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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The quarter the indie studio stopped being romantic and started
looking like the only category with oxygen.

EMIL FREUND - FOUNDER, AESTRUCT

Q1 2026 was the quarter the independent studio stopped being a romantic category and started looking
like the only category with oxygen left. Three forces converged inside 90 days: a consolidation wave
nobody quite believed was coming (the Paramount Skydance revised offer for Warner Bros. Discovery was
accepted February 26), a gaming industry bloodletting that continued without mercy (nine publicly-traded
studios announced layoffs or closures in the quarter | tracked), and a generative-Al tooling cycle that finally
crossed from "demo reel" into "line item on a budget.”

Meanwhile, at NAB 2026 (April 18-22), Avid and Google Cloud announced an agentic-Al partnership that will
embed Gemini directly into Media Composer. That headline alone tells you the Al conversation for indie
producers has moved from "should I try this?"to "my NLE already shipped it."

For independent producers — solo creators, indie shingles, post-layoff founders — the practical reading is this:
the buyer pool is shrinking at the top (streamers commissioned 24% fewer scripted series in H1 2025 than H1
2024), but the tool stack has never been closer to free. The arithmetic has changed.

~98% —-24% $12B+

COST REDUCTION ON GLOBAL SCRIPTED PROJECTED GLOBAL FAST

SPECIFIC CATEGORIES OF
SHOT WORK — $2,500/MIN
TRADITIONAL VFX VS.
~$9/MIN ON RUNWAY
GEN-4

COMMISSIONS H1 2025
VS. H1 2024 ACROSS THE
SIX MAJORS (318 - 242)

AD REVENUE IN 2026,
WITH 100K-MAU
CHANNELS AT $15 CPM
GENERATING $45-90K/
MONTH

The people who built this industry the last time we changed technology stacks (analog to digital, on-prem to
cloud) are the people who are going to build it again. Most of them don't know that yet. They're still refreshing

LinkedIn.

Key Findings

- Paramount-WBD consolidation is now the base case. The $110.9B revised offer was accepted February 26;
shareholder vote April 23. Paramount has already announced ~2,000 layoffs and telegraphed $6B in "duplicative
operations” cuts. 1,400+ creatives signed the opposition letter. The downstream talent flush has not started in

earnest — but it's coming.

— Gaming industry Q1 layoffs added ~1,000+ confirmed roles across nine publicly-disclosed events
(Playtika, Cloudhead, Meta Reality Labs studios, Ubisoft Halifax/Stockholm, Sumo, Ustwo, Riot's 2XKO, Intrepid,



Bluepoint). GDC 2026 survey: 44% of game industry pros are considering leaving the industry — one of the
largest talent exoduses in any M&E segment in a decade.

Indie distributor formation accelerated heading into Sundance. Four new specialty players launched inside
12 months: Row K (Aug 2025), Black Bear US (2025), Subtext (Jan 2026), and Warner Bros.' new untitled label
(Christian Parks, ex-Neon). For the first time in years, a Sundance seller has more buyers than last year, not
fewer.

FAST is quietly becoming the revenue spine for catalog owners. FAST ad revenue is on track to exceed
$12B globally in 2026 (+38% YoY viewership Q4 2025). US premium CPMs are $18-35. An indie studio with a
100K-MAU channel at $15 CPM generates $45-90K/month — with no new production spend.

Al production cost impact is real but narrow. Rotoscoping, cleanup, wire removal, crowd generation: 20—40%
savings are holding up across productions. Hero creative work (CG creatures, digital doubles) still requires
senior artist supervision. The cost story lives in the mid-complexity shots, not the hero shots.

Creator-led studios kept scaling. Beast Industries raised $200M from Bitmine in January at a $5B valuation.
Higher Ground (Obamas) announced it will go fully independent when the Netflix first-look expires. YouTube
crossed 10%+ of US TV viewership; Netflix held at 8.8% in January 2026.

Looking Ahead — short list

April-June 2026: Expect the first wave of Paramount-WBD post-merger departures to surface as new indie
shingles by Q3. The tell is executive LinkedIn activity and "stealth mode" announcements.

Cannes Marché (May): Watch whether the new specialty distributors (Subtext, Sumerian, WB's new label)
expand pickups beyond Sundance. If yes, the indie distribution pipeline is structurally healthier than 2024-25.

NAB 2026 hangover: By Q3, the Avid-Gemini integration will start showing up in indie post pipelines — with real
licensing-cost implications. Free trials will end; the pricing conversation starts.

IATSE Low Budget Agreement (effective Jan 1): The 10% tier-threshold lift and new Al provisions will shape
how Ultra-Low productions structure contracts for the rest of the year.



SECTION 1 - INDUSTRY ANALYST

Quarter in Review

Q1 2026 opened on a consolidation footing and closed on a tooling footing. The quarter's defining event was
the formal acceptance, on February 26, of Paramount Skydance's revised $110.9B offer for Warner Bros.
Discovery — a deal that, if approved at the April 23 shareholder vote, would combine the two remaining
traditional-studio distribution systems into a single entity. Paramount has publicly telegraphed ~$6B in post-
close "duplicative operations" savings, which industry observers read as shorthand for the largest single talent
displacement event in studio-side M&E since the 2023 writers'/actors' strikes.

In parallel, the streamer commissioning pullback that began in 2024 continued into Q1 2026. Ampere Analysis
data (reported via C21Media) showed global scripted commissions from Apple, Amazon, Disney+, HBO Max,
Netflix, and Paramount+ fell from 318 in H1 2024 to 242 in H1 2025 — a ~24% decline. Amazon Prime made
the deepest cuts (more than halving scripted commissions). Netflix and Apple cut least (~4—6%). That
commissioning environment has not materially reversed in Q1 2026.

At the same time, alternative distribution expanded. Nielsen's The Gauge confirmed YouTube's share of US TV
viewership continued to grow, crossing 10%+ while Netflix held at 8.8% in January 2026. FAST channel count
passed 1,960+ globally (178,000+ programs) by early 2026, with global FAST ad revenue projected to exceed
$12B for the year. For independent producers, the windowing equation shifted again: the theatrical-to-streamer
waterfall matters less; YouTube, FAST, and direct-to-audience matter more.

On the tooling side, the quarter built toward NAB Show 2026 (April 18-22). The headline announcement —
Avid's multi-year agentic-Al partnership with Google Cloud, embedding Gemini and Vertex Al directly into Media
Composer and the new Avid Content Core — landed April 16, days before the show opened. Microsoft, NVIDIA,
Twelvelabs, Sony, and Southworks followed with their own Al-embedded announcements across production,
post, and metadata layers. Section 5 has the indie-relevant breakdown.



SECTION 2 -

INDUSTRY ANALYST

Formation & Displacement Tracker

2.1 Displacement Events — Q1 2026

PRIMARY ROLES

EVENT COMPANY ESTIMATED IMPACT DATE AFFECTED
Layoffs Playtika 500 (15% of workforce) Jan 2026 Mobile game dev, publishing
Layoffs Cloudhead Games ~70% of workforce Jan 6 VR game dev
Closures + layoffs Meta (Reality Labs) Twisted Pixel, Sanzaru, Jan 13 VR/AR game dev
Armature closed; +10% of RL
Closures + Ubisoft Halifax + Stockholm studios Jan 21 AAA game dev, live ops
cancellations closed; 6 games cancelled
Layoffs Sumo Digital Undisclosed Feb 5 Game dey, art
Layoffs Ustwo (Monument Valley) 4 staff Feb 6 Indie game dev
Layoffs Riot Games (2XKO team) ~50% of team Feb 8 Fighting game dev
Closure Intrepid Studios Full closure Feb 10 MMO dev
Closure Bluepoint Games ~70 employees March AAA remake/port specialists
Ongoing Paramount Skydance ~2,000 announced (~10% of Quarter-long  Corporate, legal, finance,
workforce) back-office
Pending WBD (post-merger) Not yet quantified; $6B cost Q2+ TBD

cut target

Context: January is historically the worst month for video-game industry announcements, tied to early earnings
season. The 2026 cadence repeated the 2023—-25 pattern. The GDC 2026 State of the Industry Report (Jan 29,
2026) showed one-third of US game developers have been laid off in the past 24 months; 44% are

considering leaving the industry entirely.



2.2 Notable New Formations — Q1 2026

FORMATION FOUNDER(S) SEGMENT ANNOUNCED
Bandwagon Zoé Worth, Chris Kaye Comedy-focused production banner January 2026
Subtext (Ex-distribution execs) Independent film distribution January 2026

(Sundance)
New Story Raquelle David Management + production co. March 2026
Higher Ground (independent)  Barack & Michelle Obama Documentary/scripted (exit Netflix first- April 2026

look) announcement
WB untitled specialty label Christian Parks (ex-Neon Smartly-budgeted theatrical Sundance 2026
CMO)

Meat Castle Media Adam Scherr + Magilla Unscripted/food Q1 2026
Break Da Rules Edgar Jaramillo (ex-Vice) Latin-focused multi-market shop Late 2025, active Q1

2.3 Displacement-to-Formation Pipeline

Two patterns are emerging:

1. Film/TV: Displacement — independent management/production hybrids. The New Story and Bandwagon
launches fit this pattern — executives stepping out of studios and setting up smaller shops that combine talent
representation with production credits.

2. Gaming: Displacement — individual/studio indie work, longer formation lag. The GDC 2026 survey finding that
44% are considering leaving the industry altogether tempers assumptions about automatic gamedev-to-indie
conversion. When they do convert, titles typically surface 12—24 months later. Expect the class of 2023-2025
game layoffs to start releasing their first indie titles in 2027.

2.4 Quarterly Trend

Q1 2026 indie formation activity is elevated versus Q4 2025 on the distribution side (four new specialty
distributors inside 12 months is historically unusual) and approximately flat on the creator-founder side, where
formation rates have been steady for four quarters running. The consolidation-driven flush — primarily from
Paramount-WBD — has not yet arrived; expect the curve to bend upward in Q2—-Q83.



SECTION 3 - INDUSTRY ANALYST

Distribution & Deal Landscape

3.1 Streamer Acquisition

Streamer appetite for finished or packaged independent product is selectively improving after the 2024-25

pullback, but the terms have structurally shifted.

-+ Global scripted commissions from the six majors: —24% H1 2025 vs. H1 2024 (318 — 242). Deepest cut: Amazon
Prime (>50%). Shallowest: Netflix (-6%) and Apple (—4%).

 Unscripted budgets continue to consolidate around franchise formats rather than one-off indie pickups.

- First-look deals are getting shorter and less exclusive. The Obamas' Higher Ground will not renew its Netflix first-
look, joining a growing list of prestige producers electing to stay independent rather than re-up with a platform.

3.2 Festival Pipeline — Sundance 2026
+ 90+ films and episodic series premiered; only ~12 arrived with distribution in hand.

+ Headline sale: "The Invite" (Olivia Wilde, Annapurna) to A24 in the eight-figure range (bids exceeded $10M;
Netflix, Searchlight, Focus, Black Bear, Neon also in).

- "Josephine"” (NEXT Innovator winner) to Sumerian Pictures in a seven-figure deal.
- "The Incomer" (Louis Paxton) to Sumerian in a seven-figure deal.

- Four new specialty buyers active on the ground: Row K, Black Bear US, Subtext, Warner Bros." new untitled label.

READ

The buyer bench is broader than it's been since 2022, but only 2-3 titles reached runaway auction status. The middle
of the slate — films that need a buyer but won't get one of the top five — remains hard to place.



3.3 Buyer Appetite — Active in Q1 2026

BUYER / BUDGET RANGE DEAL APPETITE THIS
PLATFORM CONTENT FOCUS (PUBLIC) STRUCTURE QUARTER
A24 Elevated indie, genre- 8-figure P&A on top titles Acquisition + slate co- High (won The Invite)
adjacent fi
Neon Prestige, theatrical High-6 to 7-figure Acquisition Selective
Sumerian Pictures Genre, international 7-figure Acquisition Aggressive new entrant
Sony Pictures Art house Undisclosed Acquisition Active
Classics
Row K Entertainment  Theatrical-first indie Undisclosed Acquisition Building slate
Subtext Documentary, world Undisclosed Acquisition Launching
cinema
Warner Bros. (new Smartly-budgeted Undisclosed Acquisition Building
label) theatrical
Netflix Data-driven originals Variable Acquisition / Cautious after cuts
commission
Amazon Prime Unscripted franchises Variable Commission Scripted pullback

3.4 International Co-Production

No major Q1 2026 treaty changes of note. UK/ Canada / Australia tax credit stacks remain the workhorse of
indie feature finance. Latin America (via Break Da Rules and similar shops) is attracting renewed US-indie
interest on cost-structure grounds.

3.5 FAST Channels — Economics for Indie Producers

FAST is maturing into a legitimate revenue channel for catalog owners. Q1 2026 benchmarks:

+38% YoY viewership growth (Q4 2025).

- $12B+ global FAST ad revenue projected for 2026.

- 1,960+ channels, 178,000+ programs globally.

« US premium channel CPMs: $18-$35 (niche / true crime / news at the high end).

+ Indicative math: a single branded FAST channel with 100K monthly active viewers at $15 CPM generates
$45,000-$90,000/month (pre-split).

- Typical platform revenue split: 50/50 to 60/40 (platform-favored).

- Strategic trend: from "launch as many channels as possible" (2021-23) to "yield management” — home-screen

placement and metadata discipline matter more than channel count.



3.6 Direct-to-Audience

YouTube is functioning as a de facto distribution tier. 10%+ of US TV viewership on CTV screens as of Jan 2026.
Creator-led studios (MrBeast, Rhett & Link, Michelle Khare) are now buying Netflix-adjacent shelf space.

Vimeo OTT / Patreon / direct subs: remain niche but profitable for established audiences. No structural changes
in Q1.

Theatrical self-distribution: The combination of four-wall bookings + social-first marketing is finding pockets of
success (genre, faith, targeted docs). Still operationally heavy.
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SECTION 4 -

INDUSTRY ANALYST

Production Cost Benchmarks

4.1 Cost Benchmarks — Q1 2026

CATEGORY

CURRENT RANGE
(INDICATIVE)

QOQ TREND

KEY DRIVER

Above-the-line talent (indie features)
Below-the-line crew (IATSE Low
Budget, day rates)

Post-production (per finished minute)

VFX (traditional, per min)

VFX (Al-assist, mid-complexity)

VFX (fully Al-generated short-form)

Music licensing

Insurance (E&O, production)

Equipment rental

Location fees

Cloud / render costs

Scale + deferral standard below $5M
budget

+3.5% on minimums (effective Jan 1,
2026)

$500-$5,000+ (genre / finishing
dependent)

$1,000-$5,000

20-40% reduction on rotoscoping /
cleanup / crowd

~$9 / finished min (Runway Gen-4
generation)

Flat; stock+Al-composed competing
with sync

Stable after 2024 spike

Flat

+5-10% in NY / LA,; flat in secondary
markets

Mixed; Al inference cost dropping

Flat

Flat to |

Flat

Flat

Flat

Flat

"

!

IATSE 2026-2028 Theatrical Low Budget Tier Structure

Effective January 1, 2026.

Star packages tied to festival /
financing leverage

2026—2028 IATSE Theatrical Low

Budget agreement

Al-assist on mid-complexity shots

Senior artist labor floor

Commercial Al-VFX workflows
maturing

Consumer Al video tools

Licensing rights uncertainty

Softening specialty market

Oversupply from 2023—24
production pullback

Incentive-driven relocation still
active

GPU inference competition

TIER BUDGET RANGE
Ultra-Low < $3,300,000

Tier 1A $3,300,001 — $6,875,000
Tier 1B $6,875,001 — $9,900,000
Tier 2 $9,900,001 — $13,750,000
Tier 3 $13,750,001 — $16,500,000
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Notable changes: tier thresholds lifted 10%, minimum wage +3.5%, Juneteenth added as recognized holiday, new Al
provisions in the agreement.

4.2 Al Production Cost Impact — Real vs. Theoretical

Real, proven savings (Q1 2026)

Rotoscoping, wire removal, cleanup, crowd generation: 20—-40% cost reduction, holding up across multiple
productions.

Storyboarding and previs: Hours, not days. Meaningful savings on mid-budget features.
Metadata, logging, transcription, captioning: 60—80%-+ reductions in time-to-asset.

Per-minute Al-generated video (Runway Gen-4, Kling 3.0, Veo 3.1, Sora 2): approximately $9/finished minute
for Runway vs. traditional $1,000-5,000/min for equivalent simple-composition work. This is not equivalent to hero
VFX.

Theoretical or overstated

"Al can replace your VFX vendor."” False for hero shots. CG creatures, digital doubles, hero destruction, and
look development still need senior artist supervision.

"Sora will write, direct, and deliver your short.” Overstated. Reddit sentiment on Sora 2 ran negative in Q1
2026 — "great tech, terrible product" due to safety-filter restrictions on action content.

Full-feature Al generation. Not production-ready. Best-case Al-native short-form output still lives in the 3-5
minute range.

4.3 Cost Pressure Points

Categories facing upward pressure

Primary-market location fees (NY/LA): +5-10%, driven by productions chasing state tax credits and
concentration of crew.

Insurance (narrow sub-categories): E&O on Al-inclusive productions remains an open underwriting question;
several Q1 productions reported additional riders.

Senior VFX and colorist labor: Competitive market as Al raises the floor but not the ceiling.

Categories softening

Cloud / render / inference: Unit economics improving quarter over quarter.

Standard below-the-line equipment: Rental market remains oversupplied from the 2023—-24 pullback.
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SECTION 5 - INDUSTRY ANALYST

Technology & Tools Adoption

5.1 NAB Show 2026 (April 18-22) — Al-Inflected Announcements With Indie

Impact

The quarter's tooling story culminated at NAB 2026. Six announcements matter for independent producers:

ANNOUNCEMENT WHAT IT DOES

WHY INDIES SHOULD CARE

Avid + Google Cloud multi-  Gemini + Vertex Al embedded in Media

year Al partnership (April 16) Composer and new Avid Content Core.
Multimodal search over media archives via natural
language, automated logging, B-roll generation.

Microsoft Copilot for media  Agentic Al across news, production, and post
workflows pipelines.

NVIDIA live Al-translation +  Real-time lip-synced translation across audio /

LTX-2 video diffusion on video / graphics; on-device generative video.
DGX Station
TwelveLabs Rodeo Al creative co-pilot for footage find / edit /

assemble via natural language.

Sony Virtual Production Tool Photorealistic 3D assets from photos (mid-2026

Set v3.0 + XYN Spatial availability).
Capture
Southworks Al workflows Smart metadata, auto-captioning, auto-reframing,

live sports event detection.

READ

tools" will close this year.

5.2 Production Management

Avid remains the dominant professional NLE.
Agentic Al inside Media Composer materially
reduces assistant-editor hours on long-form indie
cuts. Pricing TBD but will move the market.

Indies on Microsoft 365 will see production-
relevant Copilot features without new licenses —
a distribution advantage for Microsoft over vertical
vendors.

Unlocks low-cost international dubbing for indie
docs and unscripted. On-device generation
reduces cloud-GPU bills.

Archive-heavy indies (docs, reality, archival) see
the biggest time savings.

Lowers the LED-volume / virtual-production floor

for smaller indies.

Unscripted and sports-adjacent indies see direct
workflow savings.

The 2026 NAB cycle marks the moment agentic Al moved from standalone point tools into the NLE and the cloud
content layer. The delta between "indie studios using Al" and "indie studios with Al embedded in their core production

The dominant mid-market stack is unchanged from Q4 2025: StudioBinder, Yamdu, Movie Magic

Scheduling/Budgeting, Frame.io, Dropbox Replay. Notable Q1 movement is on the integration layer (Al-
enabled breakdowns, auto-scheduling) rather than new dominant tools.
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5.3 Al Adoption Patterns — Where Indies Are Actually Using Al

Using daily
- Transcription, captioning, metadata (Descript, Otter, Happy Scribe, TwelvelLabs)
Script coverage, ideation, and first-draft document generation (ChatGPT, Claude)

- Thumbnail / poster iteration (Midjourney, ldeogram)

Experimenting with
- Generative video for storyboards and previs (Runway, Kling, Veo)
- Al-assisted rotoscoping / cleanup (Runway, Adobe Enhance)

- Voice cloning for temp VO (ElevenLabs)

Resisting
 Full-generation hero shots
- Al-written screenplays intended for production

- Voice cloning of identified talent without explicit rights (post-SAG-AFTRA provisions)

Game developer sentiment is notably more negative than film/TV: 52% of game industry pros say generative

Al is having a negative impact on the industry (GDC 2026 survey), up from 30% in 2025 and 18% in 2024.
Visual / technical artists (64%), game designers / narrative (63%), and programmers (59%) lead the negative

sentiment.

5.4 Infrastructure

Cloud remains dominant for post-production collaboration; on-prem is returning selectively for LLM inference and

training workloads in larger indie shops (GPU cost economics).

Render farm and storage economics continued to soften through Q1 2026.

5.5 Financing & Distribution Platforms
- Seed&Spark, Slated, IFP Project Forum: Unchanged.

Equity crowdfunding: Steady, no breakout success in Q1.

- Private credit / slate financing: Expanding (Domain Capital, Redbird Capital, Peachtree Media Partners, IPR

VC). IPR VC's slate co-finance with A24 (including Marty Supreme) is a template worth watching — it lets smaller

labels greenlight at budget levels they couldn't underwrite solo.
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SECTION 6 - INDUSTRY ANALYST

Community Pulse

Synthesized from monitored creator-economy and M&E professional communities, calibrated against quantitative survey
data.

6.1 The Indie Conversation This Quarter

Top 5 recurring threads across monitored communities:

1. "What's actually saving me money?" — Running throughout r/Filmmakers, r/IndieFilm, and Indie Hackers.
Sentiment: cautious optimism on Al for rotoscoping, captioning, and previs; skepticism on Al for hero creative.
No-Film-School and TechCrunch indie coverage captured this well with the phrase "Al should do the dishes, not
make the movies."

2. "Where do | distribute now?" — Dominant theme in r/IndieFilm and Indie Shorts Mag community. YouTube-as-
studio and FAST are moving from "weird idea" to "default next step" after Sundance and theatrical.

3. "Should | stay in games at all?" — The loudest single thread in r/GameDev and r/IndieDev. The GDC 2026
survey finding that 44% are considering leaving the industry mirrors community sentiment.

4. "Did anyone actually get paid out by [X streamer]?" — Running in creator-economy Slack/Discord
communities (Indie Hackers, Ramen Club, Furlough). Revenue transparency threads are more specific than a
year ago — creators are naming dollar figures and platforms.

5. "What's your tech stack now?" — Quarterly recurring, but meaningfully different in Q1 2026: Avid mentions up
(NAB halo), Frame.io still dominant for review, Descript ubiquitous for podcasters, Runway mentioned more in r/
Filmmakers than Kling for the first time.

6.2 Post-Displacement Voices

The gaming Discords (Indie Game Business, Work With Indies, Game Dev Network) are more subdued than in
2024's post-layoff wave. Fewer new-studio celebration posts; more "looking for contract work," "
senior tech art,” and "moving to non-games" threads. The 33% of US devs laid off in 24 months is a community-

visible reality: formation energy is flatter than the raw layoff count would suggest.

anyone hiring

On the film side, the Paramount-WBD opposition letter (1,400+ signatures) circulated through Film Industry
Network (FIN) and Filmmakers Helping Filmmakers Discords with generally supportive commentary. The
question being asked most often among mid-level executives: "Is now the moment to launch, or do | wait to see
who lands where after the merger?"

6.3 Production Challenges Surfacing in Communities

Q1 2026 top-mentioned pain points:

- E&O insurance on Al-inclusive productions (carriers asking for riders nobody has language for)

- Festival strategy when ~87% of Sundance films arrived without distribution
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How to evaluate which tier of generative-video tool is "good enough"” for a given shot

Book-keeping and K-1 / 1099 complexity for loan-out structures as more creators formalize

6.4 Success Stories & Models

Sumerian Pictures: A label-turned-distributor writing seven-figure checks at Sundance is the quarter's most-
discussed indie success story.

Higher Ground going fully independent: Widely shared across producer Discords as validation that mid-/top-
tier prestige producers can stay off streaming lock-ups.

Creator-led studio fundraising (Beast Industries’ $200M raise at $5B): Cited repeatedly as the ceiling proof-
of-concept for creator-founded studios.

6.5 Community Health Check

r/Filmmakers and r/IndieFilm: subscriber counts steady; engagement slightly up.
r/GameDey, r/IndieDev: subscriber counts steady; sentiment notably more pessimistic than same quarter 2025.
r/NewTubers, creator-economy Slacks: sentiment net-positive on monetization; tool-adoption conversations up.

New community formation: Informal Al-native production houses (3-8 person shops) are starting to cluster on
Discord. Too early to categorize formally but worth watching into Q2.
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SECTION 7 - EMIL FREUND POV

Looking Ahead

7.1 Next Quarter Watch List

Paramount-WBD shareholder vote (April
23)
Assuming approval, watch the first 90 days of integration

communication. Expect severance and RTO mandates
that trigger indie-shingle formation by Q3.

Cannes Marché (May 13-21)

Does the broader specialty-distributor bench extend
beyond Sundance? If Sumerian, Subtext, Row K, and the
WB label all pick up at Cannes, the indie distribution
pipeline is structurally stronger than 2024-25.

NAB 2026 licensing conversion (Q3)

Avid-Gemini integration pricing will surface 60—90 days
post-show. Indie post houses will face a "pay for agentic
Al or be cut out of the workflow" question.

IATSE Low Budget Agreement

First six months of the new 2026—-2028 deal will reveal
how the Al provisions and 10% tier-threshold lift are used
in real productions.

GDC summer event / gamedev formation
data

Whether the 44% "considering leaving" cohort converts
to formations or exits will start to be visible.

7.2 Anticipated Distribution / Buying Cycles

» April-June: Cannes + early-summer studio buying cycle

Streamer rightsizing

Tracking Amazon, Disney, and Peacock for Q2
announcements that may shift the unscripted
commissioning posture again.

« July—August: FAST Q2 ad cycle (back-to-school) — a natural window for new indie channel launches

- September: Toronto / New York festival season — the back half of the festival acquisition calendar

7.3 Funding / Grant Openings

« California Film Commission — Program 4.0 tax credit applications (continuous rolling)

- Sundance Institute — various fellowships, Spring 2026 cycles

- State-level incentives: NY, GA, NM, IL all active; AZ and NV expanding

7.4 Potential Displacement Events on the Horizon

- Paramount-WBD post-close integration (Q2—-Q3)

- Continuing gaming industry restructurings (publisher-announced Q2 events already telegraphed)

- Streamer unscripted / content-division rightsizing (tracking Amazon, Disney, Peacock for Q2 announcements)
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A CLOSING NOTE FROM EMIL

If you're displaced from a studio, a streamer, or a game company in the next 180 days, you're going to have
to answer the Al question before you answer any other question. The good news: the homework is current.
The next 90 days of post-merger and post-NAB activity are the cleanest window the indie sector has had to
reset its operating model in a decade. Use it.
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APPENDIX

Sources & Methodology

A. Key Sources Cited

TRADE PUBLICATIONS

Variety — Paramount, Sundance, creator crossover

The Hollywood Reporter — Paramount-WBD town halls, indie
formations

Deadline — Sundance deals, Higher Ground, new formations
IndieWire — Sundance market analysis, Subtext, WB label
Screen International — Sundance preview, acquisition titles
Sports Video Group / TV Tech — NAB 2026 coverage

INDUSTRY DATA & ANALYSIS

Nielsen — The Gauge, January 2026

Ampere Analysis — H1 2025 global scripted commissions (via
C21Media)

AlixPartners — M&E Industry Predictions 2026

Luminate — Gaming Industry Q1 2026

GDC 2026 State of the Game Industry Report (Jan 29, 2026)
eMarketer — YouTube TV viewership vs. Netflix

GameRant, Gaminglayoffs.com — Q1 2026 gaming layoff
tracker

Wikipedia — 2022—-2026 video game layoffs (cross-reference
only)

COST BENCHMARKS

GreenSlate — IATSE 20262028 Theatrical Low Budget
Agreement

Wrapbook — IATSE budget tiers

CMS Productions — IATSE day rates

Vitrina.ai — VFX 2026 budget breakdown

MindStudio — Al filmmaking cost breakdown 2026

No Film School, Al Journal — indie Al adoption sentiment

B. Methodology Notes

STREAMING & VIDEO TECH

Streaming Media Magazine — Year in Review 2026

Google Cloud Press / PRWeb / BusinessWire — NAB 2026
announcements

StorageNewsletter, Content+Technology, ProVideo Coalition
— NAB 2026

BUSINESS PRESS / M&A

CNBC — WBD employee sentiment

NBC News / CBS News — Paramount Skydance layoffs
Fortune — Paramount Skydance RTO mandate

COMMUNITY SCAN
Reddit — r/Filmmakers, r/IndieFilm, r/IndieDev, r/GameDev, r/
NewTubers

Discord — Film Industry Network, Filmmakers Helping
Filmmakers, Indie Game Business, Work With Indies

Slack / Discord — Indie Hackers, Ramen Club, Furlough

- Data window: Jan 1 — Mar 31, 2026, plus NAB 2026 announcements through April 19.

- Cost benchmarks: Indicative ranges synthesized from multiple sources. Indie production economics data
remains fragmented — treat as directional unless otherwise specified.

- Community scan: Qualitative. Reddit and Discord discussions surfaced via web search rather than direct API
scraping. Sentiment claims are calibrated against the GDC 2026 State of the Game Industry survey (quantitative)
and TechCrunch / No Film School coverage (trade reporting).
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C. Data Limitations

- Displacement headcount estimates are a minimum count from publicly-disclosed events. Actual affected
headcount is likely higher.

- FAST revenue math is indicative; actual per-channel economics vary widely by platform, genre, and placement.

« Sundance sale dollar figures are reported rather than filed; final deal structures may differ.
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AESTRUCT

The advisor who already did the Al
homework for M&E — so you don't have
to.

AEstruct is a solo consultancy helping small and mid-size creators in media & entertainment put Al to
work in the part of the business that actually grinds you down — the back office. We focus on workflows
for the business side of production: the scheduling, the budgeting, the rights work, the pitch decks, the
trend reads. Creative Al tooling is secondary; operational leverage is the point.

Founded by Emil Freund — 30 years leading M&E organizations through the analog-to-digital and on-
prem-to-cloud shifts, now applied to the Al cycle for the people building the next generation of
independent studios.

WHO THIS IS FOR

Indie producers & post-layoff
founders

Stepping out of a studio or streamer and building the
operating layer of a new shingle from scratch.

Mid-size ad & production agencies

Need a clear-eyed Al readiness read before
committing to a tooling stack and licensing
conversation.

Solo creators & small content shops

1-25 people, drowning in admin, ready to figure out
which Al workflows are real and which are hype.

Post-houses & podcast networks

Looking for fractional Al leadership without hiring a
full-time CTO or signing a six-figure consulting
retainer.

EMAIL emil.freund@aestruct.com

WEB aestruct.com

NEXT A 30-minute call to discuss fit. No deck, no pitch — just the right questions.
STEP

Manage Less. Create More. © 2026 AEstruct, Inc. All Rights Reserved
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