection. It happens all the time. People say that 
they’re different, that the show is too Québécois. It’s not us. We’re 
different. 

Finally, we got to actually deal with some producers. Two women who 
worked together, one a Québécoise now living in France. Things started 
looking up. Because they knew both cultures, which were different, but 
not that different deep down. That was a breakthrough of sorts. We talked 
and brainstormed and eventually came right out and suggested that they 
make a pilot. Making one for Un gars, une fille was pretty low budget. 
A ten-minute pilot with three different scenes, and you get it instantly. 
Which is exactly what happened when the broadcasting group saw it. They 
ordered 65 episodes on the spot. 

- CM: Are you telling me that you have to do a complete cultural cleansing 
on a format to improve its chances on the international market? Or, on 
the contrary, do we not enjoy stories that come from afar? 

- APDC: For it to work, the format must not look like it comes from 
somewhere else. The audience has to be able to identify with it. I travel 
a lot in my work and often shoot the breeze for five or ten minutes with 
the airline passenger sitting next to me. And they usually get around 
to asking me what I do. I was flying to Poland not so long ago and 
answered that question by saying I worked in television. The follow-up 
question is what do I do in television? I say that I work on a show in 



Poland called Kasia i Tomek. It’s the name of two characters on the show. 
Kasia is the gal and Tomek is the guy. Un gars, une fille. The passenger 
then tells me he loves the show. Watches it with his wife. Thinks it’s 
terrific. Then I tell him it’s a Quebec concept. The answer I always get 
is how can that be, it’s so typically Polish? It’s also typically 
Italian, typically Serbian, and typically Portuguese. I always say 
they’re absolutely right. It’s typically everyone. 

- CM: Now that’s a successful adaptation!  

- APDC: That’s because it really is. What we want is for the audience 
to fall in love with the show and see themselves in it. It’s a fascinating 
concept. Really fascinating. 

[♪♪♪] 

19:32 

- CM: What are your recommendations to Canadian producers interested in 
creating formats for export to international markets? Do you have any 
advice you can give them? Any tips you for ensuring international 
success? 

- APDC: First thing is to do some research to see what’s already out 
there. Get a feel for the zeitgeist. We’re all floating in the same 
information pool more or less. The same topics tend to pop up around the 
world, like the environment today, for example. And that means a lot of 
people could be developing environment-related formats. Maybe in reality 
TV format. It could also be in a game-show format, or be a different 
kind of format, like fiction. So, I think it’s a good idea to find out 
what’s out there in the market and think about what could be done to tap 
into it. The audience puts a lot of stock in talent it recognizes, 
especially who’s hosting the show. I remember when Who Wants to Be a 
Millionaire came out. In every single country, the audience thought their 
host was the original host of the show. Truth is you could probably get 
a robot to host the show and it would work just as well. The pitch is 
pretty simple. Someone gets the chance to win a million dollars or 
whatever the amount was in Quebec. That’s what attracts the viewers. 
It’s not the fact that the host is a little funnier or a little sexier. 
The pitch is it. So, when you’re looking at the show’s potential appeal, 
you might ask yourself if it would still work if the host were a robot. 
I’ll often see formats, not necessarily from Quebec or anywhere in 
particular, where the host is a well-known celebrity. But the host is a 
nobody to me. There’s no appeal. Zero interest on my part. It’s the 
mechanics of the show that count. The structure. Is there anything there 
than can be developed? Is there real audience appeal, something that 



will bring the audience back for more? The title can often make a big 
difference. People tell me that a really strong title can do it. 
Especially with Americans. For them the title can clinch the deal. 

I’m very proud to introduce people to Un gars, une fille and I always 
tell them it’s from Quebec. Quebec has a great reputation for creativity 
but being a creator is not one of my talents. From time to time, I do 
help people who are developing ideas and give them my feedback and 
comments. 
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But do television formats still travel well in today’s COVID environment? 
We called our guest back to get her opinion. 

- APDC: As far as I’m concerned, our television production sector remains 
very creative and very optimistic. Sure, it’s complicated. There are 
shoots that’ve been postponed. In fact, I’d say they’ve all been 
postponed. There are shows that were scheduled to be shot in May that 
will only be shot in October. That’s normal in our situation. But in 
terms of creative and development for pitching, any format I present 
today, might only be for release in a year to 18 months. So, we have to 
keep moving because broadcasters are always looking for new formats to 
add to their menu down the road. It’s even somewhat amazing because all 
the broadcasters and producers are as busy as ever planning for upcoming 
seasons. We do a lot of videoconference meetings and I can tell you it’s 
super exciting. I just left a meeting with some Germans. Just this week 
I spoke with Australians, and with various European interests because 
the market there is always very dynamic. Then there’s Brazil, and, of 
course, the US. 

I’m in the US but still videoconferencing because there’s no in-person 
pitching going on right now. People in the business, producers, 
broadcasters are really telling me that they’re looking for content... 
but not COVID content. Everyone’s pretty fed up with the home-produced 
content they’ve been getting. They’re itching for programs that make 
them feel good, real entertainment, great comedy. We’ve been giving it 
a lot of thought. You can be sure that all producers are in the process 
of starting or planning shoots and thinking about how to adapt. We have 
studio formats, for example, with an audience. They’re trying to figure 
out how to put a safe distance between members of the audience. It’s 
pretty intriguing. 



I was talking to some Scandinavians who were shooting a reality show 
they produce on a farm. It’s a reality show on a farm and it’s called 
The Farm. What they do is they quarantine everyone for two weeks before 
shooting. If they test negative, they stay on the farm for three months 
or for the time it takes to shoot the show. And they’re comfortable with 
that because once they get on set, there’s no way they can get out. Now 
that’s the type of reality show we can all identify with. 

Fiction’s a lot more complicated, of course. Also, I think there’s less 
appetite for it because it’s not exactly what people are looking for 
right now. At least, that’s what we’re told. 

- CM: Arabelle Pouliot Di-Crescenzo, a leading expert in the sale of 
audiovisual formats internationally. Thank you so much for sharing such 
valuable information and advice with us. 

- APDC: Thank you! 

[♪♪♪] 

And that’s about it for this episode of Futur et médias, a podcast series 
presented by the Canada Media Fund. 
 
A big double thank-you to our guest Arabelle Pouliot Di-Crescenzo, 
consultant with NEWEN distribution, CEO of KABO International, and 
president of APDC & SR Media Consultants. 
 
For production notes and a transcript of this episode, please visit the 
CMF Trends website. 
 
Finally, if you’ve enjoyed this episode, please take a moment to rate 
the series on Apple Podcasts. 
 
I’m Catherine Mathys. See you again soon. 
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