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Executive Summary.  The rapid proliferation of video-sharing websites such as YouTube.com has 

demonstrated the appeal of amateur video, shot and edited with consumer-level equipment and software. 
This raises an important question for businesses that use professionally-made online videos: How much 
ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŜƳΚ The answer to this question is key 
to minimizing the expense of producing online videos, while maximizing their effectiveness. To test this in a 
multimedia experimental survey, we asked Allrecipes.com users to select one of three cooking video topics 
that interested them the most, after which they were randomly assigned to view one of seven variations 
ǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǘƻ άƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘΦέ  ²Ŝ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘΣ ƛƴ 
seconds, that respondents spent watching the video as well as a variety of subjective ratings. Analyses 
revealed the following: 

¶ Highly-produced videos were watched 30%-50% longer than simple videos, a significant increase. 

¶ A point of limited returns was reached where additional production elements did not result in longer 
viewing times. 

¶ Highly-produced videos were more likely to be recommended to others than simple videos, except 
when a professional script was paired with a simple production. 

¶ Subjective ratings of the likability of the videos were generally high and not strongly related to how long 
the videos were watched. 
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Question: Is it worth it to incur 
the expense of professionally 
produced online videos, or are 
simple videos watched just as 

long? 

Background and Research Questions. 
The success of YouTube and similar media attests to the 
notion that there is a prominent segment of the general 
population for whom watching amateur videos holds great 
appeal.  As such, an important consideration for 
professional and commercial ventures is whether the 
expense of professionally-produced online video is worth it 
in terms of ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ watch it. 
 
One possible scenario is that all levels of production value 
are watched for the same amount of time, suggesting that 
both inexpensive, simple videos and highly-produced ones 
are equally engaging (sample graph A). Another possibility 
is a linear positive correlation: as production value increases, so does level of engagement (sample graph B). Yet another 
outcome is one of άŘŜŎŜƭŜǊŀǘƛƴƎέ ƻǊ άmarginal returns,έ wherein engagement is low for simple videos, rises with 
increasing production value, and then levels off againτin other words, after a moderate level of production value, 
additional elements cease to have an impact (sample graph C). Lastly, certain video elements, either alone or in 
combination with other elements, could produce mixed reactions (sample graph D).  
 
Each of these outcomes suggests a different strategy for those 
who commission or produce professional online videos. Thus an 
experiment was conducted to plot the curve from low to high 
production value, within the context of cooking videos. 

 
Methodology. 
Psychster Inc. and Allrecipes.com created a multimedia 
experimental survey, which was served via popover to 6,050 
respondents in 9/2009. Respondents were first asked to choose 
one of 3 cooking topics that interested them the most: boiling 
eggs (included because it is frequently searched for on the site), 
grilling pizza (a seasonal topic targeted toward men), or brining 
poultry (holiday related). Subsequently, respondents were 
randomly assigned to view 1 of 7 video variations within their 
chosen topic, ranging from simple to highly-produced.  
 
All videos were 2.75 minutes to 3 minutes long. The videos were 
embedded in a mock Allrecipes.com webpage, which also 
showed 1 positive, 1 neutral, and 1 negative reviewτostensibly 
posted by visitors. Respondents were asked to confirm that they 
could see and hear the video; those who could not were 
excluded from the analysis.  
 
The survey was instrumented to measure the number of seconds 
the video was watched, and the number of times it was paused. 
wŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ά²ŀǘŎƘ 
ǘƘŜ ǾƛŘŜƻ ƻǊ ŎƭƛŎƪ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƭƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ȅƻǳ ƳƻǊŜΦέ /ƭƛŎƪƛƴƎ 
any link other the video stopped the timer and sent respondents 
to the next page, and they were prevented from going back to 
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previous survey pages. After viewing the video, 
respondents provided subjective ratings on 
various metrics (see Results section below).  
 
As the variations increased from 1 to 7, elements 
were added that contributed to both the visual 
experience and the cost to produce (see table 
below). Most of these were post-production 
elements such as editing, music, graphics, and 
branding. A basic script was used for variations 1 
and 2, whereas the script was enhanced for 
variations 3 through 7 by a professional writer. 
Thus the only difference between variation 1 
and 3 (and between 2 and 4) was the basic vs. 
enhanced script, allowing for a secondary test of 
the effect of professional writing.  It is important 
to note that the 7 variations only covered a 
segment of the full range from amateur to 
άover-producedέ videos, and that even the simplest levels used professional cameras, lighting, talent, and voiceovers.  
The goal was that all variations were suitable for production, should they be found to be the most effective.  
 

 

Sample Introductory Page 
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Results. 

Among the 6,050 respondents who started the survey, 1,875 or 31% started the video. This confirmed that the study 
was designed to let respondents freely choose whether or not to watch the video, rather than be instructed to do so, so 
as to validly measure the time spent watching. Of those who began the video, 94% reported that they could see the 
video and hear the sound (most often those who could not did not have computer speakers). The average video viewing 
time was 97 seconds (105 seconds for eggs, 97 seconds for pizza, and 93 seconds for poultry). Additionally, 56% of 
respondents indicated that they were very much or extremely interested in the topic. 

Analyses of variance (ANOVA) revealed significant differences across the different levels of production value. In the 
graphs below, green points are significantly higher than variation 1; red points are significantly lower than variation 7. A 
green ΨƎƭƻǿΩ effect indicates significant change from the previous variation (all ps < .05).  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. Averaged across three topics, the videos with the highest production value were watched 27 seconds longer (or 
31%) than the simplest videos, a significant difference (ps < .05). For a 180 second video, this meant the difference 
between people watching only 70-75 seconds of the simplest variation, to watching 90-110 seconds of the most highly 
produced variations. For the egg video in particular, there was a 43-second, or 57% increase in time watched from 
variation 1 to variation 5. This upward trend across all topics suggested that additional elements did indeed increase the 
engagement of the cooking videos. 

2. Beyond a certain level of production value, additional elements did not significantly increase the watch time. Across 
all topics, the seconds watched did not significantly increase beyond variation 5, suggesting that the additional elements 
included in levels 6 and 7 did not increase the engagementΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ŀ άŘŜŎŜƭŜǊŀǘƛƴƎέ curve (illustrated in 
graph B above), in which increasing levels of production value are associated with increased watch times up to a certain 
point, but once that point is reached, adding more elements ceased to increase watch time further.  
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Even in the age of YouTube, 
professionally produced 

videos are worth the cost to 
businesses if the goal is 

watch time and viral spread. 

3. Averaged across all topics, the videos with highest production values were significantly more likely to be 
recommended to others than simple videos, except variation 3, which paired an enhanced script with a simple video. 
Similar to watchability, likelihood to recommend increased significantly with production value then leveled out in a 
ŘŜŎŜƭŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŎǳǊǾŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƭƻǿ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ оΣ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŀǘŜŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƭŜǎǎ άŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎέ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ όǇǎ ғ 
.05). This suggests that there was something about the unique combination of elements featured in variation 3 that 
made it less appealing than both the lower and higher production values. On investigation, variation 3 included an 
enhanced script (i.e., deliberately witty/humorous with more colloquialisms) in combination with the lowest-budget 
video production. Thus, one possible explanation is that this particular combination was perceived as a mismatch, 
leading to decreased excitement and likelihood to recommend. Further testing would be needed to confirm this 
interpretation. 
 
4. Ratings of overall likeability were high for all variations. Possible reasons for this finding were that people chose 
their preferred topic, and that the script was held fairly constant across variations. However, this outcome rules out the 
notion that higher production values were watched longer because they were liked more. This suggests that it may be 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƎƴitive, attentional, or perceptual faculties, rather than their emotional state, that explains the increased 
watch time of the more highly produced videos. It also 
suggests that future research on this particular topic should 
include behavioral metrics as well as subjective ratings. 
 

Conclusions. 
More is more, but only to a point. Because this study was 
experimental in its design, we can conclude that more highly 
produced videos in fact cause increased watch time. From a 
cost standpoint, this finding suggests that spending a bit more 
for professional production value is worthwhile when used for 
similar purposes. However, it is not necessary to spend 
exorbitant amounts of money once a reasonably professional 
level of production value has been attained. It is an interesting 
question for further research to determine if this finding replicates for other types of online videos (e.g. news, health-
care, charity, technical instruction, advertisements).  

 
Ensure that the content and the production elements are well-suited to each other. Though in need of confirmation, 
this study suggested that simple videos work best with simple scripts, ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ άŦƭŀƛǊέ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ōŀŎƪŦƛǊŜΦ 
The reverse mismatch might also be disengaging; i.e., extraneous 
visual elements (wipes, dissolves) that do not support the spoken 
content. We welcome requests to test this issue further.  
 
Psychological processes at play. Decelerating curves ŀƴŘ άƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ 
marginal returnsέ have long been found in human nature. Just as 
people value the first dollar they earn more than the one-millionth 
dollar (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), they also perceive increases in 
the brightness of light only to a point, after which they cannot 
(Snodgrass, 1975).  Although this study only tested production value 
up to a point, it is no surprise that a limit was reached, and 
additional elements were of less effect. That watch time increased 
when likability did not further suggests these cognitive and 
perceptual forces are more at play than emotional ones in this 
context. 
 


