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The rise in digital platforms to deliver high-
quality original drama series requires a whole 
new set of executive skills. Your audience 
might be watching on their phone at the 
checkout or in a self-directed ’round-the-
clock marathon at home. How do you source 
and develop content that delivers on all these 
fronts? At the end of the day it’s still about 
great storytelling. But we’re able to utilize the 
opportunities of being a changing, growing 
platform to think about things in new ways. The 
key is to use the technology and tools to best 
serve the content. And there’s a premium for 
finding things that are different and inventive, 
which is an exciting challenge. 

So is a Hulu Originals launch like the opening 
night of a Broadway show, where the producers 
gather at Sardi’s waiting for the New York 
Times review? (Laughs.) Not the same, no! We’re 
not hanging on the daily ratings or reviews in the 
way the networks or Broadway producers would. 
We can take a much broader view because of 
our core model as a subscription service. From 
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Jessica Kumai Scott started her career in feature film production, working 

on No Strings Attached and World War Z, then transitioned to the Internet, 

joining Hulu just as talent, audiences from the big screen, and traditional 

television networks were following suit. As part of the Hulu Originals team, 

Scott oversees the development and production of original series, focusing 

mostly on drama series and shepherding co-productions, including Emmy-

nominated East Los High, the English-language series about the trials, 

tribulations and fierce dance moves of Latino teens. Originally from Seattle, 

Scott grew up during that city’s grunge era, but still enjoyed watching series 

like Beverly Hills 90210, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, My So Called Life and The 

X-Files, which is how she learned firsthand that the best television is the kind 

you have to obsess over with friends in great detail after each episode. Sophia 
Stuart talked to Hulu’s content development manager about the shift in TV 

viewing habits and the rise of new media platforms.
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acquisitions to originals we have such a diverse 
array of great content on Hulu, it’s all part of 
bringing people in.

But unlike a Broadway producer – or even 
a network television executive – Hulu has 
an enormous amount of data as soon as the 
show airs. Yes, we have a lot of data and look 
at a variety of metrics to help us analyze and 
serve the content best. But using that data in a 
predictive way (in terms of content) is really hard. 
We feel it’s still about great writing, directing, 
cinematography, et cetera, and there are a lot 
of other intangibles that make a story connect 
widely. It’s truly a mix of art and commerce. You 
want to be as smart as you can, but there will 
always be a leap of faith and artistic elements out 
of your control. Which is challenging for everyone, 
especially tech and business people used to 
relying on data and math. Hits often come from 
things that are new and different. There aren’t a 
lot of sure things out there. 

Is there an inherent culture clash between 
Silicon Valley and Hollywood? Everything in tech 
is quantified, and qualified by data before it’s 
actionable, and funded. That’s not how this town 
works. We do believe Hulu is where tech meets 
entertainment. There are a lot of departments 
here that are driving the subscription marketing 
side, ad sales and tech matters. In our division we 
have a lot of people who are really experienced 
professionals in the business of entertainment. It 
seems sort of simple to say it, but that experience 
is important and truly vital. We know how to take 
very informed chances on certain creatives who 
are gifted in what they do.  

There were not a lot of projects shooting in 
the Pacific Northwest when you grew up. How 
did you get the idea you wanted to work in the 
business? Not a lot, no, which is why everyone 
remembers the exceptions, like Sleepless in 
Seattle. Those t-shirts are still sold in the Sea-
Tac airport. And 10 Things I Hate About You. Also 
Singles, Twin Peaks, even Northern Exposure. 

I stand corrected. There were some inspirations. 
Yes, but I never imagined someone could do that 
for a living. I hadn’t connected the dots. I did 
watch a lot of television and attended a very 
artsy high school where we talked very seriously 
about film and theater. And, of course, when I was 
a teen, watching Beverly Hills 90210 was a social 
occasion. You’d be at school with your friends 
during the day. Then you’d go home and watch it 
and have to get on the phone instantly to discuss 
why Dylan chose Kelly. Still traumatized by that 
one. [Laughs.] 

You graduated from USC with an MFA in Film; 
could you have ever imagined a career as an 
executive on an Internet subscription service? 
Actually, that path didn’t yet exist. I’d worked in 
New York City in production after college and got 

a really great education out there, including P.A. 
on physical production, which was valuable to see 
firsthand how things get made. Then I assisted 
an editor and learned about postproduction, 
before working for some film financiers. So with 
a good all-around view of the industry, I decided 
I wanted to be a producer, which suits my Type A 
personality. [Laughs.] The MFA at USC was how I 
got to transition from New York to L.A. I enjoyed 
my time in feature film production, but the trend 
at the time was that movies were getting bigger 
and bigger, and fewer and fewer were being 
made. It was extremely difficult to get a sense 
of ownership – everyone was very competitive to 
get a piece. 

So what persuaded you to join the nascent 
world of streaming media? I’d worked with 
Charlotte Koh at Fox Searchlight, and she’d left 
to start Originals here at Hulu. I knew her taste, 
she had a strong indie film background, and 
the more I started thinking about the future of 
original programming via the Internet, the more 
intriguing I found the prospect. After a few large-
budget streaming shows were made, the industry 
realized what a great experience it could be for 
the filmmakers and that streaming sites are 
relevant. The floodgates were opened, and I’ve 
not looked back. 

Hulu is breaking ground with a show like East 
Los High, which dives into an underrepresented 
culture; The Path centers on a doomsday 
religious cult; and the opening titles for 11.22.63 
(produced by J.J. Abrams) will guarantee 
nightmares. This is probably not what we’d 
expect from network television. That’s what 
makes my job worthwhile, as these are all 
really exciting projects. At Hulu we’re able to 
incorporate different perspectives that haven’t 
been seen in traditional media, nurture them and 
see them come to life. Then, due to the nature of 
social media, we get instant feedback. Which can 
be satisfying – and overwhelming – when people 
consume our programs and truly appreciate 
them. We’re bringing in major talent to these 
series, both in front of and behind the camera. 
And, like East Los, they can also be a platform for 
new talent behind the camera, like [DP] Kira Kelly, 
and our wonderful directors. 

Hulu shows are shot in 4K, to future-proof the 
content stores, and yet many of your series 
are still filmic and evocative. Yes, that’s our 
preference. For example, Yaron Orbach, our DP 
on The Path, is incredibly talented. He continues 
to make everything on that show so cinematic. 
It’s a show about a subject matter that could have 
been dark, but he made it beautiful and inviting, 
adding a layer to [writer] Jessica Goldberg’s 
vision. It’s a place you want to spend time in. 

And the shows are shot union, regardless 
of budget. It’s very important to us to shoot 
union. On our shows we want excellence in the 

relationship between the writing, acting, directing 
and the way it’s shot. We want the best people, 
and the best people are union. 

Can you quantify the difference Hulu [and other 
streaming platforms] has made to working 
people in this industry? That’s hard to say in 
numbers. But I can say we’re yet another outlet 
making quality content, and allowing people to 
work and grow with a wider range of filmmaking 
and perspectives represented. 

You have advertising, the level of which depends 
on the rates subscribers pay. How much do 
you consider ad sales when it comes to taking 
risks with content? This is the beauty of being a 
streaming platform. We have a very deep and wide 
array of content on the platform – so there’s a lot 
of content for advertisers to get around. What’s 
nice about being on tech’s cutting edge is that 
we target advertising based on traffic and sell 
by demographics. It’s not like the early days of 
television where all advertising was concentrated 
around a specific show. 

As noted, East Los High is a game-changer 
in terms of a diverse cast and crew. Yes, 
but that’s totally organic and a reflection of 
[Executive Producers] Kathleen Bedoya and 
Carlos Portugal’s worldview. East Los came in 
as an acquisition; the first season was already 
shot. We started streaming it, and it found a 
devoted audience surprisingly fast. They’d clearly 
tapped into something. It’s a fun show – very 
addictive – and it also deals with an authentic 
world we haven’t seen much of in mainstream 
entertainment. The audience responded. We 
jumped in and rode their wave.

Where’s the next wave coming from? Hopefully, 
our original series, The Handmaid’s Tale, which 
goes into production in the next few months. 
Margaret Atwood’s novel is stunning and 
disturbingly relevant, even though it was written 
in 1985. Reed Morano [ASC], who’s best known 
as a DP on films like Frozen River, Vinyl, and 
The Skeleton Twins, is the director. Reed has 
such a great instinct for Atwood’s world. It’s 
an incredibly visual piece, and we just loved her 
perspective. We’re doing it with MGM TV, and 
Atwood is a consulting producer for the series.

Do you still get a fluttering feeling in your 
tummy driving past a billboard with one of your 
shows on it? Yes! Well, excitement mixed with a 
bit of nerves. 

Why nerves? When a show launches it’s out 
there in the world, on its own. We’ve had it in an 
incubator, working on it, getting it to be the best 
it can be. And now it’s time to let it grow up and 
find its feet. I always get nervous at that point. 
But in a good way.
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