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Abstract 

The over-the-top streaming industry has been a promising frontier for many creators in 

Hollywood. Companies both new and old have been able to strike it rich in the burgeoning 

industry. However, as time has passed, the competition gets tougher, and audiences get spread 

thinner and thinner. Even the most well-funded projects are at risk to fail without good 

execution. Enter Quibi: the streaming service designed by Jeffrey Katzenberg to enter into an 

increasingly mobile entertainment space. Through miscalculations and a global pandemic, Quibi 

met a swift end within nine months on the market. This paper provides a historical recount of 

Quibi’s development, reception, destruction, and offers insight into what went wrong to cause 

Quibi’s accelerated downfall. It is a cautionary post-mortem of how the volatile entertainment 

market can execute even a multi-billion-dollar project backed by the biggest names in 

Hollywood.  
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Process Analysis Statement 

 The writing process is a wildly unpredictable thing, much like life itself. A year ago, I 

had a completely different concept of what I wanted to tackle. However, the past year has led to 

a lot of curious developments in entertainment media. Needless to say, the pandemic had not 

been kind to entertainment. My initial concept was to analyze how TV serials were doing 

productions during the COVID-era. There were a lot of interesting ways producers went about 

creating television despite restrictions. Needless to say, some were better than others. 

 I was then drawn to Quibi out of intense curiosity. This bizarre streaming service went 

against everything that resembled common sense to me. It was mobile-exclusive, it blocked 

people from sharing screenshots, and its gimmicks were more bizarre than anything I had seen 

prior. On top of all of that, it was led by a notorious figure in Jeffrey Katzenberg. During the 

summer of 2020, I kept an eye on Quibi and its critical reception. It didn’t seem like there was 

one person in the entire entertainment sphere who thought it was a good idea. Most people 

expected it would bite the dust sooner rather than later, myself included. When I submitted my 

thesis proposal, I had written that I would suggest ways to get Quibi back on its feet. After all, 

just because something had a rough release doesn’t mean it can’t have a killer comeback story. 

 Then, right as I began preliminary research, Quibi announced it was canceling the 

service. Servers went down long before I began the writing process. My planned analysis of a 

live service had suddenly turned into an autopsy and post-mortem. Everyone had seen it coming, 

but it was still quite a shock. 

 Watching Quibi die so quickly did inspire me to take a look deeper than just creating a 

historical document. I pivoted to look deeper at the trappings of streaming as a market. It’s a 
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successful, multi-billion-dollar industry, but why? Is that success sustainable? What lessons can 

creators learn from Quibi’s collapse to help navigate the streaming market in the future? The 

industry is constantly moving and developing, and with more and more players entering the 

market, someone is inevitably going to flip the coin and land on tails. 

 Quibi also became a story of how Hollywood is stuck in old ways. It often feels like 

executives just stumble upon success by pure accident, and then in interviews posture as a 

revolutionary. Katzenberg being such a vocal and polarizing figure makes him an easy target, 

and I have to admit part of my interest in this topic comes from watching someone so influential 

blunder so spectacularly. The more I read on the development of Quibi, however, the more I was 

sold on its vision. Katzenberg is a brilliant salesman, and his ambition is admirable. I started to 

see ways Quibi legitimately could have succeeded, and what that could have meant for the future 

of entertainment. Maybe, in the future, Katzenberg will be vindicated when a Quibi successor 

launches and terrorizes the market. After everything I’ve researched, I am a doubter more than a 

believer. 

 My process for approaching research, planning, and writing was essentially a long-form 

version of what I’ve written in the past for various entertainment publications. I have a 

background as an entertainment journalist, so that defined the process for the historical half of 

the document. The analytical half came from my work as a media critic. I took a look deeper at 

the moving parts underneath Quibi, trying to find a reason for why it failed so swiftly. A 

streaming service doesn’t die on its own, after all. It’s a matter of culture and timing. Of course, 

the pandemic hardly did Quibi any favors, but signing it off as just the pandemic like Katzenberg 

did initially is misguided at best. I made sure all of my ducks and research were in a row before I 

began the writing process. 
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 At the same time, I did a lot of extra research while writing. I’d go down a rabbit hole of 

investigation, looking into adjacent topics to see what I could pull into the piece proper. There’s 

quite a bit I had to cut out of the final piece to keep it on track as best as possible. For example, I 

had originally wanted to take a deeper look at individual Quibi programs. The obvious problem 

with this is that I have no way of reviewing these programs properly until the Roku acquisition is 

finalized, and they find their way back on the internet. This could lead to a discussion about lost 

media, and how a digital world creates a greater chance of art becoming dusted, erased in its 

entirety unless someone can preserve it. I believe the piece to be tighter and more concise 

without the in-depth reviews, but I do regret not being able to talk in detail about how weird so 

many of the Quibi shows were. 

 Over the course of the next few months, I periodically chipped away at the overall goal. I 

write in bursts of inspiration, and the format of “quick bites” ironically ended up serving me well 

as a creator. I spoke with my advisor multiple times to make sure I was on the right track towards 

finishing the project. It’s an understatement to say that working with an accomplished film 

historian helped in the process of writing this piece. There were ups and downs, doubts, and 

hopes, but the result came all the same. I didn’t learn anything about myself as a writer that I 

didn’t already know. If I’ve learned one thing from college, it’s how to manage my easily 

distracted brain and get it to finish tasks in a timely manner. If only I could have applied that 

knowledge sooner in my academic career. 

 The greatest challenge in writing about Quibi was not having anything tangible as a 

primary resource to use. There’s a hole in the project that’s approximately 70MB large, one that 

can only be filled by the now-defunct Quibi app. The app disappearing before the writing process 

started stung and was a miscalculation on my part. I’m hoping that I was able to paint a clear 
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enough picture so that, even with the app gone, people could get an idea of what it was like to 

use the app. 

 When the complete rough draft was finally finished, the feeling was bittersweet. It was 

great to get the thing done so soon, but I was left with an overwhelming sense of “what now?” 

As I look towards my graduation, not having the thesis looming over my head like a boulder over 

a rowdy Dungeons and Dragons character is refreshing. Even so, I can’t help but feel a 70MB-

sized hole in my own heart. As someone who’s written about Quibi, I’m one of the few people 

keeping it alive in the public consciousness. I’m hoping this project will be able to help tell 

Quibi’s story to those interested in the failures of the past. 

 This project is written not as a piece dunking on Quibi, or Katzenberg, or anyone else 

involved in development. It is fun to do that, but that’s hardly my intent. This project is written 

as a document to acknowledge both the good and bad that come in trying to break into the 

streaming market. This project is meant to tell a cautionary tale to those who are curious about 

what happened to that weird app that had let you watch movies in portrait mode. Above all, this 

project is meant to provide an entertaining and informative perspective on what happens when a 

bad idea, executed poorly, is released to the market at the worst possible time. Thank you for 

reading this far, and I hope you enjoy making a meal out of Quibi with me.  



5 
 

Making a Meal Out of Quibi: A Post-Mortem in Quick Bites 

 

The ever-evolving world of technology is loaded with quite a number of incredible 

revolutions. In those revolutions, there are also many trends to chase. Executives fly too close to 

the sun, blinded by whatever drives them and burn up as fast as they took off. Sometimes, they 

don’t even take off before crashing and burning, like a sad rocket ship that simply tilts over after 

blowing all of its fuel. In these tales of self-destruction, few go by as quickly and as 

unimportantly as the life and death of Quibi. 

 Quibi was a subscription-based streaming service that allowed users to view exclusive 

television shows and films. The brainchild of Hollywood veteran Jeffrey Katzenberg and under 

the leadership of CEO Meg Whitman, Quibi managed to garner plenty of attention from folks in 

the industry. Reports show that it garnered $1.75 billion in investments from various industries. 

The platform also attracted several celebrities and icons within film and television, including 

academy award winner Guillermo del Toro and crowd-favorite Kevin Hart as a couple of notable 

examples. Quibi also launched into a world where streaming was hotter than ever. For better or 

for worse, the COVID-19 pandemic gave people around the globe an opportunity to consume 

more content than ever before. In many ways, it should have had all the pieces to succeed. 

 Even so, unlike other fresh-faced competitors like HBO Max and Apple TV+, Quibi 

failed to gain or retain an audience. It fell out of top download lists, it was lacking active 

viewership numbers, and failed to convert free trial users into fully-fledged subscribers. By 

September of 2020, Quibi was reported by The Wall Street Journal to have been looking for a 

potential buyer for the platform. By October, Katzenberg officially announced the shutdown of 
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the platform in December. And on December 1st, 2020, Quibi unceremoniously vanished into the 

aether like so much digital dust. 

 There have been many think pieces on why Quibi faded out so quickly. Katzenberg 

himself was quick to blame the COVID-19 pandemic in an interview with the New York Times. 

Critics cited the platform’s method of delivering content as one of its biggest downfalls. With 

everything considered, however, Quibi was a perfect storm of a streaming service that failed to 

learn from the mistakes of the past and floundered as a result. From my perspective, the only fate 

Quibi ever had was an inevitable destruction; the fact it came so soon is what’s fascinating. As 

such, the goal of this paper will be to break Quibi’s existence down into small (quick) bites in an 

effort to understand what pieces were rotten, and if there was ever a future where Quibi might 

have survived. 

 The first thing that needs to be covered to understand Quibi’s destruction is the market it 

was born into: the world over-the-top (OTT) services. These types of services have quickly 

grown to overtake traditional video rental markets and, in some ways, cable television. Folks will 

likely point to Netflix as the first wildly successful OTT service in the entertainment space, and 

that’s mostly an accurate statement. However, it’s important to understand that other streaming 

services can’t measure against Netflix as a brand and as a company.  

Ramon Lobato writes in an essay on Netflix as a global platform: “Notably, we do not 

advocate for ‘Netflix studies’ and agree with those critical of the amount of attention paid to this 

service when so many others exist unexplored. Nothing about Netflix should be accepted as a 

norm or standard.” The argument is based on the fact that Netflix is more than just a streaming 

platform—it does just about everything. It still hosts a rental DVD service, and on top of 

streaming, it also funds and produces original content. Netflix built its prominence on the back of 
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content produced by hundreds of disconnected studios. In this way, as every network tries to get 

a slice of the OTT-pie, it raises the question of whether or not they’ll survive. That, however, is a 

question for another day. 

At the same time, Netflix is also a great example of how to do streaming successfully 

because every other platform copied bits and pieces of its methods. As documented in a journal 

by Victor Massad, “one researcher attributes Netflix success to savvy marketing, including 

fulfillment of the promises of plentitude, participation, prestige, and personalization.” Every 

level of the platform is designed with care to create a specific user experience. Through the 

power of the almighty algorithm, Netflix gives users a constant stream of suggestions of new 

content to consume. Of course, by being first to the party, they were able to secure assets that are 

now being divided up amongst new competitors. 

For the competition, however, their best asset is an established line-up of quality content. 

Services like Disney+ that offer many varied and timeless experiences aren’t trying to copy 

Netflix wholesale, instead of using their existing intellectual property to create an audience. 

(Lobato) Platforms like Peacock or Hulu introduce different pricing tiers, allowing users to buy 

in for cheap as long as they’re okay with watching advertisements. Of course, it’s also hard to 

ignore the prevalence platforms like YouTube or Twitch have in the realm of scrappy, 

independent content creators that give their respective platforms thousands of hours of exclusive 

content. 

These streaming services are important to note because, in a lot of ways, their popularity 

is altering the market in a major way. Video-on-demand services are not a new phenomenon, as 

the distribution cycle of many films was altered following the success of Mark Cuban’s HDNet 

Ultra VOD service. (Terfertiller) Even as far back as 2008, distributors found that their profits 
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for VOD releases far outpaced their theatrical profits by a two-to-one margin. A conclusion 

drawn in a study on the user gratification of streaming services reads: “Theater owners are not 

just competing with other theaters in their area, but they are competing with an increasingly 

satisfactory home viewing experience.” (Tefertiller) Although their research showed that their 

subjects preferred to view big-budget films in a theater screening, they still felt greater 

satisfaction from having control over how and when they viewed the film. 

This control over the viewing experience can also be connected to the concept of cord-

cutting, one that exists likely thanks to the prevalence of streaming services. Cord-cutting is the 

concept of rejecting pay cable television or satellite services, instead favoring over-the-top 

services. According to data from 2017, the number of cable subscribers who are part of the cord-

cutting group peaked at 25%. (Massad) Broadband’s demand has exceeded that of cable 

television as well. It wouldn’t be too far to say that these numbers have only gone up as more 

streaming services become available. The companies that were previously most affected by cord-

cutting have since entered the streaming game. In a study done to determine reasons for cutting 

the cord, the desire for freedom from a traditional cable model has been the most influential 

factor, although cost plays a role as well. 

Age is also a factor, with older audiences preferring cable to streaming services. Younger 

people, on the other hand, stick with OTT services. Millennials tend to trend towards watching 

on their own time, particularly those living busy, urban lives. Although there isn’t a lot of data 

for Gen-Z (or zoomers, if you prefer), the trend will likely continue for them as well. 

How do these audiences prefer to watch? With video-on-demand, there’s hardly a 

limitation to watch. As shown, this freedom is a major component of why streaming is so 

successful. Services like Netflix are available on nearly every platform, including Smart TVs, 
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smartphones, gaming consoles, and personal computers. This lack of limitation allows for shows 

and films to spread like wildfire, and there are plenty of examples where a show becomes wildly 

successful through word-of-mouth (see the popularity of Netflix’s Tiger King from 2020). In a 

way, viewing becomes as much of a social experience as sitting in front of a TV as a large group 

would, even though there’s absolutely a lack of intimacy. 

Additionally, the most prevalent model for viewing shows on streaming services is 

what’s called “binge-watching.” In a 2013 survey conducted by Netflix, 74% of viewers 

considered binge-watching the “normal” way of receiving their content. (Rubenking) Binge-

watching is the act of consuming a large chunk of a television series in one sitting. Netflix 

capitalized on this popular viewing method with their original programming, as they often 

release a whole season in a single drop as opposed to episodically. These sorts of marathons are 

nothing new, as cable stations (particularly syndicated networks) love to play an entire season or 

series for an entire day. Streaming gives the user total control, however, especially for ad-free 

subscriptions. Even though other streaming services have opted into a traditional episodic 

format, binge-watching remains a popular activity. 

All of this in mind: Quibi was entering into an already crowded market. As time passes, 

more and more streaming services have been popping up in response to user demand. It’s easy to 

point at the recent successes of HBO Max, Disney+, or Apple TV+ to show that the market still 

has space for new competition. On the flip side, as argued before, these platforms can jump the 

line by providing the slices of the most popular IP in recent memory. For a service starting from 

scratch, it’s much harder to get a foot in the door. 

Streaming is also just an entirely different world from traditional film and television. The 

viewing habits and viewing preferences, as stated, are not entirely consistent. Demographically, 
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streaming services tend to attract a different audience than cable TV. As such, a successful 

streaming service will focus first and foremost on creating a user experience that fits the lifestyle 

of the biggest demographic. At the same time, creating just another streaming platform identical 

to every other platform (minus the strong IPs) is not a great strategy. There needs to be 

something to cultivate an audience for the streaming platform. 

Fortunately for Quibi, it had more than enough funding to make some magic happen and 

shake up the streaming landscape. It had unique shows, reboots using recognizable IP, and was 

widely available. Despite all of that, it still failed to cultivate an audience. Where did Quibi go 

wrong, then? To truly answer that question, it’s important to go back to Quibi’s roots and follow 

its path of development. 

 

Quibi, as stated, is the brainchild of Hollywood executive Jeffrey Katzenberg. This 

member of the old guard has been a staple within the entertainment industry for years, working 

for Disney and later co-founding DreamWorks Animation. The idea was first reported on by The 

New York Times back on Oct. 2nd, 2017, when it went by the name “NewTV.” Even as early as 

this time, the gears were turning for what would be Quibi’s gimmick in a competitive streaming 

market. This was his goal, according to the article: “He wants to create the next-generation 

version of HBO or Netflix, purpose-built for viewing on phones and tablets with short-form 

content of premium quality...” This line of thinking remained a constant throughout the rest of 

Quibi’s life-cycle. His goals were more ambitious than just a streaming platform, however; 

Katzenberg had a dream of creating a new format of television as a whole. He wanted to 

kickstart the next leg of growth for the industry as a whole. 
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NewTV, in its early phases, had several enthusiastic supporters within the industry. The 

New York Times report claims that former Disney CEO Bob Iger and former CBS CEO Les 

Moonves expressed their enthusiasm in working with Katzenberg’s plan. Katzenberg never 

intended to replace cable television; he wanted to work with and grow with television. He simply 

believed TV was not equipped for the modern age of streaming. The skeptics at the time cited 

Nielsen data showing that traditional television accounted for the bulk of the video viewing 

among people over 18 years old in the United States. (Sorkin) However, the idea was certainly 

tantalizing, and there was absolutely still an audience for mobile viewing. 

“You have an installed base of one and a half billion people who watch 45 

minutes of video on a smartphone every day. So this is where I say to you, 

‘They’re drinking water. We’re going to give it to them in a bottle.” – Jeffrey 

Katzenberg, 2017 

By August of 2018, the company had found its investors and new leadership. According 

to a report from Variety, NewTV has secured a $1 billion seed-funding round for NewTV. 

(Spangler, 2018) The backers include a wide variety of the biggest in entertainment media; 

Disney, pre-Disney acquisition Fox, pre-Disney-rights-dispute Sony, and WarnerMedia among 

others. Venture capital groups and Chinese tech companies also helped in funding the project. 

Interestingly, the lead investor of NewTV, Madrone Capital, is led by Greg Penner, the chairman 

of Walmart. Back in 2018, Walmart had been looking into creating a streaming service of their 

own to compete with fellow retail giant, Amazon. (Spangler, 2018) This service was supposed to 

be different from their VUDU service, which allows customers to rent a digital video without a 

subscription cost. This “Walmart Prime Video” seems to have never come to fruition in the past 
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three years. Perhaps they hitched their wagon to NewTV, or perhaps talks fell through. There 

isn’t a whole lot publicized about this “Walmart Prime Video” concept if it ever really existed. 

Katzenberg tapped another entertainment mainstay Meg Whitman to become the CEO of 

NewTV, with Katzenberg as Chairman of the Board. Katzenberg reaffirmed in this report that his 

platform would be “built from the ground up to be 100% focused on the user experience for 

mobile viewing.” Katzenberg focused on bringing in talent onto the board to help create his 

streaming platform. For example, they picked up Rob Post, who had 10 years of experience at 

Hulu prior to Quibi, as their CTO. As a note, their website as of February 10th, 2021 still shows 

their board of executives as it was before Quibi’s collapse, despite the fact that Post (among 

others) left the Quibi after its collapse at the end of 2020. 

In terms of Hollywood talent, Katzenberg spared no expense to secure some serious star 

power. By Oct. 10, 2018, NewTV had shed its temporary name and adopted the moniker of 

“Quibi”, along with announcing a fair number of their collaborators. A report from Deadline 

reported that they had convinced filmmakers Sam Raimi, Guillermo del Toro, and Antoine 

Fuqua to create original content for the platform. They also tapped producer Jason Blum of 

Blumhouse to help as well. Katzenberg would later acquire the talent of Steven Spielberg to add 

more prestige to their content output. In the Deadline report, Katzenberg addressed the 

increasingly crowded marketplace once again, stating, “Doing this falls somewhere between 

improbable and impossible. We’ve been to the rodeo a whole bunch of times. That play, between 

improbable and impossible, that’s my home address.” (Chmielewski, 2018) 

Throughout all of these early articles, there is one constant in Katzenberg and Whitman’s 

vision: a focus on the millennial demographic. In an article by the LATimes, their target 

audience is described as such: people ages 25 to 35, with a wider demographic of ages 18 to 44. 
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In terms of timeframe, they wanted to provide videos for mobile phones from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. 

(Lee, 2019) While I have personally not found evidence of time-of-day mattering with Quibi 

when it finally launched, the demographic target remained the same. 

In terms of content output, Quibi had shows that were produced in three tiers. The top tier 

includes projects with Spielberg, del Toro, and other big-budget blockbusters. These serve to 

draw viewers onto the platform with big names and flashy projects, like the horror anthology 

series Spielberg’s After Dark. As a note, this show never made it to Quibi.  

Their mid-tier of content would have reality TV featuring different celebrities. One of the 

heavily advertised shows was Chrissy’s Court, a courtroom drama with Twitter’s favorite 

cyberbullying target, Chrissy Teigen, as the judge. They also billed Hollywood dreamboat Zac 

Efron to star in his Bear Gryllsian adventure show titled Killing Zac Efron. During filming, he 

contracted a bacterial infection and had to be hospitalized, according to a report from The 

Guardian. This show also never made it to Quibi. 

The third tier is where Quibi is truly trying to target that millennial audience. Quibi 

approached and hired popular influencers from social media stars to help, as The New York 

Times puts it, “make Quibi a daily habit.” These “Daily Essentials” were the equivalent of 

daytime talk shows in the mind of Katzenberg, who compared Quibi’s talent to that of Oprah and 

Ellen in terms of making a connection with an audience member. Aside from talk shows with 

influencers, daily Horoscopes and trending trailers were added to the platform. Drag queen 

Willam Belli was set to host a fashion show called, “Fashion’s a Drag,” and Tweets from the 

queen can be found showing work being done on the show. This show would also never make it 

to Quibi.  
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 An article from Newsweek quotes analyst Richard Greenfield of Light-Shed partners, 

who simply said: “The content looks pretty awesome.” Greenfield would later project 8 million 

subscribers by the end of 2020. (Bond, 2020) 

However, Katzenberg’s other main draw for the platform was his focus on the format in 

which shows were released. After all, that was part of his vision for Quibi. Going back to his 

interview in 2017, the pieces were there. It was described as such: “think of Game of Thrones as 

if each episode had a narrative arc of 10 minutes. These “quick bites” of television became the 

company’s namesake (QUI-ck BI-tes) and the main gimmick of the platform. The concept 

focused on the screen time audiences typically spend on mobile devices. As Quibi went further 

in development, these numbers went up from 60 minutes a day up to 80 minutes a day for the 

average user in their target demographic. This made the idea of giving people an option to spend 

part of their screentime viewing a Quibi video a no-brainer, at least to Katzenberg. 

This is not an original concept, especially for the entertainment industry. Short-form 

content has always had its place in the industry; going as far back as short subjects of the olden 

days to short films that play before Disney animated pictures, there’s a place for bite-sized 

content. Interactive boxes for content once came in the form of the OTT box from Warner Cable 

called “Qube.” It was an expensive platform, trying to compete against TV service providers of 

1977 at the price of $10.95, or $48.57 adjusted for inflation. (Braiker, 2020) It fizzled out over 

the next decade, but two of its channels would morph into Nickelodeon and MTV, two cable 

juggernauts. Quibi had also wanted this form of immersive media, as documented by showrunner 

Veena Sud. Her show, a thriller called The Stranger, was set to notify users of a new episode 

using a ring tone from the show. 
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In many interviews about the platform, Katzenberg’s competition was often not Netflix, 

Hulu, or Amazon, but rather Facebook, Snapchat, and YouTube in particular. YouTube needs no 

introduction as a platform for scrappy, independent creators focused on making content of 

varying lengths. Iconic viral videos from YouTube have been permanently lodged in the internet 

lexicon. Many influencers got their start on YouTube, and viewership continues to grow across 

the board. YouTube launched its own premium content service, YouTube Red, in October 2015. 

They would rebrand to YouTube Premium in 2018, giving ad-free content for both their 

premium shows and any other content on the platform. The most noteworthy example of a 

YouTube Red original was Cobra Kai, a follow-up to the Karate Kid franchise taking place years 

after the events of the original movie. This show is now a Netflix exclusive. 

When Quibi launched in April 2020, it had a new competitor: TikTok. Despite former 

President Donald Trump’s best efforts to remove the platform from American cell phones, 

TikTok has become a new place for scrappy, young creators to showcase their talents in videos 

that are often less than a minute long. Like Vine before it, TikTok’s limitations and unique 

features give creative minds a puzzle to solve in putting out entertaining pieces of content. While 

these are much snackier than Katzenberg’s Quick Bites, users of the platform can spend their 

free moments browsing the platform for as long as they so desire. If YouTube and TikTok’s 

successes are anything to judge by, Katzenberg’s concept of audiences desiring bite-sized 

content for mobile viewing was an accurate judgment. 

However, let’s take a more direct look at another more example in the form of Verizon’s 

Go90, a free ad-supported video service that launched in 2015. It provided live sports, licensed 

TV shows, and original short-form entertainment. Like Quibi, the service brought on a mix of 

well-known celebrities and social media influencers to help create content. It was widely 
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advertised in various events, including The Game Awards. The platform performed below 

expectation and was eventually shut down in June 2018. The loss for Verizon totaled $658 

million in the second quarter of 2018. As a note, in July 2018, Katzenberg would secure his one-

billion-dollar investment to start developing Quibi. One month after the shuttering of a similar 

service, Katzenberg decided to give it a shot of his own. 

At this point, it’s clear that Katzenberg’s ideas from 2017 weren’t unfounded. As time 

passed, more and more people started to use their mobile devices to watch viral videos, 

television shows, and even feature-length films. There was an audience for premium content 

designed specifically for mobile users that was left untapped. Quibi built its content from the 

ground up for millennial audiences who frequently used their mobile devices. However, the 

unproven nature of the platform remained a sticking point for critics. The failures of platforms 

like Go90 also didn’t bode well for Katzenberg’s project. If he wanted to make a difference in 

the world of streaming, he was going to have to provide an experience unlike anything users had 

seen before and keep them entertained and engaged. Katzenberg is no chief enter-gagement 

officer, but he had the financial backing and star power to make it happen. All they needed was 

the right timing. 

And so, on April 6th, 2020, in a world just beginning the early stages of a global 

pandemic that would bring entire industries to ruin, Quibi was released into the world. From 

there, it would not take long for Katzenberg’s hubris to catch up with him. 

 

Quibi’s launch garnered much buzz from general audiences and people interested in this 

experimental new form of television. It came to the party with an aggressive marketing campaign 
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featuring talent that was appearing on the platform, with ads circulating the internet and (in 

particular) YouTube. TechCrunch reports that their promotion was squarely on the Apple App 

Store, with a specialty banner ad and a selection in the “Apps We Love Now” collection on the 

storefront. By comparison, the Google Play Store didn’t see nearly as much fanfare. The team 

gave interested parties a ninety-day free trial of the service, a far cry from the typical free trials 

of competitors. The service was also free for a whole year for T-Mobile’s unlimited wireless 

customers. Quibi stacked the deck in its favor at launch; a smart business move, with a free trial 

that was more than generous enough. 

On its first day, app store intelligence firm SensorTower reported that Quibi had 300,000 

unique downloads just on launch day. (Perez, 2020) By comparison, HBONow had 45,000 

downloads on launch day in 2015… and Disney+ had roughly four million downloads at launch 

in 2019. Granted, Disney+ had a much stronger budget for advertising and a massive catalog at 

launch, and comparing a new tech startup to the Mouse is acting in bad faith. The number of 

subscribers is more than enough to start developing a base, although it landed well below 

projections that were made months before launch at the Consumer Electronics Show. In the first 

week, Quibi had secured 1.7 million downloads. By its second week, it added another million to 

that total. Interestingly, CEO Meg Whitman revealed a tidbit about their demographics, saying 

the median age of Quibi viewers was somewhere in the low 30’s. (Welch, 2020) 

The early press was fairly lukewarm toward the platform, although critics expressed 

concerns with the limitations in terms of how shows could be broadcast and shared. At launch, 

the streaming platform had no way of being shown on a big-screen television, either through 

Chromecast or other means. The platform also prevented users from screenshotting shows, which 

is a common practice in sharing funny moments or getting reaction shots to share with friends. 
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Keep in mind that this is April of 2020; the lockdown had officially started. If people were 

watching television, they were going to be using their larger screens more often than not. 

Whether it was a miscalculation or not, the platform was lacking these vital elements for some 

time. Chromecast support was added in May of 2020, and a built-in screenshot function was 

added around July. 

At launch, the show provided a mix of content. In its top tier was a collection of highly 

produced shows and films, releasing episodes over the course of the month following release. 

One of its most popular shows, even past launch, was Most Dangerous Game. The show featured 

the cheaper of the Hemsworth brothers and Christoph Waltz in leading roles. Two other thrillers, 

Survive and When The Streetlights Go On, were launched on release as well. One high-budget 

comedy was added as well, titled Flipped. Critical reception across the board for these shows 

stayed firmly in a middling tier. Some, like When the Streetlights Go On, impressed critics with 

how it utilized the episodic format to create an engaging murder mystery. Others, like Flipped, 

had critics lampooning the way the episodes would end before they could pick up any steam. In 

general, however, critics felt the format didn’t do the shows any favors and, in some cases, 

actively made it worse. 

The bulk of Quibi’s launch content included unscripted documentaries and reality TV 

shows, in the “mid-tier” of content. This covered a wide range of tastes, with Chrissy’s Court 

being designed for fans of daytime courtroom dramas and Fierce Queens capturing the narrow 

market of people craving a nature documentary with a #girlboss edge. Katzenberg later stated 

that two of their most popular shows at launch were the previously mentioned Chrissy’s Court 

and Punk’d, a 2020 reboot of the MTV-era prank show, this time starring Chance the Rapper. 

(Richwine, 2020) Critical response to Chrissy’s Court was mostly positive, with critics saying 
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the show was mostly harmless entertainment. However, some felt that it was hardly the kind of 

killer app the platform needed, and the format still created problems. Melanie McFarland of 

Salon.com wrote, “…her Twitter feed is probably more engaging and, yes, free of charge.” 

In the third tier were the “daily essentials,” providing daily quick bites of content in news 

and entertainment. These shows were mostly produced by partner networks, like Entertainment 

Weekly or TMZ. However, as stated before, influencers got their time to shine in shows like 

Sexology with Shan Boodram, which was another one of the most popular shows at launch. After 

much searching, I could not find any reviews of Sexology with Shan, but the IMDB score shows 

that users were moderately positive about the experience. 

The platform promoted drops of new shows every Monday. However, past the first 

month, content drops became more and more sparse. It’s not an exaggeration to say that, by the 

end of May of 2020, Quibi had launched most of the content that would grace the platform 

before its untimely demise. The formatting and release calendar will get broken down in a later 

section. 

Critical reception of the platform as a whole, however, leaned more negatively. 

TheVerge’s Joshua Rivera gave a more positive analysis, praising much of Quibi’s original 

shows in terms of entertainment value. Rivera also found the ability to change viewing 

orientation from landscape (16:9 resolution, widescreen) to portrait mode (9:16 resolution) to be 

charming to be an unintentionally hilarious part of the platform and engaging to screw around 

with while watching anything on the platform.  However, he noted that content felt frivolous and 

hard to grasp as something concrete. The high-budget television shows were being utilized on 

the platform like TikTok videos, Twitch live streams, or even a fidget spinner. 
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Kathryn VanArendonk of Vulture wrote a much more scathing review of the platform. 

They felt much of the same frivolity of content that Rivera felt; “I still can’t quite get my arms 

around why watching Quibi feels like staring into the void.” VanArendonk points out the irony 

of a mobile-only platform launching right into the waiting arms of a global pandemic. However, 

they go further in critiquing the distribution of content as well. They write, “None of these Quibi 

shows were born wanting to be Quibi shows… they’re reboots of older properties like Punk’d or 

scripts taken from other projects and rejiggered to play on the app.” She also points out the fact 

that many of these shows are so absurd it feels like they shouldn’t exist, and the lack of ability to 

share these shows only made them seem like fleeting fever dreams. 

YouTuber Cody Johnston made a video essay about the platform in May of 2020, a 

month after launch. He documents much of the same criticism as shown here. However, he also 

points a finger at the executives of the platform, blinded by their arrogance and blindsided by 

how entertainment consumption would continue to evolve. The idea, as Johnston sees it, was so 

obviously bad that it’s a wonder that anyone with a working brain stem would consider it. He 

also proposes that these executive types like Katzenberg are what will be the way Hollywood 

dies. 

“[T]heir bad ideas and refusal to move aside is costing a lot of money and will 

possibly drag down the thing they love before the young people even have a 

chance to take over… Because they refuse to change, or go away, and are out 

of touch, and hurting their own alleged goals.” 

He then followed this quote with an unrelated picture of Joe Biden. 
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Following the launch, things turned from bad to worse for the platform. In June of 2020, 

Quibi declared that their executives would be taking a 10% pay cut and would also be laying off 

many low-level employees. The platform was barreling towards the end of the 90-free trial, and 

active user numbers dropped over that period. At this time, many critics had already started 

reading Quibi’s last rites. A multi-page spread published in the column “Television In Crisis” 

documented the Schadenfreude around Quibi’s impending death. It also shed light on the 

reception of executives closer to Quibi’s launch, many of whom had figured the platform would 

meet its end sooner rather than later, and that Katzenberg was willing something into existence 

that had no business existing. (Wallace, 2020) Quibi fell from rank no. 3 on the App Store at 

launch to rank 1477 as of July 2020. When the free trials ended, SensorTower estimated that 

Quibi only managed to convert 8% of users into paying subscribers. Quibi disputed numbers but 

failed to provide any concrete figures. (Statt, 2020) 

In September of 2020, it was rumored that Quibi would be exploring options to keep 

itself afloat financially. This included a possible sale of the platform and its content. Both 

Katzenberg and Whitman, at this point, blamed the COVID-19 pandemic for the struggles of the 

platform to gain a foothold. However, at the same time Quibi was struggling to find an audience, 

Netflix reported a boom in their active users and subscribers. According to an article from 

Deadline, TikTok and Snapchat both also managed to grow significantly through the middle 

months of 2020. (Goldsmith, 2020) In terms of finding a buyer, Quibi landed in a rough spot due 

to not actually owning much of its exclusive content, instead choosing to host shows through 

licenses that would need to be renewed on a case-by-case basis. 

Finally, on October 21, 2020, Whitman and Katzenberg posted an open letter with the 

news everyone had been expecting, but not nearly so soon: Quibi was finished. Despite the best 
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efforts of everyone involved, the nearly $2 billion gamble was not going to payout. Netflix had 

already discussed the fact that their pandemic boom was starting to wane in the same month, and 

the efforts of finding a buyer ended up being fruitless. The official date for the shutdown was 

December 1st, 2020. Reportedly, Katzenberg told staffers to listen to the song “Get Back Up 

Again” from the 2016 animated film Trolls to help lift their spirits as they lost their jobs. 

(Hartmans, 2020) Unfortunately, I cannot verify that story personally, but it feels appropriate as 

the end for the story of Quibi. 

Quibi’s content, fortunately, would return on Roku devices, as Roku Inc. acquired the 

rights to content from Quibi. Reportedly, the acquisition was worth less than $100 million. 

(Mullin, 2020) At the very least, Quibi was worth more in the end than Tumblr. That, however, 

is not reassuring, as there are fish that are worth more than Tumblr. The website for Quibi 

remains but has not been updated since the shutdown. The YouTube channel also lays dormant, 

with trailers and free Quibis available for those who are curious. Quibi’s Twitter account last 

posted about the Roku acquisition, with every promotional Tweet from 2020 having been 

deleted. 

So goes the story of Quibi, an ambitious streaming platform that fell victim to Murphy’s 

Law in a catastrophic and, admittedly, hilarious way. Katzenberg believed that the platform, 

rather than the content, was king. They may have built the kingdom, but no one ended up 

coming. Critics and executives have pinned the blame on various elements in particular. Was the 

content too weak? Was the timing just awful? Are the executives out of touch, or is it the 

children who are wrong? To find the truth, each of these aspects will be evaluated to determine 

who or what was at fault for Quibi’s death. 
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 In the streaming wars, the battle is fought and won by those with the content to back up 

their investments. Netflix has a collection of exclusive shows, like Stranger Things, The 

Haunting of Hill House, The Witcher, and many others. Amazon Prime provides shows like The 

Boys and The Marvelous Ms. Maisel. Disney+, at launch, used The Mandalorian to help sell their 

platform along with a huge back-catalog of Disney-owned properties. HBOMax holds the keys 

to Warner Media properties, including the upcoming trainwreck that will be Justice League: The 

Synder Cut. These shows have both new IP and existing adaptations, or simply expand on 

existing IP. However, they all will create a draw for audiences to want to subscribe. For those 

entering the streaming game, existing content is one of the biggest draws for interested parties. 

This left Quibi in an interesting spot. Katzenberg was creating a platform for content 

from the ground up, and that included all of the shows available. Those looking back at Quibi 

will wonder how the platform only managed to house 75 shows before its untimely demise. All 

things considered, that number is impressive as they were (mostly) entirely new properties. Of 

course, The Fugitive and Most Dangerous Game were based on existing stories, and the reality 

TV series often took heavy inspiration from existing products. Despite that, they at least tried to 

create as much fresh content as possible for daily consumption. 

However, we’ve already discussed the content of Quibi. It was a mixed bag, like many 

other services, but did indeed have shows worth watching. Shows like #FreeRayshawn even 

ended winning an Emmy. The main draw of Quibi, however, wasn’t supposed to be its shows, 

but its format. Marketing would often show off multiple programs in one block, flexing platform 

specifics ahead of the shows themselves. And so, to honor Katzenberg’s concept that the 

platform is equally (or more) important than the content, it’s time to look at Quibi’s content 

model. 
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In terms of content distribution, Quibi’s “mobile-only” nature was one of its biggest 

selling points. It was a platform of content designed for a small screen and designed to be 

consumed daily. They intended for Quibi to become a part of the daily schedule of users, like 

reading the newspaper while eating. People who are very online likely check their phones 

frequently during the day and use them as an escape from the daily struggle. It’s clear there’s a 

market for this purpose; TikTok and (formerly) Vine are the clearest examples of this model 

being successful. While someone may not have the time or the attention span for one episode of 

a TV show, they certainly could squeeze in a few funny videos of people yelling at cats or 

whatever the youth watch today. 

The release calendar and formatting matched this. Each Quibi program was divided into 

multiple 5-10 minutes “quick bites.” For example, Most Dangerous Game launched with three 

episodes available for streaming on day one. Over the next two weeks, episodes would be 

uploaded daily, adding a new chapter to the story. This allows shows to take on a serial nature, 

with daily uploads adding a new piece to the story. Shows varied in length; 50 States of Fright, a 

horror anthology series inspired by American folklore and produced by Sam Raimi garnered two 

seasons with twelve episodes each. Some docuseries, like Fierce Queens, only had seven 

episodes released on the platform. The minimum of a series length seems to have been five 

episodes. Each release followed the same daily format for new Quibis.  

The exception to these rules were the “Daily Essentials.” These news reports ran daily, 

without a hard cap on a series being finished. In July, they launched a line of Your Daily 

Horoscope programs to go along with their other daily content. They later licensed CBS News to 

produce 60 in 6, containing bite-sized segments of 60 Minutes about topics better suited for a 

mobile platform. It is unclear when these shows might have stopped airing on Quibi, or whether 
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these programs will be documented on the Roku Channel when the rest of Quibi’s programs are 

added.  

As stated before, by May of 2020, Quibi had unleashed most of its programs. However, 

the rest of the releases were sporadic. In the summer months of 2020, the biggest shows released 

were The Fugitive, an action-thriller that’s another remake of a film by the same name, and Die 

Hart, a comedy that stars Kevin Hart as an unlikely action star. There was a number more reality 

shows and docuseries, but few-to-none have been documented outside of Quibi aside from their 

names. Unfortunately, much of Quibi’s canceled content included its high-budget products. It’s 

unknown what will and won’t be revived on Roku at the time of writing. This includes a few 

animated projects, one of the few genres Quibi had not touched. 

These daily programs came with a fancy new gimmick that Quibi loved to tout: 

Turnstyle. This would allow users to view Quibi programs on their phones at whatever angle 

they wanted. Shows, of course, were not shot with this aspect in mind. Many critics of the 

platform pointed out that in the pre-produced dramas, like Most Dangerous Game, important 

characters and dramatic elements could be left entirely out of frame in a vertical view. Comedies 

that rely on sight-gags or background elements could have jokes be completely missed by 

members of the audience. The reality TV shows worked better for Turnstyle, but critics still 

found it to be a useless gimmick at best, and actively obnoxious at worst.  

Turnstyle wouldn’t just be a thorn in the side of critics, though; Quibi faced a lawsuit 

from interactive-video firm Eko over patent infringement. (Spangler, 2021) They claimed that 

Quibi executives stole the Turnstyle tech after it was demoed to employees, including 

Katzenberg. The lawsuit is still ongoing even though Quibi is a defunct service, and Eko is 
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seeking roughly $100 million in damages. Coincidentally, this is also the same amount that 

Quibi’s content was sold to Roku for after the shutdown.  

All of these elements did have lasting effects on the content, however. As stated before, 

with nearly every single Quibi product, critics found the platform to be a nuisance. The shows 

that successfully utilized the serial nature of Quibi, like Chrissy’s Court, weren’t made any better 

by its inclusion. Instead, what ended up happening was full movies were chopped into ten 

minutes chunks and released daily.  

To paint a picture: imagine if your favorite film by, say, iconic and influential comedian 

Charlie Chaplin wasn’t able to be watched in one whole sitting. Instead, every ten minutes or so, 

the movie would end, and you weren’t able to continue it until the next day. This kind of content 

release schedule is mind-boggling. Their goal was to release shows that could be watched as if 

reading chapters in a book, without considering the fact some people like to read more than one 

chapter a day. If numbers on binge-watching are to be believed, a majority of streaming users 

prefer to have the option to watch multiple episodes in one sitting. 

Even worse, these shows would have to try and create a meaningful experience in their 

script in each Quibi. Shows would have to have a hook in every episode if they wanted viewers 

to keep watching their show the next day. Again, for reality TV shows that lend themselves to 

the format, it’s not a big deal. For the bigger films, they end up having to either adapt to the 

format or suffer the consequences. It’s like taking a hatchet to a perfectly valid script in an effort 

to make “more.” As a viewer, I’m curious to see how these shows will fare on Roku, and how 

Roku will handle breaking episodes up. As far as critics were concerned, there are no shows on 

the platform that benefitted from the daily uploads, Quibi format, and Turnstyle viewing 

experiences. 
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There are strengths to this model when you consider the goal of the platform. Katzenberg 

previously stated his competition wasn’t Netflix, but platforms like Snapchat or TikTok. Critics 

realized this early on in their reviews. Viewers weren’t meant to sit down in their comfy pants 

with a bowl of cheese puffs to watch a Quibi; they were meant to watch a Quibi while waiting in 

line at the grocery store or while cooking dinner or while taking a bathroom break that doesn’t 

involve crying. Quibi was supposed to become a habit. The Daily Essentials are billed to do just 

that, along with the shows being released in daily bites. If I were an advertiser (god forbid), I 

could see the economic value of a platform like Quibi. If a sizeable portion of subscribers 

doesn’t pay for the ad-free tier, that’s tons of daily exposure rivaling that of cable television. It 

also looks good on quarterly reports to show off high numbers of “monthly active users,” as 

video game companies like Activision have been doing this for years to show the strength of 

subscription games like World of Warcraft. 

However, even considering normal times, Quibi’s content model still had issues. The first 

is that Quibi demands viewers alter their daily habits for their streaming platform. If it’s intended 

to be used during those moments between life, it needs to replace something else that’s filling 

that time. This is why Quibi’s competition is Snapchat and TikTok, rather than Netflix. Since 

Quibi was late to the party, it’s more likely that people would already have something to fill that 

vacuum of time. In a world of streaming services, Quibi’s shows would fit in just fine. In trying 

to compete against social media juggernauts, it was way out of its depth. 

The second issue is how the Quibi model cheapens the value of its shows. A Quibi is like 

a snack to be enjoyed between meals. It’s a cheese puff; delicious and filling at the moment, but 

in the end, is mostly unforgettable air. I can’t imagine a person having a life-changing experience 

eating cheese puffs. On the other hand, a traditional movie is a full meal. It’s meant to be 
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enjoyed in one sitting as a whole product. A good, hearty meal is something worth talking about 

after the fact. Even if, over the course of twelve days, someone was to eat enough snacks to 

equal a full meal in volume, it’s unlikely that person will be able to remember the finer details. In 

an ideal world, Quibi’s content would still fail to receive recognition in a world with more than 

enough choice. The content was never the problem for Quibi. 

This is all imagining a hypothetical world where Quibi was released in a normal year. 

However, Quibi was not released in the best of times. It was, in fact, closer to the worst of times. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had effects on the world beyond what any of us can fully 

comprehend at this moment. This includes entertainment, where most productions were put on 

ice or released under strange circumstances. It might be funny to laugh at Katzenberg blaming a 

global pandemic for the failure of a streaming platform at a time where streaming was thriving, 

but in the end, the truth of the matter is that Katzenberg’s excuse has a lot of merits. The only 

question: how far can that excuse be stretched? 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had catastrophic effects on the world that cannot yet be 

entirely measured. On a smaller scale, this includes the entertainment industry at large. In a way, 

the pandemic was a blessing and a curse to the major film publishers and producers. The biggest 

streaming services found a boom that hadn’t been seen in years. Disney reported in a quarterly 

earnings report that, despite losses overall, they achieved their five-year subscriber goal for 

Disney+ in nine months. (Barnes, 2020) Although Netflix was hurt during their third quarter in 

2020, their first-quarter hit levels that hadn’t been seen in years, raking in 16 million new 

subscribers. (Sloane, 2020) Streaming services became the launch platforms for the biggest 
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blockbuster movies including Disney’s Mulan and WB’s Wonder Woman 1984. This is as 

opposed to films like Tenet, which allegedly demanded a big-screen showcase. 

Theaters and Hollywood productions, however, have taken a huge hit. The biggest 

movies of the year, like No Time To Die, Black Widow, Top Gun Maverick, and many others 

were shifted into a 2021 release window. Ongoing productions were put on hold for months until 

new regulations were in place. TV shows that had to adopt new means to conclude stories, like 

with the bizarre CGI/live-action hybrid that was the season 7 finale to The Blacklist. Shows like 

CBS’s All Rise and Fox’s 911 experimented with episodes conducted entirely in Zoom calls to 

mixed results. Limited crews meant that filming was going to take longer, and any sort of 

production pipeline was going to be clogged. 

For theaters, it has been horrifying. Many struggling theaters closed during the pandemic. 

Regal Cinemas closed all their theater operations indefinitely in the US during October 2020, 

shuttering their doors indefinitely. (Pallotta) Theaters placed their bets on Christopher Nolan’s 

Tenet, which struggled to capture audiences in the same way they had done in the past. Warner 

Bros. has claimed that Tenet was set to lose them only $50 million, but that kind of loss is 

unprecedented compared to his previous works. Ironically, drive-in theaters have found new life 

in the pandemic era for the few that remain dotted around the country. Overall, like many other 

entertainment industries, production and in-person events have struggled tremendously as a 

result of the pandemic. 

At the same time, the biggest impacts of the pandemic rested in big box theaters and 

productions of all scales. With streaming at an all-time high early in the pandemic, why did 

Quibi fail to gain an audience? It boasted original content at a time where there was absolutely 

nothing else to watch. Critics even noted this in reviews of Quibi’s flagship The Most Dangerous 
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Game, as they felt it was a great film at a time where there wasn’t anything. This is likely why, 

with the free trial, Quibi had a large number of monthly active users during the free trial period. 

Of course, as stated before, they failed to convert even a fair number of users into paying 

customers. If streaming was so successful, why did Quibi fail? 

The answer is in how Quibi was built and billed. Consider a traditional streaming service, 

like Netflix. Netflix felt the pain of the pandemic with productions being put on hold, which 

impacted their release schedule toward the latter end of 2020. However, they still have a large 

library of content, new and old, to view during this time. Viewers can stream on any device at 

any time. Even the Nintendo Wii (with some modification) can still stream Netflix for those who 

have the app still downloaded. Viewing can be moved from a phone to the TV or a laptop screen 

with ease and nothing lost in-between except time. Viewers can even choose to watch shows in 

ten-minute intervals if they are so pleased. The freedom of the viewer is important for Netflix’s 

survival, which is why the viewer has so many options. 

Quibi, on the other hand, was an app designed around giving freedom to the user but felt 

limiting. It was never able to shake the stink of its launch, which led to consumers being 

confused as to whether they could stream Quibi to their TV or not. Features like AirPlay support 

and integration with Chromecast and other Smart TV devices were not added until later in the 

platform’s life cycle. It also wasn’t a global platform; Quibi only initially launched in the United 

States, Canada, Australia, and a handful of European countries. It had a smaller market to pick 

from, and that small market had few options for how to watch. While they may enjoy watching a 

show on their phone from time to time, it’s unlikely the average consumer prefers that method to 

a big screen. In this way, the pandemic had no effect. 
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The more important aspect, and one the pandemic truly did impact, was how the platform 

was to be used. As stated before, Quibi was designed as a habit-forming app. It’s something that 

users would open daily, checking the news or watching a new show in the time between 

moments. It’s an app designed to be checked during in-person classes or on the subway. This is 

not possible when there are no in-person classes or people taking the subway regularly. Quibi 

may have been poorly positioned to integrate itself into people’s lives, but it genuinely didn’t 

have a chance to even try to integrate itself. This exacerbated the problem of lacking TV support, 

as most people wanted new content but hated watching on mobile while at home, in lockdown. 

On Quibi’s end, it can be argued they failed to adapt fast enough, but without people in the office 

working regularly, Quibi likely was doing the best it could to adapt considering the 

circumstances. The benefit of the doubt is given to Quibi’s management on this point. 

Additionally, although there were no public reports, the pandemic likely impacted Quibi’s ability 

to provide a slower drip-feed of content as planned. Content couldn’t be regularly produced, so it 

couldn’t be regularly released. 

Of course, it shouldn’t be forgotten that Quibi tried to compete in a space that had 

recently developed several new competitors. TikTok revolutionized the way millennials and 

zoomers engaged with content on a mobile device. These short-form videos range to pretty much 

every genre that can be imagined and have been used for everything from activism to makeup 

tutorials to simple visual gags. Other services have attempted to add TikTok-esque videos to 

compete, but the original is still the biggest social media platform for the audience that 

Katzenberg was targeting. The pandemic enabled creative types to start getting weirder and 

wilder on TikTok, allowing for a constant drip-feed on content that Quibi could not compete 
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with during pandemic times. There is never a dull moment for TikTok users, while Quibi users 

had nothing left to snack on after a while. 

From these last two sections, it should be made clear that the platform’s design was bad, 

its content was lacking, and its release schedule was poorly judged. This, in combination with a 

global pandemic neutering Quibi’s few strengths and exacerbating its weaknesses, greatly 

impacted Quibi’s chances for success. In a post-pandemic world, it is possible that a Quibi-esque 

platform with a scrappy attitude and a wide variety of content could succeed. That much is 

evident from the growth of TikTok. These points are all valid, but perhaps it doesn’t paint a full 

picture. Perhaps, instead of blaming the platform for its failures, the blame should be pointed to 

the people who oversaw its development. There was a team of executives, skilled in the field, 

who had to approve every decision that was made. It was a project that Katzenberg in particular 

was passionate about, after all. Maybe, Quibi didn’t simply die a sad, untimely death. Maybe the 

monstrosity that was Quibi was murdered by the ones who created it. 

 

Quibi was not an original concept, but it was certainly ambitious in the realm of 

Hollywood. The type of short-form, daily content that Quibi promised and released was aiming 

to take the best elements of both broadcast TV and social media and marry them into a streaming 

platform. In some cases, it succeeded, like with the collection of reality TV and thrillers. In other 

cases, it missed the mark entirely like with its comedies. It should still be considered, however, 

that the executives who created the platform may have just misunderstood the best ways to 

deliver Quibi to its audience. As explained through the hokey catchphrase of a subpar YouTube 

program, Quibi didn’t just die; it was murdered. 
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 This isn’t to say that there was intentional sabotage on the end of the Quibi executives. 

Unless it’s revealed that Quibi was a money-laundering scheme or a literal scam designed by 

Katzenberg to siphon money from investors, there’s no reason to release a platform just to light 

money on fire. It’s also clear from their continued support up until Quibi’s untimely end that the 

executives truly did believe in the platform. With that in mind, there were still some errors in 

judgment calls made by those in charge. They didn’t understand the audience they were 

targeting, and as a result, every aspect of the platform wasn’t able to connect with their intended 

goals. 

To understand that, it’s important to look back at Quibi’s main intentions from the 

creators. They wanted to design a streaming platform where the platform was the selling point. 

They targeted the demographic of Snapchat and YouTube over the people who watch Netflix, 

even though research has shown both have the same millennial audience. They released content 

in a way to have Quibi become a habit. They wanted a platform that utilized the mobile phone to 

its fullest potential. All of these choices were made intentionally and had a solid theory behind 

them. The execution, however, was lacking. 

As a way of exploring some of the issues, I’d like to focus away from television for a 

moment and on the success of Katzenberg’s supposed “real competitors.” A report by 

Advertising Age indicated that, in 2019, TikTok had 30 million monthly active users, while 

Snapchat had 89 million. (Rittenhouse) This number has almost certainly grown in the past two 

years, but I could not find proper data to support that assertion. Video sharing apps like YouTube 

and Twitch can also be included in this batch of Quibi’s real competitors, and both have seen 

tremendous growth and are supported by massive corporations like Google and Amazon. The 

question is: why are these platforms successful? 
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One answer comes from the user-driven aspect of these platforms. While Quibi tapped 

into influencers for daily content, it was always going to pale in comparison to that of its 

competitors. At any time, a user can discover new music, new makeup techniques, new dances, 

or new comedians on TikTok. The same goes for YouTube, where viewers can watch nearly 

everything under the sun. Snapchat allows for a curated and personal experience, which lets 

users communicate with and entertain their friends specifically. In 2014, it was estimated that 

Twitch had one million individuals broadcasting regularly, with 40 million active users engaging 

with this content. (Spilker, 2018) There’s something charming about scrappy creators embracing 

their hobby of creating with open arms, not bound by petty annoyances like “laws” or 

“production codes” or “focus groups.” If creators build it, people will come. 

The other answer is one that I found quite intriguing. Hendrik Spilker and others studied 

the habits of Twitch users specifically in 2018, trying to explain why the platform challenged 

traditional television. This challenge was much of the same challenge Quibi had attempted to 

perform during its lifespan. In their research, they found that the concept of “second screens” 

was vital to understanding the Twitch audience’s viewing habits. This “second screen” 

essentially indicates that users will have either a second monitor or another device that is entirely 

devoted to a different activity on the side, while the main screen is focused on a primary activity. 

It’s equivalent to someone using their phone while watching TV; the act of watching TV is 

primary, and checking Twitter is a secondary activity. A Nielson report from 2019 indicated that 

88% of television watchers used their smartphones while watching TV. (Anderson, 2019) This 

goes for more than just television; gamers as well typically have a “second screen” that they use 

while engaged with their primary activity. 
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This concept of the “second screen” is important to note, because the apps that fill the 

“second screen” are the ones Quibi attempted to directly compete with. With 88% of users 

having a second screen while watching TV, a television platform locked to that second screen is 

a recipe for disaster. Few people are going to take a break from watching a show on their TV to 

watch a show on their smaller screen. Since these shows were short-form pieces as well, they 

can’t even serve as background noise in the same way Twitch streams or YouTube videos serve. 

This research is something Quibi had to be aware of but seemingly disregarded. This is just 

another aspect of a botched execution, and this one comes down to a lack of understanding of the 

audience by executives. 

With this in mind, how could Quibi executives have attempted to salvage the platform 

after launch? Is there anything they could have done differently? While they considered delays 

around launch, they committed to their launch window due to how much advertising had already 

been lined up and prepared to use. Despite that, a delay might have helped the platform. With the 

gift of hindsight, we can see now that Quibi needed to have TV integration sooner rather than 

later. It also needed to have easy functions for sharing content on social media, another 

miscalculation in design by the executives in charge who feared piracy. At the same time, a delay 

is not a cure-all, and the pandemic would have raged on without Quibi’s release. They would 

have been more prepared, but their fate would likely be the same. 

Should Quibi have abandoned its gimmicks? The Turnstyle video was a cheap novelty, 

and critics panned its usage more than they praised it. The wildly different results between shows 

and services indicate that Turnstyle was a waste of time and money during development. It’s 

nothing more than a neat party trick to impress suits who likely don’t watch much TV on a 

mobile screen. Anyone with experience would know that portrait mode is less than ideal for 
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filming and viewing. However, this gimmick was such a cheap novelty that it likely would not 

have saved Quibi anything other than embarrassment had it been removed. 

The release schedule and method, on the other hand, were detrimental to the platform. As 

mentioned early on in this paper, binge-watching is a common practice among viewers on 

streaming platforms. The ability to watch a whole show in a few sittings is something people 

often prefer. It’s not ideal for every show, as some benefit from giving space for viewers to 

theorize and communicate with fans online. Disney’s WandaVision, for example, recently 

benefitted greatly from this episodic model. Quibi taking it a step further with daily, bite-sized 

releases served more to cheapen the experience. Rarely did shows make use of the altered pacing 

to allow for users to engage and discuss on social media. There wasn’t enough time for an 

episode to simmer with fans before the next one aired. This was further hindered, once again, by 

the lack of a screenshot feature at launch. In an era of television viewing being a collaborative 

experience, Quibi’s design hindered said collaboration. 

At the same time, asking Quibi to remove its trademark “quick bites” removes everything 

Katzenberg planned for the platform. The end of the story for Quibi, in many ways, was written 

before it started. The format was simply not designed for a majority of audiences. It was 

fundamentally flawed on a development level from the first time it was proposed by an 

executive. The benefits of creating a habit-forming television app are outweighed by the fact it 

simply had no way to compete. Other apps filled Quibi’s purpose better than Quibi was ever 

designed to. It’ll remain to be seen if Quibi shows find renewed success on Roku devices and if 

they’ll be easier to consume in a less unwieldy format. The bottom line: Quibi was flawed at its 

core, and no amount of work from executives could have saved the app from its destruction. It 

was a colossal miscalculation and one that will be noted and felt by Hollywood executives for 
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years to come. In Quibi’s own words, “the idea itself wasn’t strong enough to justify a 

standalone streaming service.” 

With the dust settled, was a sale the only option for Quibi? In better times, I would argue 

that Quibi could’ve continued at a loss. One killer app would’ve been enough to get people 

engaged and into the daily Quibi habit. They would have had time to adjust before potentially 

going under. Verizon’s go90 continued for much longer than Quibi with a similar concept, and 

that app was released under more ideal circumstances with less competition. Adjustments would 

likely have needed to have been made to the platform, maybe more than had already been done, 

but it had enough clout behind it to keep itself afloat for longer. In the end, the sale was the best 

and only option that remained for Quibi.  

In a few years, Quibi will likely be reduced to a punchline. Its shows may find success on 

Roku and maybe the ones in production will find a way out of production hell. Maybe, one day, 

audiences will begin to appreciate the beauty of its programs and their rapid-fire pacing, even 

though some will likely be odd out of context. The platform of Quibi is dead, but its short life 

will live on as a cautionary tale for much, much longer.  

 

What is, or rather was, Quibi? At its core, Quibi was an ambitious streaming platform, a 

multi-billion-dollar gamble in a volatile market. It was a tech start-up run by industry 

professionals, designed to be sleek and modern with features tailor-made to fit audiences with 

shorter attention spans. It found the support of Hollywood mainstays and gained the sort of clout 

other streaming services would love to have onboard. Despite all of that, it was a failure. It failed 

to learn the lessons of its predecessors or truly understand why its competitors found success. It 
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failed to match the content release cycle and viewing experience that services like Netflix and 

Disney+ advertise. It failed to become a daily habit in the same way apps like Twitter, YouTube, 

TikTok, and Snapchat have become. It failed every single one of its goals and, pandemic or not, 

was doomed for failure and ridicule.  

The answer to “what Quibi was” is fairly simple. The answer to “why Quibi was” is 

harder to pin down. Streaming is a market with a lot of potential but is already quite crowded. 

There are many major players, like Microsoft with Mixer, who have simply bowed out of the 

game when they know they can’t compete. They appear at such a rapid rate that, during the 

construction of this paper, both Discovery+ and Paramount+ were announced and released to the 

public as big services. The biggest ones share similar models and pricing strategies, along with 

content catalogs and release formats. It’s rather depressing to see so many streaming services 

releasing, that it’s no surprise someone would try to shake things up. That’s the “why” of Quibi. 

It was a fresh way to view television shows, and that alone would make some people interested. 

That alone is not enough to support the whole service. 

It’s easy to anticipate that Quibi will likely not have much of an impact on the industry 

on the surface. More accurately, Quibi serves as a warning for the problems any new platform 

can and will face. As the market gets more and more saturated and content gets spread thinner 

and thinner, consumers will be driven to alternative means to watch their favorite shows. 

Streaming bundles will likely appear to replace the cable bundles that users have been trying to 

abandon. At this stage in the game, even a multi-billion-dollar startup will fail to establish an 

audience. Success is achieved through coming into the game with a loaded deck, not through 

good luck and skilled play. The only thing luck will do is end up making the death of the service 

faster than anyone could anticipate. 
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From my perspective, the specter of Quibi will only last to haunt scrappy underdogs. It 

serves as a reminder that the television industry does not play well with new ideas and concepts. 

The big companies will only get richer and consolidate further into whatever streaming bundles 

inevitably appear. The underdogs can still make their mark on platforms like YouTube, but that 

can only go so far. Quibi was a bad idea executed poorly, but it never stood a chance. This 

haunting reminder of the realities of the streaming industry will be Quibi’s legacy from now until 

the end of time. Rest in peace, Quibi. Perhaps another timeline or alternate reality was kinder to 

you. Although… I sincerely doubt they were. 
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