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Chapter 13

“When Telenovelas Travel Abroad: Globalization and Generic Transformation”

by Timothy Havens

Latin American telenovelas have become a lightening rod of debate for scholars of television globalization.  Some insist that these long-form melodramas, which often top the ratings throughout Latin America and may last more than 200 episodes, put the lie to theories of media imperialism, because the distinctly non-Western genre has found favor with viewers worldwide.  International sales of the genre were estimated at $300 million in 2002, and telenovelas have appeared in hundreds of markets worldwide, supposedly demonstrating that the imperialist aims of large Western conglomerates do not drive international television flows.
 Meanwhile, detractors of the genre see it as largely derivative of Western televisual forms and argue that, despite the inclusion of superficial Latin American cultural elements, the overriding ideologies of telenovelas encourage rampant consumerism and political conservatism.  Moreover, they argue, the telenovela has lost most of its local cultural flavor as the genre’s international sales have increased. The level of scholarly disagreement over the telenovela has lead one set of authors to label it “the international telenovela debate.”

The purpose of this chapter is not to adjudicate the scholarly debates surrounding the ideological impact of telenovelas.  Others have already shown that much of the disagreement on these matters stems from different levels of analytic focus among scholars.
  Rather, I want to suggest that conventional discussions of telenovelas, as either instances of local autonomy or global homogenization, obscure more nuanced analyses of the variety of institutional roles that globally popular genres such as the telenovela play in today’s international television programming business.  I will argue that the era of global commercial television has sped the pace of change for genres such as the telenovela that seem uniquely suited to global program trade, as these genres split, merge, and transform due to the multiple duties they perform in settings around the globe and the constant search for new ways to target increasingly differentiated, multinational audience segments. Our theories about the impact of globalization on a genre such as the telenovela remain crude in television studies, typically assuming that globalization leads to homogenization. On the contrary, the case of the telenovela demonstrates that increased generic transformation and experimentation is a far more likely outcome of globalization.

The Telenovela: Its History and Importance

Radionovelas, the immediate progenitor of contemporary telenovelas, developed in Cuba in the 1940s as local formats of U.S. radio soap operas.  The first radionovela to make the leap to television was El Derecho de Nacer (The Right to Be Born), which became so popular on radio that it was formatted for television in various nations across Latin America. After moving to television, the genre became known as the telenovela, and spread with alacrity throughout Latin America. Today, most nations from Mexico to Chile produce domestic telenovelas.

Unlike their northern cousins, telenovelas have distinct beginnings, middles, and ends, though a single telenovela can last as much as a year.  Beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, telenovelas moved from daytime slots to prime-time, where they were used to target a broad, mass audience.
 Jesús Martín-Barbero identifies two main types of telenovelas: the first, which grew from Cuban radionovelas, concentrated on family intrigue and archetypal rivals among family members or different families. The second originated with the 1968 Brazilian telenovela Beto Rockefeller and addresses contemporary social conflicts rather than familial ones.  In both subgenres, the narrative gets its force from lovers who are separated by rival families or different socioeconomic backgrounds, and trace the heroines’ efforts to overcome the obstacles to true love. This theme of love conquering all is the basis of the classic telenovela, also known as the “telenovela rosa,” or “pink” telenovela.

In spite of the fact that radionovelas and telenovelas spread across Latin America through the efforts of transnational broadcasting corporations from the U.S., Cuba, Mexico, and Brazil, the genre took on unique characteristic in most nations. Mexican telenovelas have tended to favor the family-based telenovela rosa, even though major telenovela producers have used other subgenres to target different audiences more recently. Brazilian telenovelas, meanwhile, focus more on social themes, and have traditionally made more use of location shooting. They also have a reputation for having the highest production values in the genre. Venezuelan telenovelas, too, make extensive use of location shots and are known for featuring “steamy” love scenes, while Columbian telenovelas highlight local political issues such as kidnapping and violent crime.

The popularity of the telenovela across the Latin American captured the imagination of media scholars beginning in the 1970s, who argued that the genre encouraged dependency on the U.S., especially through its portrayal of rampant consumerism.  As another example of the Western and Northern effort to cement the inferior economic position of Latin America in a world system dominated by the U.S., telenovelas were thought to contain hidden messages of consumerism that diverted Latin American audiences from larger questions of social change.
 

During the 1980s and 1990s, led by a shift toward reception study and recognition of the growing international trade in telenovelas from Mexico and Brazil, several authors began to comment on the resilience of local televisual forms and even discuss the “reverse cultural imperialism” evident in telenovela sales to the U.S. and European markets. One set of researchers began to chart the genre’s international circulation and ask why the genre continued to flourish and even gain international audiences in a global media environment dominated by transnational corporations that supposedly were intent on spreading Western consumerism worldwide. Joseph Straubhaar, for instance, attributed the international trade in telenovelas to product life-cycle, a general international business theory stating that all internationally-traded commodities move from being produced in their nation-of-origin and sold abroad to being produced abroad and sold to their nation-of-origin. Another set of researchers, including Jesus Martin-Barbero and Ana M. Lopez, explored the reception of telenovelas, especially among minority groups throughout Latin America and the U.S.  Frequently focusing on the tensions between the urban and the rural, modernity and tradition, and communal integration and fragmentation, these researchers have developed an impressive body of research that offers one of the most convincing and sustained critiques of American media imperialism theories.

At the same time, critics of the telenovela have remained equally vocal. These researchers tend to question the significance of global telenovela flows or the impact of globalization on the genre’s local cultural specificity. Biltereyst and Meers analyze the flow of telenovelas from Latin America to Europe during the 1990s, demonstrating the decreasing reliance on imported telenovelas by most European nations as local production companies have increased their capacities. At the same time, competition from global media conglomerates in domestic markets across Latin America have eroded the popularity of telenovelas there.  This state of affairs leads the authors to argue that the international telenovela phenomenon, around which so much of the debate about globalization have centered, may be in decline.
  Meanwhile, countless researchers have suggested that international sales of the telenovela have depleted the genre’s locally-relevant content.  In fact, we see an emergent, if only tacitly acknowledged theory about the impact of globalization on local television content, which can perhaps best be described as an inverse relationship between international syndication and cultural specificity: as international sales increase, cultural specificity decreases.  The Latin American telenovela is offered up as the quintessential example of a programming genre that seems to have gone through an inevitable evolution in a world of global commercial media, from domestic cultural relevance to transnational commercialist schlock. Even Martín-Barbero, one of the earliest and staunchest defenders of the genre believes that “production for a global market implies the generalization of narrative models and the thinning out of cultural characteristics.”

The scholarly debate over telenovelas has been stymied by an underdeveloped sense of genre and generic change.  Jason Mittell has argued that television genres are textual categories constituted by various social groups, including audiences, critics, and industry professionals.
  Research to date has focused on the definition, interpretation, and evaluation of telenovelas among audiences,
 but has not examined the ways in which industry professionals understand the genre and its significance.  This chapter corrects this oversight by looking at how industry personnel use telenovelas to fill specific institutional needs, which is necessary to understand the recent transformations of the genre and their significance, as generic change “is a cultural process enacted by industry personnel.”
  My analysis draws on Daniel Mato’s observation that changes in the transnational production of telenovelas in recent years has not lead to textual homogenization, but rather a simultaneous move toward standardization and differentiation within the genre, such as the erasure of local dialects alongside the growth in nationally-distinct subgenres.
 My argument expands Mato’s insight beyond the immediate surroundings of Miami to consider the impact that international trade has had on the genre in general.  Ultimately, I argue that the concept of genre is an inherently unstable category, incapable of answering debates about cultural homogenization, imperialism, and survival in a global television world.  Rather, cultural integrity and homogenization are two extremes between which generic change oscillates depending upon prevalent social, economic, and institutional conditions.

From Latin America to Europe: International Telenovela Sales, 1950-1990s

International trade in telenovelas goes back to the 1950s when, following a path similar to radionovelas, Cuban companies sold scripts and production expertise to broadcasters throughout the Latin America.
 Mexico began exporting finished telenovelas in 1959 to the U.S. and Latin America after Telesistema Mexicano (TSM), one of the largest broadcasters and producers of the time, acquired a videotape machine. With the creation of the Spanish International Network in 1961, targeting the Spanish-speaking market in the U.S., TSM had a steady buyer for its videotaped telenovelas.  In addition to imported telenovelas from Mexico, local versions of the genre spread to Brazil, Venezuela, and many other Latin American nations. By 1976, the national Mexican broadcasting monopoly Televisa, which had incorporated TSM years earlier, exported 12,000 hours of programming, mostly telenovelas.
 Televisa remains the most prolific exporter of telenovelas, boasting a catalog of nearly 60,000 hours of telenovelas and international sales revenues of $153 million in 2002.

Brazilian telenovelas were slower to find their way into international waters, because they were produced in Portuguese rather than Spanish and therefore lacked a natural market in the surrounding “geolinguistic region.”
  Brazil had sporadic telenovela exports throughout the 1960s, but its international activities began in earnest in 1975, when TV Globo sold a telenovela to Portugal in 1975. Two years later the Globo telenovela Gabriela became the first Brazilian hit in Portugal. By the early 1980s, Escrava Isaura (Isaura the Slave Girl), which was destined to become Globo’s most successful telenovela abroad, began airing in Italy and France, and eventually spread throughout Western and Eastern Europe and Asia.  Since the mid-1980s, Brazilian telenovelas have done remarkably well in international circles. TV Globo is by far the dominant telenovela exporter in Brazil, posting sales to more than 70 nations totaling $31 million in 1996.

International telenovela trade really began to take off in the late eighties, and the genre’s international popularity soared in the 1990s, only to level off since 2000.  As with much of the rest of international television trade, the surge in popularity of Latin American telenovelas owes largely to the expansion of television channels and programming schedules in the wake of worldwide deregulation and privatization of the airwaves in the 1980s, particularly in Western Europe.  During this period, countless new commercial television channels began operating, and existing networks expanded their broadcasting hours.  Screen Digest reported in 1992 that 75% of new European channels used imported programming to fill at least half of their schedules.
  Telenovelas offered cheap, long-running programs that could fill air time and, when they did draw a following, held a committed audience for a lengthy period of time.

The opening of international markets for telenovela sales spurred exports of the genre in Venezuela and Colombia as well as in the larger Mexican and Brazilian markets.  Coral Pictures sold the first Venezuelan telenovela to Spain in 1991, and its main domestic competitor, Venevision, quickly followed suit.
 In 1996, the dominant Venezuelan producer, Venevision, exported telenovelas to thirty foreign markets, earning $20 million in sales.
 Tepuy, a Spanish distributor, built its business around representing Columbia telenovelas to international buyers beginning in 1991.
 Private broadcaster RCN in 2002 had enormous success internationally with the telenovela Yo Soy Betty la Fea (Ugly Betty).
  In addition to these “major” telenovela studios, a number of “independents” have cropped up since the late nineties, which are typically based in Miami and predominantly target the U.S. Latino audience.  Variety estimated in 1999 that more than twenty companies were involved in international telenovela sales.


The telenovela’s international success lead to aesthetic changes in the genre that reflected the growing importance of European and U.S. markets, although those changes were minimal through the late 1990s. Ana Lopez claims that efforts to appeal to U.S. viewers led Mexican producers to include U.S. Latinos and their concerns in telenovelas beginning in the 1980s. Mexican and Brazilian telenovelas decreased their use of on-location footage for more “universal” domestic settings that foreign viewers supposedly identify with better.
 In the 1990s, actors in Argentine telenovelas altered their accents so that they could be more easily accepted in other Latin American markets.  Mexican and Venezuelan telenovelas began using pan-Latin American stars to help smooth intra-continental acceptance of their programming, as well as to target the multi-ethnic Latino audience in the U.S.
  In 2002, the trade journal Channel 21 noted several changes in the telenovela to better suit it for international markets, including shortening the length of each series, as the unpredictability of imported program performance makes most buyers unwilling to make long-term series commitment.  Where international sales had become particularly lucrative and common, such as Spain, telenovela producers had taken to writing in “vacations” for characters to those locations in an effort to connect more with foreign viewers. Finally, some of the domestic political elements of telenovelas were removed because it was though that international viewers might find them off-putting, although Columbian telenovelas maintained a good deal of local political references.
 

According to Daniel Mato, the absence of significant changes in the genre through the 1990s due to international syndication owes to the fact that the domestic market in each nation remained primary for two important reasons.  First, domestic advertising sales were far more lucrative than international sales revenues, which accounted for between 2.5% and 8% of revenues earned by the main broadcasters of telenovelas in 1997.
  Perhaps more importantly, domestic performance remains the main selling point for any television series on the international market, because strong domestic ratings are frequently a prerequisite for securing a program’s international sale. In addition, the scheduling of telenovelas abroad made for relatively low prices in most nations, because they were placed in daytime hours that drew audience segments with minimal purchasing power.  In Hungary, for instance, daytime hours when telenovelas were broadcast in the late 1990s accounted for less than 10% of total advertising revenues, while prime-time accounted for 80%.
 Since the late 1990s, however, increased competition on the international sales markets, combined with the segmentation of the domestic audience in Latin America, has led to a growth in telenovela subgenres that are used to court a variety of different audience segments both at home and abroad. These institutional changes have driven much of the innovation in the genre in recent years.
From Europe to Asia: 1995-2004
While changes to the telenovela were fairly minimal up until the late nineties, more recently, the economics, markets, and aesthetics of internationally-traded telenovelas have changed rapidly. Contemporary subgenres include not only the telenovela rosa and various national subtypes, but also children’s, youth, and erotic telenovelas. In addition, the genre has combined with animation, reality shows, and other melodramatic forms.  At present, the telenovela is in a state of extreme flux, owing to the genre’s unique capacity to transcend cultural boundaries and the ways in which the concept of genre has become an institutional tool for linking transnational audience niches.

The primary international markets for telenovela sales have shifted significantly since 2000, as some regions of the world have turned away from the genre and others have warmed to it.  Biltereyst and Meers find in their analysis of telenovela purchasing in Europe that the flow of telenovelas to broadcasters in Northern and North-West Europe, which typically pay the highest prices for programming in the region, has dried up. Meanwhile, even traditionally strong markets like Italy and Spain have diminished their reliance on the genre.  In Spain, the television production industry experienced significant consolidation in 2002, and lies mostly in the hands of six or seven main players.  Increased competition for audiences has forced imported telenovelas out of prime time, which now relies mostly on locally-produced Spanish telenovelas.  Mexican-based Televisa, the main producer of Spanish language telenovelas, had co-production arrangements and investments in the Spanish market, but capitulated to the powerful Spanish conglomerates and sold its stakes in 2002. The increased use of domestic programming at broadcasters across Europe, combined with increased competition for every segment of the audience during every daypart, has led European broadcasters to move away from imported telenovelas, which had been used as filler for unimportant time slots.

East-Central Europe became a major market for telenovelas in the mid-nineties, as formerly state-run networks across the region were privatized, new terrestrial, cable and satellite channels were added, and public broadcasters began to rely more on Western imports.  However, since 2000, sales to East-Central European television channels have generally declined, partly because the libraries of the channels have filled up with telenovelas, and partly because of programming changes at the region’s television channels.  In 2000, a Hungarian television buyer at a general entertainment terrestrial channel estimated that, in terms of hours of programming, Latin American telenovelas comprised about one-third of her imports. By 2003, that channel had almost entirely stopped buying telenovelas.  According to a buyer at a rival channel, the audience had grown tired of telenovelas, and now embraced U.S.-produced fantasy series such as Xena, Warrior Princess.

East and Southeast Asia, on the other hand, have seen a boom in telenovela exports since the late 1990s, particularly Indonesia, the Philippines, and Malaysia, with distributors reporting significant potential in Vietnam, Singapore, Thailand, and Korea.  The major independent telenovela producers, including Coral, Telefe, Promark, and Comarex, estimate that as much as 35% of their international telenovela sales in 2003 came from Asian markets, and this sector is expected to grow to as much as 50% over the next several years.

What impact the shift from East-Central Europe to East and Southeast Asia as the main markets will have on the production of the genre is unpredictable.  Apparently, like their European counterparts, Asian buyers prefer the same shorter-form telenovelas.  Already, the Middle East has appeared as a vacation spot for telenovela characters, and it seems likely that resort areas in Asia will begin to appear as well.  Regarding substantive changes in content, some international television professionals believe that a growing divide was developing among East-Central European and Latin American viewers, with the former preferring “classic” telenovelas and the latter preferring more topical, modern themes.  In fact, a shift in domestic Latin American production toward more topical themes may be partly responsible for the genre’s decline in East-Central Europe.  At present, it seems as though Asian buyers are more accepting of the contemporary telenovelas.

A more profound market shift has been the growing importance of the U.S. telenovela market.  As suggested above, the U.S. market has always been a prime target for telenovela distributors, but since the 1990s, the importance of U.S. Latino audiences has grown markedly, a fact underscored by NBC’s purchase of the second-rated Spanish-language U.S. broadcaster, Telemundo, in 2002.  That year, the U.S. Latino advertising market was estimated at two-thirds the size of the advertising market in the whole of Latin America.
 Since 2002, most of the major Latin American telenovela producers have signed multi-year output deals with U.S. networks that give the networks a steady stream of programming, and gives producers guaranteed revenue.
  At the same time, Miami, Florida has emerged as a center for independent telenovela producers, most of whom target the U.S. Latino audience. The U.S. broadcasting market has also witnessed an explosion of new Latino-oriented television channels since 2000, including 19 new channels in 2004 and 13 new channels in 2003.
  In 2001, the National Association of Television Programming Executives, the largest syndication marketplace in the U.S., featured a panel on the growing Latino market during its annual sales fair.

Mato in 2002 identified a number of aesthetic changes in the genre that have accompanied the shift to producing in Miami, including a tendency to use a multinational Latino cast in order to target Latinos from various national origins, and the use of locations shots in Miami that appeal to an increasingly important Miami audience.  These changes also help facilitate exports to Latin American markets for a variety of reasons.  First, pan-Latin cable and satellite channels prefer the multinational casts, which make the programming more attractive in the multiple markets they serve.  Second, Miami has become “the promised land” for many Latin Americans, and stories set in Miami appeal to their aspirations and fantasies. “Miami has an iconographic image, which is very attractive from a distributor's perspective,” according to Marcos Santana, president of Tepuy International.
 Third, as with any television program produced in the U.S., the made-in-America stamp adds an atmosphere of quality and universality to the programs for international buyers.  That is, among international television merchants, there exists a belief that U.S. series are more acceptable to international audiences, and programming that can claim U.S. origins benefits from this perception.

Comparing the impact of the U.S. and Spanish markets for telenovelas on the worldwide production of the genre, we can see that the relative positions of the trading partner in the world economy determine the influence that the import market will have on an indigenous genre when it travels abroad.  While Spanish and southern European markets did lead some telenovelas to feature on-location shooting in these countries, the practice was limited and short-lived.  However, in the more lucrative U.S market, the trend to producing in Miami for the U.S. Latino audience has led to more widespread and profound influences.

The changing tides of telenovela exports, from Western and Eastern Europe to Asia and the U.S., demonstrate how such internationally popular genres are influenced by a host of worldwide economic and cultural conditions.  Not only do economic and business changes among the main trading partners alter the genre, but regional and global programming trends also carry genres in and out of favor.  For instance, the telenovela trend in East-Central Europe began in such markets as the Czech Republic, Poland, and Russia. Based on the success of the genre in these markets, buyers in Hungary, Romania, and Slovenia began to purchase and schedule telenovelas, and the trend later spread to Bosnia and the Balkans.  Since 2001, however, the excitement has subsided, and programmers have moved on in search of the next newest trend.

The Changing Fate of Telenovelas in Latin America

While changes in other parts of the world have had their impact on the telenovela genre, multichannel competition, audience fragmentation, skyrocketing production costs, and economic instability across Latin America have also profoundly reshaped the genre in recent years, leading to an increasingly fragmented genre crosscut by numerous subgenres, and the decline of the genre’s importance across the region.  Some observers view the changing fortunes of telenovelas in Latin America as evidence of a new wave of U.S. media imperialism, as media conglomerates move into the region’s multichannel, pay television markets with popular U.S. genres. However, the genre’s transformation owes rather to its versatility and the variety of roles that a global genre such as the telenovela are made to play in today’s international program markets.

The changing international markets for telenovelas have led to a leveling off in growth rates for foreign sales revenues since 2000, even as foreign revenues have come to represent a larger share of telenovela producers’ revenues due to the complete stagnation of the genre in advertising income generated by the genre in Latin America.  Between 1996 and 2003, domestic advertising revenues generated by Latin American telenovelas remained stagnant at $1.6 billion, while foreign sales revenues grew from $200 million to $341 million. International sales at Televisa increased from about 5% of total revenues in 1996 to about 7% in 2002.
  At the same time, the number of distributors selling internationally grew five-fold between the mid-nineties and 2002, and prices in many markets are off.  “Russia was paying $1,200 per hour, now they're paying $800; Indonesia was paying up to $1,200, now it's $700,” according to Germán Pérez Nahím, the former head of Venevision who currently heads SkyQuest, an independent producers and sales representative for America TV in Peru.
 These lower prices mean that distributor must increase the number of markets where they sell their programming in order to maintain overall foreign sales revenues. Consequently, in the early years of the twenty-first century, we have seen a boom in industry organizations and conferences devoted to the international expansion of the telenovela.

Competition among telenovelas at home and abroad has driven up production costs, as producers use more stars, better writers, more exotic locations, and flashier post-production techniques to differentiate their programming. In addition to the spike in the number of telenovela distributors operating in Latin America, competition from multichannel television and economic instability since the late 1990s have driven up production costs for telenovelas, as more and more distributors compete for increasingly fragmented audiences and shrinking advertising revenues. According to industry estimates, Latin America is the world’s largest growth-area for multi-channel television services, with subscriber growth estimated to rise 150% between 1995 and 2005, and regional advertising revenues projected to reach one billion dollars by 2010.  The actual numbers have fallen well below these estimates, however, and subscription channels in Brazil accounted for only 1.7% of total advertising spend in the first half of 2001, compared with 55% for free television.
  Still, though the loss of revenues at the large broadcasters has been small, it has not been insignificant.  In addition, Latin American markets have experienced back-to-back economic crises, the first in the late 1990s stemming from the Asian economic crisis, and the second from the Argentine and Brazilian crises of 2002. These factors have conspired to drive up production costs for telenovelas.  In Brazil between 1989 and 1995, production costs ballooned from $35,000 to $100,000 per episode.  Likewise, the main Venezuelan telenovela exporter, Venevision, paid as much as $135,000 per episode in 1996.  In 2000, Mexican telenovelas ran as much as $100,000 per episode.

Latin American producers have taken four different approaches to dealing with the increased competition among telenovelas: they have focused on opening up other markets; developed co-production arrangements and telenovela formats, where producers sell the skeleton of a series, including scripts, to local producers who remake the program with local actors; segmented the audience for telenovelas at home and abroad; and tried to expand their libraries beyond the telenovela genre.
  While none of these trends is completely new, each of them has taken on greater importance since 2002 due to changes outlined above.

The telenovela rosa remains the dominant form of the telenovela in Mexico, and the classic Brazilian telenovela also continues to generate large audiences.  Terra Nostra, the first historical Brazilian telenovela in decades, outperformed any contemporaneous telenovela in the domestic market, and also sold to more than seventy countries abroad.
  However, in addition to these classical subgenres, telenovela producers including the major producers have developed a growing number of new subgenres for different audience niches. Since 2003, telenovelas have been used to target children, teens, and adults separately, and have incorporated reality shows, animation, and eroticism.  Increased action-sequences and topical themes such as drug addiction and AIDS have come to dominate teen-oriented telenovelas, which frequently feature pop stars and music-video scenes.  Children’s telenovelas mix the melodramatic format with animation.  And adult telenovelas, in particular Playboy International co-productions, have become popular with audiences in Latin America and beyond.
  In the 2002 season, Televisa married the telenovela with the reality genre when it sponsored a reality-show vote-off contest to pick the actors for a forthcoming telenovela.  According to Eugenio Lopez Negrete, the director general of Televisa International:

Telenovelas are becoming more audience-participative.  With Who is Salome? the audience does not really know which of the three boys the lead character looks after is her real son and the viewer can be involved by voting which of the three children it should be on the internet or by calling.

In addition to helping channels compete for audience niches in the domestic market, these new subgenres can be sold or formatted abroad for similar audience niches.  Thus, rather than addressing an undifferentiated, domestic audience, the newer forms address transnational audience niches.

Telenovela co-productions, which have become increasingly common, involve producers from different nations working together on a single series, which may be released in both markets, sold internationally, or remain primarily in one of the partners’ markets.  Explaining many trends in telenovelas, including co-production, Jose Escalante, vice president and general manager of Coral International, a Miami-based producer-distributor, commented, “Traditional Latin producers have been improving the quality of their productions and they are investing larger amounts of money in these productions. Secondly, newcomers have bloomed in the distribution business, and countries that were not known for their telenovelas have started to produce excellent programming. And producers worldwide have started to produce and/or co-produce formats from other countries.”
 All of the major telenovela producers have signed co-production deals with U.S. companies since 2002, in an effort to increase domestically-produced programming for U.S. Latino audiences. In addition, co-productions of telenovelas have occurred across Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America.  “Even though we have an interest in co-producing in several genres,” says José Antonio Espinal, director of Venevision International, “we are focusing on an area where we have a well-established expertise: the telenovela.”

Formatting of telenovelas, which entails buying the scripts, promotional materials, graphics, etc., of an already-produced series and creating a local version, has become more common since 2000.  In a 2001 interview, Antonio Paez, vice president of Televisa International, told international television trade journal Channel 21 that he expected formatting to become a major revenue stream in the near future, a sentiment echoed by his colleagues across the region.
  The hit Columbian telenovela Yo Soy Betty la Fea has been formatted in several markets, including India and Indonesia, while the Argentine youth-oriented Chiquititas has been reformatted in the U.S. and Portugal.

The impact of co-production and formatting on genre practices is an open question. Formatting would seem to have less impact outside the domestic market where the format gets produced, because the original producer-distributor has little involvement once the format is sold. However, buyers frequently change important elements in formats, and the original producers follow those changes closely to see if they can be incorporated into the original format, as has been the case with Big Brother.  Formats are nothing new, but they are increasingly common forms of transborder television flow that have not figured prominently enough in our theorizations of contemporary television genres.

Co-productions, on the other hand, are more likely to have influences on a genre in every partner’s market, since the co-production concept, where all partners retain the rights to distribute the final product in their home markets, is predicated on the idea that the final product will be a blend of the cultures involved.  In fact, trade journal articles and surveys of co-producers have found that learning technical and cultural lessons from producers in different nations is a common motivation for the practice. 
 Some kinds of cultural dialogue and learning certainly must occur among co-producers.  Unfortunately, scholarly literature on telenovela co-productions and formatting is nonexistent, trade journal reports are largely factual and spotty, and the literature on co-production looks at motives and expected outcomes, rather than the intercultural interactions among partners.  Nevertheless, we can witness the kinds of results that this form of cultural mixing might lead to in ABC’s efforts to improve its youth demographics for its daytime soaps.  ABC production crews spent several months in 2002 meeting with telenovela producers and observing their productions in an attempt to introduce shorter narrative arcs that are common in telenovelas, and the strategy has paid off in the ratings.


In addition to the economic, institutional, and aesthetic changes in the genre that we have already seen, the position of the telenovela in Latin American TV schedules and distributor’s libraries has changed.  While the genre continues to dominate prime-time programming, and individual telenovelas often pull in impressive ratings, other genres have begun to encroach on the telenovela’s dominance, particularly reality programs.  Reality shows are generally cheaper to produce, and have had some rating success in the region.  Moreover, reality shows have become the newest global trend in programming, and, like their counterparts everywhere, Latin American producers and distributors want capitalize on that trend. In Mexico in 2002, for example, La Academia, a home-grown pop star reality show, ranked number one on second-place broadcaster TV Azteca.  Although dominant Mexican network Televisa had only telenovelas among its top five broadcasts, an airing of the local version of Big Brother came in sixth place.

The changing fortunes of the telenovela in the domestic environment mean that distributors have acquired international rights to a wider variety of genres.  Moreover, the uncertainties of the telenovela market have spurred a desire among Latin American distributors to diversify their programming library to guard against down-cycles in the genre, which since 2002 have included reality shows, comedies, dramas, and variety shows, in addition to telenovelas.  In 2002, for example, Tepuy International, a Miami-based telenovela producer, brought a slate of sitcoms and series to an international market, along with its traditional menu of telenovelas.  “This is the first attempt to break into the market with a product other than a telenovela,” said company president Marcos Santana, “If we want to grow, we must incorporate other genres.”
  In 2003, Marcella Campos, head of contents and international development for Argentina-based production house Promofilm, sounded a similar chord regarding Latin American reality shows. “The format market in Latin America has changed a great deal in the last two years,” she says. “These countries started out being just buyers, but now they are not only starting to create but also exporting their creativity to the rest of the world.”

The changing fortunes of the telenovela genre in its primary domestic markets seems to add fuel to the argument that the globalization of Latin American markets has led to a decline in culturally-relevant programming.  However, the claim that telenovelas are indigenous while local versions of Big Brother are not seems highly suspect. Rather, what has happened is that producers and programmers have begun to think of audiences differently, and now seek to provide relevant programming for certain attractive segments of the audience at certain times of the day with new programming innovations. These niches increasingly extend beyond the nation-state to encompass similar audience segments around the world.  Global genres such as the telenovela are key to cobbling together these far-flung audience niches.

Conclusion: Globalization and Generic Transformation

The institutional and aesthetic changes in the telenovela traced in this chapter unquestionably relate to larger economic and cultural processes of media globalization, as both Latin American conglomerates and audiences have become more integrated into a system of commercial media dominated by multinational corporations based in the U.S. and Europe.  Certainly, broadcasters and producers in these richer nations have a greater impact on transforming the genre than those in economically less powerful nations, but to reduce these changes to a simple dichotomy of homogenization versus localization misrepresents the complexity of the interactions among global institutions, texts, and audiences.  The telenovela has become more, not less, differentiated as the genre has had to fulfill a variety of roles for broadcasters around the world.  Encompassing reality telenovelas, erotic telenovelas, animated telenovelas, and youth telenovelas, the genre offers multiple ways for broadcasters around the world to connect with increasingly differentiated audience segments, at the same time that direct sales, formatting, and co-productions offer a variety of different costs and arrangements among buyers and sellers that can be tailored to the economic capacities and business priorities of different importers.

Rather than ask whether globalization leads to homogenization, we need to theorize the various strategies of standardization and differentiation that characterize global commercial television’s treatment of genres and audiences.  Genres offer television broadcasters a simple and fairly reliable way to connect with their audiences; they boil down the potentially infinite number of ways that television culture might appeal to viewers to a small and manageable size. Therefore, we need to ask several questions about the institutionalization of genres in a global media environment: Which genres are used to target which audiences?  Why are certain genres used instead of others?  How are undifferentiated audiences segmented, and why are they segmented in certain ways and not others? To what extent does the availability of certain genres drive the segmentation of audiences?  Only by asking such questions can we begin to understand why certain genres seem to have global appeal.  For instance, several broadcasters in a variety of markets around the world have identified a 9-14 “tween” audience that supposedly has different tastes than older or younger children, and this process has lead to the global popularity of Japanese anime as a genre capable of reaching that demographic.

Thus far, scholars of telenovelas, regardless of their theoretical orientation, have tended to assume that something universal in the genre explains its appeal, whether that universal element is crass consumer culture, the struggle between the modern and the traditional, or a melodramatic sensibility among the world’s viewers.  What this examination of the global telenovela business has revealed is that, while these reasons may have some validity when discussing audience responses, the main explanation for the global popularity of the genre is that it filled particular institutional needs at a moment when television sales and acquisitions businesses were looking to international sources.  Telenovelas offered a cost-effective way to draw in substantial, but relatively unimportant, audience segments to daytime and afternoon time slots; their global popularity offers evidence of how an internationalized programming business leads programmers everywhere to think in similar ways about audience’s preferences and genres.  By conceptualizing diverse audiences around the world as comprised of the same segments that can be targeted with similar programming, producers and programmers have created the business conditions necessary for global genres to circulate.  As business conditions continue to change, genres such as the telenovela that are called upon to fulfill multiple functions in diverse markets around the world will continue to splinter and blur into more and more subgenres at a faster and faster pace.
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