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The Hybrid Grid: Globalization, Cultural Power, and Hungarian Television Schedules

The American situation comedy Married with Children began airing in Hungary in 1997 on TV3, a now-defunct cable channel owned by U.S.-based media conglomerate Central European Media Enterprises (CME). Only months earlier, CME had lost its bid for one of the first two commercial terrestrial broadcasting licenses in Hungarian history, and was forced instead to settle for cable channel TV3. Married with Children quickly became a cult classic whose popularity persists to this day.  Not only does the series continue to air on cable channel Viasat3, but young men and boys still proudly sport T-shirts promoting main character Al Bundy’s fictional, anti-feminist organization, ‘NO MA’AM’ (National Organization of Men Against Amazonian Masterhood).  In downtown Budapest, a women’s shoe store carries the name ‘Al Bandy,’ a phonetic Hungarian rendering of ‘Bundy.’
While the reasons for the popularity of Married with Children in Hungary at the time are probably numerous, one factor was certainly the show’s scheduling. Because of the insistence of TV3’s American parent company, and against the best instincts of the channel’s Hungarian programming executives who knew that no American situation comedy had ever performed well in Hungary, Married with Children was placed at the beginning of prime-time—a placement that helped guarantee the show’s widespread appeal.  Recalling her reaction to the series, a former TV3 programming executive, Ágnes Havas, claims, ‘Basically, Married with Children was required programming by CME. And the cassette arrived, and … the general director said,… ‘My God, this is crap. What are we going to do with this?’… Of course, we had the acquisition and programming experts from London and from Amsterdam, from Nova TV in the Czech Republic, and they said, ‘You should have this show in your prime time. Lead with it in prime time’’ (personal interview, 2002).  TV3’s programmers followed the advice.
The story behind the scheduling of Married with Children on TV3 Hungary may seem to demonstrate the power of Western-based transnational media conglomerates to force their programming practices on television cultures worldwide. While such an interpretation would not be inaccurate, it would be woefully incomplete.  In fact, this anecdote illustrates the complexity of program scheduling decisions in contemporary television markets in much of the world, especially the hybrid nature of programming practices. In times of uncertainty and change, such as the transition to commercial television broadcasting that began in Hungary in 1997, programmers are likely to rely on advice from abroad, especially from colleagues in other markets in the region and those who are part of the same conglomerate. In other words, while the executives at CME certainly pressured TV3 to carry Married with Children, the decision still rested with local executives, who scheduled the series in the lead prime-time spot based upon a mix of domestic and non-domestic factors.
In this essay, I demonstrate in some detail the variety of factors, both foreign and domestic, that come into play in specific scheduling decisions, paying particular attention the conditions under which power relations among domestic, regional, and global ideas differ.  I concentrate on three case studies of scheduling innovation in Hungary—the scheduling of Latin American telenovelas in daytime, the introduction and expansion of reality shows in prime-time, and the placement of reality show outtakes in late night—each of which demonstrates different routes through which foreign scheduling practices enter the market.  I focus on a single national market, rather than comparing practices across markets, because most television outlets continue to buy programming on a nationwide basis and compete for viewers in national markets. Therefore, domestic economic, regulatory, institutional, and cultural forces influence scheduling practices in complex ways, and one of the overriding arguments I wish to make is that we need to comprehend this complexity more fully if we hope to understand the origins and consequences of current scheduling practices.  I have chosen to concentrate on Hungary for two reasons. First, the scant research on scheduling to date has been conducted in affluent, self-sufficient markets such as the US, the UK, and Australia, and gives the impression that the observations are generally applicable worldwide.  However, the scheduling practices of smaller markets such as Hungary that depend heavily on imported programming and foreign investment depart markedly from those of the larger markets.  In fact, the Hungarian experience is perhaps more common worldwide than the relatively independent scheduling practices of larger and richer nations.(1)
Without a clear understanding of the origins of scheduling practices in an era of global television programming, we risk misunderstanding the importance and causes of worldwide television flows. Domestic scheduling practices determine the success or failure of specific programs, their demographic appeal, and their subsequent cultural impact. Such practices also guide future import decisions, as programmers make purchasing decisions based upon their interpretations of which programming genres have been popular with particular audience segments. In addition, as new scheduling innovations develop, they can profoundly alter a nation’s or a region’s acquisitions profile.
Despite the importance of scheduling in shaping international television flows, such decisions seem to be relatively independent, and seldom owe to the coercive powers of large media conglomerates attempting to spread out their programming costs over as many channels as possible, as some scholars suggest (i.e., Herman and McChesney, 1997).  While foreign owners do get involved in domestic scheduling decisions, as in the Married with Children example above, not only are such instances rare, but they tend to obscure the more common routes through which international scheduling practices find their way into markets such as Hungary. Even international channels owned by large conglomerates typically employ domestic programmers who select programming from the international markets and schedule them based upon their own perceptions of the fit between imported programs and audience preferences.  A programming executive for HBO Central Europe, for instance, confided the channel’s frustration that it could not get rights to air the series The Sopranos from HBO International Program Distribution because the series had been sold in large package deals to broadcasters throughout the region, who were scheduling it in desolate, late-night and overnight timeslots (anonymous HBO programming executive, 2001, 2002, personal interview). Still, programmers’ ideas of what will work on their channels are hybrids, deriving as much from interactions with other professionals around the world as from programmers’ observations of local viewers’ tastes.
The hybrid nature of television scheduling points to the wider and more profound phenomenon of discourses about television that circulate among television professionals worldwide. These discourses constitute a more mundane form of what Appadurai (1990: 299) terms ‘ideoscapes’: they are not ‘ideologies of states and the counter-ideologies of movements,’ as he defines the term, but rather professional knowledge about the proper and possible uses of technology. These forms of professional knowledge travel alongside global television programming and instruct television professionals everywhere about how and why people watch television, the kinds of programming that best fit viewer preferences, and the potential forms and purposes of television. The variety of these discourses, their prevalence among programming executives in different countries and at different kinds of broadcasters, and their cultural roots are perhaps as powerful in effecting cultural change as are aggregate programming flows or the meanings that viewers derive from imported programming.
Program Scheduling and Hybridity
Raymond Williams (1974) coined the term ‘flow’ to describe the way in which television is generally experienced as a sequence of juxtaposed textual elements, including commercials, programs, and promotional spots, rather than discrete textual units. As ‘the defining characteristic of broadcasting’ (86), flow encompasses planned program schedules, and refers to a very different concept than the flow of programming across national borders, which is common in international communication.(2) Despite Williams’ (1974) attention to scheduling, however, critical media scholars have shown little interest in examining television scheduling practices.  Some studies have looked at ‘medium range’ programming flows among segments of individual shows and advertisements (Caputi, 1991; Budd, et al, 1983), but few address the organization of what Williams (1974: 98) called ‘an evening’s viewing.’  Instead, the majority of research on scheduling has been conducted by applied researchers examining the impact of various techniques and innovations on audience ratings or changes in prevalent scheduling practices (Adams, 1997; Eastman, et al, 1985; Eastman, Neal-Lunsford & Riggs, 1995; McDowell and Sutherland, 2000; Rust and Eechambadi, 1989; Tiedge and Ksobiech, 1988). While such research has described and evaluated the success of various practices, it addresses neither the cultural significance of scheduling nor the impact of globalization on the world’s television schedules.

Research examining international television flows has recognized, albeit incompletely, that scheduling practices mediate the cultural impact of foreign programming on domestic television cultures. Often distinguishing between prime time and non-prime time hours when comparing the volumes and kinds of imported programs in different nations, this research assumes that imported programs used as ‘filler’ in the hours outside of prime time are somehow less culturally pernicious than prime time imports (i.e., DeBens and de Smaele, 2002). In this article, I show that scheduling matters not because of the differential cultural impact of programming in various dayparts, but because scheduling determines the types, sources, and quantities of imported programming in the first instance.

The small amount of institutional research on scheduling has tended to emphasize its domestic character and authenticity. David Cardiff and Paddy Scannell (1987), for instance, argue that the BBC’s radio schedule was constructed around annual national ceremonies rather than the ‘fixed point’ daily timeslots that characterized the American radio networks.  These national ceremonies were the only predictable and massively attended BBC programs at the time. In their estimation, this program organization continues to inform contemporary television schedules and mark them as authentically British.

In a similar vein, John Ellis (2000) provides a broad overview of scheduling practices in general, and the BBC and ITV in particular, developing the theory that the program schedule is a sedimented document of the nation’s television habits. Ellis (2000) identifies several scheduling grids, distinguished by duration, including yearly, seasonal, monthly, weekly, and daily schedules, which provide clues about who watches television when, and how television viewing fits in with other leisure pursuits.  One of Ellis’ (2000: 36) overriding arguments is that scheduling has a cultural force, which has heretofore been largely ignored, and that this force is largely inward-looking and domestic. ‘The character of the national scheduling battle constituted a formidable site of resistance and resilience in the face of any globalizing tendencies that might bear down upon it,’ he writes. ‘Any imported show is imported into this context of scheduling and its cultural identity is significantly altered as a result.’ Scheduling, in this view, operates as a fortress of authenticity against imported programming, because industry lore about scheduling comes from observations of the domestic market by domestic programmers. While this observation may be accurate in largely self-sufficient markets such as the UK, industry lore about scheduling in much of the world increasingly derives from both unique local conditions and imported ideas.
Echoing Ellis’ (2000) characterization of the domestic character of the program schedule, Stuart Cunningham and Elizabeth Jacka (1996: 19) liken scheduling to a semiotic code, in which ‘the time slot is the paradigmatic aspect [while] … the sequence of program…flow is the syntagmatic element.’  Much like language differences, differences in ‘the mix of programs, the favoured genres, the way they are grouped into time slots and blocks’ continue to ‘mark a television service as local.’ The strength of this insight is that it reminds us that television as a phenomenon refers not just to programs, but to the varied and complex ways that television viewing fits in with other social activities and pastimes, as well as how those relationships have developed over time.

Unlike the syntax of a language, however, broadcast schedules have been intentionally international since the beginning. In some instances, the schedules of foreign broadcasters were simply copied, such as the Australian Broadcasting Company’s former practice of beginning programs at 10 and 25 minutes past the hour, like the BBC (Cunningham and Jacka, 1996). In other instances, such as the BBC’s disdain for American-style fixed point radio schedules prior to the mid-1930s, foreign scheduling practices can serve as the ‘other’ against which domestic scheduling practices develop (Hilmes, 2003, p. 66).  In both of these instances, the syntagmatic dimension of the program schedule is more deeply inflected with foreign practices than linguistic syntax.  Furthermore, scheduling practices change much more rapidly than linguistic syntax, especially when institutional, economic, or technological changes occur. Over the past twenty years, for instance, due to rapid, worldwide expansion of broadcasting hours and channel capacity, countless new scheduling practices have become necessary, and many have been imported from abroad along with programming.
Rather than Ellis’ (2000) metaphor of the program schedule as sedimented national document or Cunningham and Jacka’s (1996) semiotic metaphor, a more apt metaphor for the impact of imported programming on domestic program schedules can be found in creole linguistics, which studies languages formed by the interaction of foreign and indigenous languages.  Early theories of creole linguistics suggested that foreign words, or lexifiers, were adapted to indigenous, or substrate, syntaxes (Jourdan, 1991).  The corollary to this theory in program scheduling is Cunningham and Jacka’s (1996) suggestion that foreign programs are imported into indigenous program schedules. However, most creolists now agree that, while lexifiers generally provide the words and substrates provide the grammar of creole languages, the grammatical structures of the lexifier language also influence creole grammar in a variety of ways, depending crucially on the social relations among creole and non-creole speakers (Degraff, 2002; Jourdan, 1991; Pargman, 2004; Singler, 1988).  If we adapt this theory to television scheduling, we would expect that, under certain circumstances, the importation of programs from abroad would also lead to the importation of scheduling strategies.  Of course, one limitation to this metaphor lies in the fact that contact among linguistic communities in the formation of creole languages is more intimate than contact among foreign and domestic programmers.  Nevertheless, as the research in this article shows, domestic programmers do have contact with a variety of programmers abroad.
Todd Gitlin (1985: 61) shows how US programmers rely heavily on the industry’s ‘official lore’ when it comes to making scheduling decisions.  Although network programmers uniformly believe that the placement of programs in the schedule affects audience performance, their impressions of the relationship between placement and performance rarely rest on hard data.  Instead, programmers learn the skills of the trade from one another.  Given the era in which Gitlin conducted his interviews, as well as the self-sufficiency and insularity of the US television market, his focus on the domestic nature of scheduling lore was appropriate.  Today, as we will see, the internationalization of media ownership and program trade has prompted the worldwide circulation and hybridization of scheduling lore.  While such hybridity is most common in less self-sufficient markets, it seems to mark scheduling practices almost everywhere.
By defining program grids as hybrid phenomena, I mean to call attention to the processes of cultural negotiation that contemporary scheduling entails. Drawing on Marwan Kraidy’s (2002: 335) insight that we need to move beyond an uncritical celebration of hybridity as a form of pluralist cultural mixing, I here conceive of ‘hybridities as practices of hegemony,’ in which knowledge from several foreign and local sources, structured by relations of economic and organizational power, are brought to bear in specific decisions.  Under conditions of uncertainty in highly lucrative dayparts, such as TV3 Hungary’s situation described above, scheduling decisions will draw on the experiences of foreign colleagues or superiors within the larger organization, programmers in nearby or culturally proximal markets, or competing telecasters in the domestic market.  When both uncertainty and the economic stakes are lower, domestic knowledge about how to structure the program grid will tend to prevail. Nevertheless, scheduling practices are viral, in the sense that successful ideas, regardless of their origins, can become relatively permanent. For example, the widespread use of stripping episodes of the same series each weekday in daytime hours throughout Europe was imported from the U.S. in the early 1990s (Millichip, 1995).
Television Scheduling in Hungary

One of the primary reasons for the hybridity of contemporary scheduling practices is the hybridity of network ownership. The Hungarian television landscape is dominated by two commercial broadcasters, TV2 and RTL Klub, both of whom are owned by a consortium of local investors and transnational media conglomerates. Each broadcaster averages about forty percent of the national audience in a given day, while the public broadcaster, Magyar Televízió (MTV), by comparison, attracts about fifteen percent of viewers, with the remainder of the audience split among cable and local channels (AGB Hungary, 2002). Both TV2 and RTL Klub are majority-owned by Western European media conglomerates. Luxembourgois media powerhouse CLT-Ufa, itself a subsidiary of Bertelsmann, AG, is the majority owner of RTL Klub, while Scandinavian SBS Communications controls 49% of the voting stock of TV2. Both CLT-Ufa and SBS Communications own a number of television channels throughout Western and Eastern Europe (Galik, 2004).
The competitive structure of the Hungarian television market exerts a strong influence on scheduling practices, leading the main commercial broadcasters to program aggressively against one another, while the public broadcaster and cable channels fight for remains. AGB Hungary’s minute-by-minute ratings reports intensify the aggressive competition among the commercial broadcasters, as they allow the channels to figure their programming decisions down to the minute, based upon what time the competitor’s credits are rolling, what time it begins and ends its advertising breaks, and so forth.  Moreover, the two-channel commercial market encourages both channels to be highly risk-averse in their scheduling and programming, because every viewer lost by a channel typically goes to the competitor, so losses count double: that is, a drop of five percent in the ratings is likely to result in an increase of five-percent at the competitor’s channel, thereby altering the gap between the two channels by a total of ten percentage points (personal interview, Péter Kolosi, 2002).

Schedules in different dayparts attract different levels of attention, due to their relative importance for advertising revenues and prestige. In prime time, for instance, RTL Klub and TV2 schedule against each other on a minute-by-minute basis. Péter Kolosi, the program director of RTL Klub, explains how TV2 scheduled a new, prime time sitcom, Szeret, Nem Szeret (He Loves Me, He Loves Me Not), a local version of the Canadian sitcom Love Bugs, to coincide precisely with the ending of RTL Klub’s local soap opera hit, Barátok Közt (Between Friends). ‘You could see exactly that Barátok Közt was just over and [Szeret, Nem Szeret] just started. So of course, if something is over, people start to zap’ (personal interview, 2002). While such minute-by-minute competition does not make or break a program, it can have a significant financial impact.  During non-prime time dayparts in Hungary, the competition for viewers is not as fierce as it is during prime time, because advertising revenues are significantly smaller. Consequently, scheduling decisions are less finely-tuned during non-prime time hours (personal interview, Ágnes Koperveisz, director of research, TV2, 2002).
Each of the case studies here examines a scheduling innovation in a different daypart, when audience size and make-up, advertising rates, and intensity of competition differ. The purpose of these case studies is to map the various sources and routes of imported scheduling ideas, as well as the conditions under which foreign innovations appear in the domestic Hungarian market. Together, these examples demonstrate that few scheduling ideas develop solely within the borders of Hungary; most ideas are borrowed. This situation may well owe to the relatively young commercial market in Hungary, which has not yet had time to develop a wide range of domestic scheduling practices suited to its unique cultural needs.  Whether such developments will occur remains impossible to predict.  However, it is certain that the scheduling practices of newly commercializing markets such as Hungary exhibit a good deal more foreign influence than more established markets such as the US, the UK, and Australia are thought to.
Daytime Telenovelas in Central Europe: The Role of the Regional in Domestic Scheduling
As in much of Central and Eastern Europe, imported Latin American telenovelas have a long history in Hungarian television. In the late 1980s, the Brazilian telenovela Escrava Isaura (Isaura the Slave Girl) attracted an eighty-percent rating during prime time on MTV, the only nationwide broadcaster at the time (Biltereyst & Meers, 2000). Such a performance in prime time, however, was a rarity, and most telenovelas thereafter were scheduled in daytime. When the commercial channels began broadcasting in 1997, they continued MTV’s practice of scheduling telenovelas in daytime. This practice, repeated at commercial broadcasters across Central and Eastern Europe, led to a region-wide upsurge in telenovela trade. The story of how telenovelas came to dominate Hungarian daytime and how they were replaced offers us a window into the development of region-wide scheduling trends, the uncertainties that surround daytime scheduling decisions in a newly commercialized market, and the practical constraints that the economics of global television trade place on scheduling choices.
From 1997-2001, telenovelas continued to be popular daytime fair in Hungary. Commercial and public broadcasters programmed the serials in both morning and afternoon timeslots each weekday. Some even block-scheduled telenovelas back-to-back in daytime, generating a need for a large number of programming hours (Fraser, 2004). While not ratings blockbusters, telenovelas performed well enough to remain in the programming schedules year-in and year-out during time periods that were not very aggressively programmed. One buyer at TV2 whom I interviewed in 2001 claimed that, in terms of the number of programming hours acquired each year, one-third were Latin American telenovelas, another third comprised U.S. movies and series, and the final third were European products. Other buyers and programmers at the rival commercial network and the public broadcaster confirmed the telenovela trend, as did industry trade journals. Telenovelas even found their way into access prime time, the timeslot prior to the beginning of prime-time, where they were used to bring women viewers back to the set following the male-skewing evening news (Fraser, 2004).
The use of block-scheduling and the placement of telenovelas in access prime-time demonstrate Central European scheduling innovations that utilizes the genre more flexibly than elsewhere in the world: in their domestic markets, telenovelas were mainly scheduled in prime-time until the early 2000s, and primarily filled morning and afternoon dayparts in European markets, except for Spain, Portugal, and Italy, where they occasionally found their way into prime-time (Biltereyst & Meers, 2000).   While it is impossible to reconstruct the historical roots of these Central European scheduling innovations, their prevalence in markets across the region and the uniqueness of the phenomenon compared to markets in other regions of the world suggest that they stemmed primarily from regional sources. One Hungarian buyer I interviewed confirmed that she had several discussions with colleagues in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Poland about which telenovelas to purchase and how to schedule them effectively (personal interview, Edina Balogh, acquisitions assistant, RTL Klub, 2001).
By the time I returned to Hungary in 2002, several programmers informed me that the telenovela ‘bubble’ had burst (personal interview, Edina Balogh, acquisitions assistant, RTL Klub, 2002; personal interview, Bianca Balázs, acquisitions executive, TV2, 2002; personal interview, Ágnes Havas, former acquisitions executive, TV2 2002).  Bianca Balázs, an acquisitions executive at TV2, explained, ‘We had some time when we had a lot of telenovelas from Mexican companies, and it was a big hit for a while. And after one-and-a-half years, we had it slowly change.  And now we can only use these programs in the very early afternoon’ (personal interview, 2002). According to both program buyers and program sellers, the reason for the genre’s decline between 2001 and 2002 was a change in viewers’ preferences, who had grown tired of the genre. Fortunately for program schedulers, the ending of this trend coincided neatly with the end of the rights periods for many telenovelas in Hungary (personal interview, anonymous programming executive, 2002). In fact, the main reason for the altered fortunes of telenovelas in Central Europe probably lies in changes at the largest television broadcasters in Mexico and Brazil, which also own the main production and distribution houses. These broadcaster-producers responded to increased competition for audiences from cable and satellite channels in their domestic markets by creating more telenovelas for niche audiences, which led to a disconnect between domestic audiences and the older, female-dominated Hungarian audience (author, in press). The resulting decline in telenovela acquisitions across the region hit distributors hard, and the slump in sales continued through 2004 (‘Novelas’).
Regardless of the reasons for the dissipation of the telenovela trend in Hungary and the region, the perception of that change among program schedulers led to a problem: what other kinds of programming might appeal to daytime viewers? Both TV2 and RTL Klub turned first to Hollywood series that they had acquired as part of film packages Packaging is a distribution strategy of the major Hollywood distributors that requires buyers to purchase unwanted television programs in order to get the broadcasting rights to particularly popular Hollywood blockbusters. RTL-Klub tried ‘fantasy’ series, such as Xena: Warrior Princess, in its late morning and early afternoon slots (personal interview, Edina Balogh, acquisitions assistant, RTL Klub, 2002). Normally, such series might have been ‘burned’ in overnight time slots. In addition, both channels began to program talk shows centred on personal relationships and social deviance in the afternoon (personal interview, Edina Balogh, 2002). The public broadcaster MTV was much slower to alter its program schedule, and in 2004 continued to use telenovelas as late morning programming. MTV’s decision to stick with daytime telenovelas owes less to a commitment to the genre than to a lack of other acquisitions or self-productions to use in the time-slot (personal interview, anonymous MTV programming executive, 2002).
Decisions about how to program telenovelas in Hungary and across Central Europe, as well as decisions about how to replace them, seem to have taken place outside the shadow of both the conglomerates who own the channels and the large telenovela distributors who sell the programming. The initial scheduling decisions were regional, rather than domestic, in origin, facilitated by region-wide commercial organizations and industry conferences, while the replacement decisions were domestic in character. However, the economic realities of the Hungarian market severely limited programmers’ options, because they could only afford to schedule self-produced talk-shows or unwanted acquisition that were already ‘on the shelves’ in this timeslot.  Thus, less profitable dayparts, such as daytime, are particularly open to regional and global trends in Hungary simply because they aren’t worth the time or the cost that more tailored scheduling practices would require.  Even when Hungarian programmers make their own decisions during daytime, those decisions are deeply influenced by the economic priorities of the global programming markets.
These observations, of course, refer only to the Hungarian market, and perhaps the other nations of Central Europe, but the general principle may have wider application.  While programmers in different markets may define these less profitable dayparts differently, such dayparts exist in all markets, during which less money and effort are expended on developing the schedule.  These are the dayparts that may be most open to regionally and globally standardized scheduling solutions, such as the use of telenovelas as daytime programming across much of Western Europe in the 1990s (Biltereyst & Meers, 2000).
Prime-Time Reality: Indigenizing Foreign Scheduling Practices
Prime time schedules, at least at large commercial broadcasters, are the most carefully tailored to domestic viewer preferences, due to the economic importance of prime time advertising revenues.  While this fact would seem to guarantee a large amount of home-grown scheduling practices and autonomy among domestic programmers, non-domestic scheduling practices can still find their way into the domestic market, where they may become commonplace. For instance, when a foreign-owned broadcaster’s performance falters, foreign program executives can become deeply involved.  Moreover, because all broadcasters respond to domestic competitive conditions, successful foreign programming practices can influence domestic programmers at other broadcasters as well. The scheduling of reality shows in Hungary provides a case study of how imported scheduling practices can spread throughout a domestic program schedule, how they get indigenized, and how they can profoundly alter the acquisitions profile of a country.
Because of the size of the Hungarian market and the comparatively high production costs of fly-on-the-wall reality shows like Endemol’s Big Brother, reality shows were slow to come to Hungary. Cable channel Viasat3 was the first to air such a series, The Bar, in 2000, which focused on contestants’ efforts to successfully manage a local Budapest pub, and achieved quite good ratings for a small cable channel (personal interview, anonymous programming executive, Viasat3, 2002; personal interview, anonymous programming executive, Viasat3, 2001). As a result of Viasat3’s success, RTL Klub commissioned a study examining the feasibility of launching its own reality show. However, due to global instability in the advertising markets beginning in late 2000, which picked up speed throughout 2001, the broadcaster decided against creating a reality show, preferring to stick with less financially risky programming (personal interview Péter Kolosi, director of programming, RTL-Klub, 2002). At the same time, TV2 had fallen persistently out of the first-place ranking it had enjoyed since the launch of commercial television in 1997. As a result, senior executives from TV2’s Scandinavian majority-owner, SBS Communications, took a much more active role in the broadcaster’s day-to-day operations, including an attempt to refocus the programming to target 18-39 year-old, urban viewers. As part of its new identity, TV2 decided to produce a local version of Big Brother to serve as the centrepiece of its 2002 prime time schedule (personal interview, Bianca Balázs and Gábor Szőllőssy, acquisitions directors, TV2, 2002). Perhaps predictably, Big Brother became the opening salvo in a reality show battle that spread throughout Hungarian television.
Big Brother arrived in Hungarian prime time accompanied by months of hype, including promotional features in magazines about the contestants, billboards that simply announced the starting date, and, of course, countless promotional spots on TV2. Premiering on September 1, 2002, Big Brother immediately shot to the top of the ratings, where it would remain until RTL Klub knocked it out in November with its own reality show. Rather than purchase an international format, RTL Klub resurrected the program it had abandoned only a year earlier, dubbing the series Való Világ (Real World, no relation to MTV’s format of the same name) and promoting it as the ‘Hungarian’ reality show (personal interview, Péter Kolosi, director of programming, RTL Klub, 2002). However, even a less-than-casual observer could be forgiven for seeing little difference between the two programs. Big Brother (Nagy Testvér) featured twelve strangers living together and enduring a variety of challenges, while the audience voted one of the contestants off the show each week until a single contestant remained. Való Világ, on the other hand, featured ten contestants. The main difference among the shows was that the audience also voted contestants into the Való Világ house. The two shows staggered their weekly ‘vote-out’ episodes, which tend to be the most highly-rated episodes, with Való Világ eliminating contestants on Fridays and Big Brother doing so on Saturdays.
From the outset, Big Brother and Való Világ became the backbones of TV2’s and RTL Klub’s prime time schedules, demonstrating the anticipated draw of the programming. Spanning two or three distinct ‘episodes’ per day, instalments of the comings and goings of the contestants in both houses were used as ‘hammocks’ to support weaker shows, as lead-ins to build audiences for ensuing programming, and as ‘tentpoles’ to support the entire prime time line-up. Prior to the beginning of reality shows, Hungarian prime time spanned 7 p.m. – 11 p.m., and was typically populated by local versions of international game shows, such as Who Wants to be a Millionaire?, local infotainment magazines, and imported films and series, mostly from the U.S., Europe, and Canada. Initially, TV2 programmed a promotional, ten-minute Big Brother teaser at 7:00, followed by a thirty-minute game show and an hour of the main episode of Big Brother edited down from the previous day’s happenings. Afterwards, TV2 programmed a film or series, followed by a twenty-minute ‘live,’ studio-based episode of Big Brother at the end of prime time that recapped the earlier episode and included interviews with contestants and viewers’ comments via phone and text messages. Scheduling the show each night during prime time repeats the format’s scheduling in its native Netherlands and throughout Western Europe, a practice that was obviously imported along with the format.
RTL Klub, on the other hand, initially programmed Való Világ against the main episode of Big Brother, using Való Világ as a tentpole for the lead-in infotainment magazine Fókusz. By October, however, the broadcaster moved Való Világ to the beginning of prime time and hammocked its infotainment magazine between Való Világ and the broadcaster’s popular local soap opera, Barátok Közt. This move demonstrates the growing popularity of Való Világ, which became the first locally-produced reality show in the world to beat Big Brother in head-to-head competition (personal interview, Péter Kolosi, director of programming, RTL Klub, 2002). At one point, RTL Klub began using two full hours of Való Világ in prime time. By November, however, Való Világ’s scheduling came to resemble Big Brother’s almost identically, with both broadcasters running promotional episodes at the beginning of prime time, followed by the main episode in the second hour of prime time, and a final ‘live’ episode near the end of prime time or in late night.
The scheduling lore that reality shows, stripped in prime time, are the best way to attract large, young adult viewers spread quickly through the Hungarian television business, replacing older assumptions. ‘Only reality can compete with reality,’ explains RTL Klub programming director Péter Kolosi, citing his one-time attempt to counter-program the Saturday night episode of Big Brother with the Sean Connery film Russia House (1990). ‘We made a thirteen-percent [rating],’ he laments, ‘when they made about 60. So that was the best[-rated] Big Brother ever’ (personal interview, 2002). Thus, even though RTL Klub had given Való Világ several weeks to find its audience, even though the genre as a whole had taken more than a season to catch on, and even though RTL Klub had dismissed the idea of developing its own reality show only one year earlier, changes at TV2 had led Kolosi to revise his understanding of program scheduling. What is more, the intense competition in prime time prevented him from exploring other scheduling options. Instead, he internalized the imported scheduling solution, even as he helped indigenize the scheduling of reality shows by relying on them to fill a good deal of the prime time schedule. Kolosi even used reality shows to expand prime time programming beyond 11 p.m. by running episodes of Való Világ until 9:30 and running a Hollywood film from 9:30-11:30, because ‘people are willing to stay awake ten or fifteen minutes to half an hour to see the end of the film’ (personal interview, 2002).

The steady expansion of reality shows throughout prime time in Hungary, at one point constituting more than two hours of prime time slots, seems to have been a Hungarian scheduling innovation. While the initial practice of stripping reality in prime time came from abroad, those strategies were adapted to fit specifically the viewing habits and competitive conditions of the domestic market.  In particular, head-to-head competition with duelling, nearly identical reality shows during prime time at the two largest national broadcasters is a scheduling practice unique to the Hungarian market, and one that continues to this day.  In this instance, then, foreign scheduling practices entered the domestic market in a two-stage process: first, through the direct intervention at a poorly performing channel by parent-company executives, and, second, through copycat scheduling practices at the competing broadcaster.  Once the practices entered the domestic market and became successful, however, they were open to creative manipulation on the parts of domestic programmers at both stations.

Due to the economic importance of prime-time advertising revenues, which in Hungary accounts for about eighty-percent of total television advertising expenditures (personal interview, Ágnes Koperveisz, director of research, TV2, 2002), domestically-tailored scheduling practices seem to gain the upper hand, although they may be based initially upon imported strategies.  This observation seems applicable to other commercial broadcasting markets as well, in which the pace of scheduling innovation and change is high due to the fierce competition for viewers and subsequent advertising dollars.  Under such conditions, foreign programming practices will likely be tried out, regardless of the presence of foreign direct investment, in the constant search for new ways to target viewers. In the US, for instance, strip-scheduling in prime-time was virtually unheard of at the national broadcast networks until the strategy was imported along with reality shows from Europe.
Reality Shows in Late-Night: Learning from International Channels
To influence domestic scheduling practices, foreign programmers need not have direct interaction with domestic executives. In fact, most programmers of internationally distributed cable and satellite channels are probably unaware of the impact that their scheduling practices have on broadcasters in nations such as Hungary. Nevertheless, as this final case study examining the scheduling of ‘adult’ outtakes from Hungarian reality shows in late night makes clear, domestic program innovations often respond to pre-existing scheduling practices on international cable and satellite channels.
As mentioned above, TV2 began programming a thirty-minute daily recap and live interview episode of Big Brother on the day after the show’s premiere at the end of prime time, running from 10:50-11:10. The main purpose of this episode was not only to promote the show for those who had missed the prime time episode, but also to increase discussion of the show in internet chat rooms, to promote the show’s website, and to make additional revenues off of mobile phone text messages. Similarly, RTL Klub began a late-night episode of Való Világ during the show’s second week, by which time all of the contestants had moved into the house. This late night episode moved around in the schedule quite a bit during the show’s fifteen-week run, appearing initially after midnight, then stripped at the end of prime time Monday through Thursday with a late-night version on Fridays during the month of October, and finally settling into a Monday through Thursday midnight slot, with an earlier slot on Friday. RTL Klub’s later episode, which was quickly copied by TV2, included many of the ‘steamier’ outtakes from the cameras in the home, including grainy, night-vision footage of contestants involved in sexual encounters, women and (less frequently) men taking showers, and heated arguments among contestants, laced with profanity.
RTL Klub’s scheduling of the late-night episode of Való Világ reflects an awareness of the episode’s drawing power. The Hungarian Media Law of 1996 prevents broadcasters from airing sexually explicit or excessively violent programming such as the adult episodes of Való Világ before 10:00 p.m. (http://www.ortt.hu/index_angol.htm), but such restrictions still allowed the broadcasters a good deal of play in deciding how best to schedule the episodes. Initially isolated after midnight, the adult episodes moved up in the schedule to a position on the cusp between prime time and late-night, where it operated as a lead-in to such U.S. series as The Sopranos and West Wing, as well as late-night movies. In addition, the episode frequently ran against erotic programming on international cable and satellite channels, such as ‘B’ movies and HBO’s Real Sex and Shock Video on Viasat3, a nationwide cable channel primarily programmed in London; erotic movies on imported commercial German broadcasters; and a non-premium cable pornography feed from the UK’s Private Network.
While the idea of scheduling adult outtakes of Való Világ after midnight is a Hungarian programming innovation, the ideas underlying that innovation regarding the make-up of the late-night audience and how to target the most lucrative segment of that audience, 18-49-year-old men, were borrowed from foreign sources. Certainly, Hungarian media laws created the conditions under which erotic and pornographic programs could spread in late night television, both by stipulating a time-frame for such programming and by exempting cable television from restrictions. However, the fact that RTL Klub conceived of using outtakes that were unsuitable for prime time as a way to target a late-night audience demonstrates the degree to which programming executives’ perceptions of late-night viewers and their preferences coincided with their counterparts abroad.
Although the decision to use erotic programming to attract young male viewers may seem like an obvious choice, it also reflects the heavy competition for this audience niche among international cable channels. In order to appeal to this audience segment, RTL Klub chose to schedule voyeuristic programming, much like its imported rivals. The large amount of program material generated by fly-on-the-wall reality shows could have been edited together in any number of ways for different audience segments in different dayparts. The fact that it took the form that it did demonstrates how schedulers’ ideas about the possibilities of television programming, the various audiences for television, and the pleasures they seek in television, are influenced by programmers’ surveillance of other channels’ practices, regardless of whether those channels are domestically or internationally scheduled. RTL Klub could easily have developed a similar outtake show targeted at older women viewers during daytime, for instance, but because such viewers are less economically powerful than late-night male viewers, daytime audiences got interactive game shows and home-shopping programs. The point here is not that this perception of the audience and its pleasures is inaccurate, but rather that there are probably an infinite number of ways of conceiving of the audience and its preferences. The fact that these particular conceptions determined scheduling practices at RTL Klub demonstrate how the broadcaster’s interpretation of its audience depended at least as much on imported models as it did on home-grown ones.
Of course, depending upon the size and buying power of the market, program schedules at international cable and satellite channels exhibit varying degrees of localization, regardless of the national origin of the channel’s owners.  Thus, foreign-owned cable and satellite channels in the US, such as BBC America and Reality TV, have adopted the US cable practice of block scheduling episodes of the same series back-to-back throughout the day (personal interview, Steve Cole, Vice President, Reality TV; http://www.bbcamerica.com). As foreign-owned cable and satellite channels in smaller markets such as Hungary develop, they are likely to design more tailored scheduling practices, as they currently do when they open channels in larger markets. At present, however, these channels continue to constitute a major route by which foreign scheduling practices enter the domestic market.
Conclusion

The cases analyzed here make it clear that both local and imported forms of knowledge about viewers’ behaviours and preferences constitute contemporary scheduling practices at the Hungarian commercial broadcasters. While such hybridity has been recognized as a significant element in the indigenization and impact of cultural imports, its presence and significance in the institutional cultures and industrial practices of media organizations typically goes unnoticed.  These institutions function as screens between the strategies of large multinational media conglomerates and the tactics of local viewers, as domestic executives with varying degrees of clout in international programming circles strive to match the perceived preferences of their audiences with available and affordable offerings.  The fact that ideas generated elsewhere influence local perceptions about the purposes, possibilities, and pleasures of television seems equally as significant, from both a theoretical and a political vantage point, as the fact that imported programming can lead to hybrid cultural practices among viewers.
Although the Hungarian experience may be unique in some ways, not least because it lacks a larger linguistic partner with whom to trade programming and ideas, several of the observations here may apply equally well to broadcasters elsewhere.  Regions and transnational conglomerates probably provide conduits for the dissemination of knowledge about scheduling for broadcasters everywhere. In every nation, the competitive structure of the market for viewers profoundly influences scheduling practices and the pace of scheduling change.
Of course, significant portions of the scheduling grid remain predominantly domestic in their origins, especially seasonal or holiday programming practices. In Hungary, for instance, prime-time on New Year’s Eve is dominated by live variety shows. These traditional scheduling practices retain a good deal of their domestic characters, whereas newer practices that have developed since the globalization of media ownership and programming markets tend toward hybridity. This hybridity, moreover, mirrors the unequal power relations among the world’s economies, such that richer nations and corporations tend to have more power to define programming trends, in part because higher potential profits in these markets encourage greater experimentation, but also because those practices are more widely reported in the trade journals, spread through Western-programmed channels, and frequently seen by industry insiders as international ‘best practices.’ 
These dominant, transnational scheduling practices do not constitute a simplistic form of cultural imperialism, in which the values and practices of powerful nations are forced upon weaker ones. As we have seen, scheduling typically reflects a hybridity of practices from a variety of sources, often freely adapted by domestic programmers operating independently. Rather, the economic and discursive power of dominant nations and companies is ‘productive’ (Foucault, 1977: 174), in the sense that they produce specific ways of conceptualizing audiences, their behaviours, and pleasures. Of course, as with other forms of discourse, alternative ideas and practices also circulate, and dominant practices are never secure. In all likelihood, scheduling practices operate much as programming practices, with telecasters relying heavily on imports in their early years of operation and increasing domestic content later on.  However, the point that I want to emphasize is that scheduling is both dynamic and always-already hybrid in today’s world, and even the most powerful television markets are not immune from imported scheduling practices.
The hybrid nature of program scheduling has a profound influence on the business of international television trade as well.  Commercial television channels around the world begin their acquisitions decisions each year with a survey of their current programming schedules, an assessment of which timeslots are underperforming, and a plan to acquire or produce programs in specific genres to fill those gaps (Bianca Balázs and Gábor Szőllőssy, acquisitions directors, TV2 Hungary, 2002; Tuen-yu Lau, former adviser, Indosiar Visual Mandiri [Indonesia], personal interview, 1999). Distributors work hard to convince buyers to schedule their programs in ways that help ensure popularity with viewers so that the buyers renew their contracts each year. Since 2001, for instance, telenovela producers have been trying to ‘educate’ buyers on how best to schedule their programs in an effort to reignite sales across Central Europe (‘Novelas’). Moreover, when scheduling practices for imported programming change, they profoundly alter a channel’s and a nation’s program import profile.  Each of the innovations described above altered the flow of programming into Hungary.  The shift from using telenovelas throughout daytime severely decreased Latin American imports.  The spread of the reality show Való Világ during prime-time on RTL Klub caused a forty-two percent drop in the number of hours of imported prime-time programs within two months.  As the reality craze enters its fourth season in Hungary, the decreased need for prime-time imports continues as well.  Finally, the use of adult outtakes in late-night bumped second-rate films and TV series picked up in package deals further into the overnight hours, a fact that is likely to give Hungarian buyers more power to be choosy when putting packages together.
Scheduling practices are only one form of hybrid, insider knowledge that circulates within the business culture of global television and helps create dominant conceptions of audiences and programming among television professionals worldwide. International genre definitions among executives also produce and delimit the expressive possibilities of the medium, as do such aesthetic elements as set design, lighting, camerawork, and editing (Bielby and Harrington, 2004).  As with scheduling, international ‘best practices’ in each of these areas often originate among large, Western producers, distributors, or broadcasters, and are adapted to domestic conditions by local acquisitions and programming officials. The specific conditions and contents of these hybrid discourses of the global television industry warrant more thorough attention in various nations, regions, and types of broadcasters if we hope to understand the ways in which standardization and fragmentation are reshaping the cultural worlds we inhabit on an increasingly interconnected, commercialized planet.
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Notes

(1)The research I present here draws on twenty-seven interviews with television professionals in Hungary between 2000 and 2002. While the majority of these interviews did not focus on the scheduling practices analyzed here, they do add to the overall picture of the conditions that lead to such decisions.  Nevertheless, when researching the specific case studies presented here, I interviewed the people most responsible for making those decisions, including heads of programming and acquisitions executives at the respective broadcasters.
(2)For a discussion of the ways in which William’s (1974) idea of flow and the more general concept of international programming flows share certain fundamental assumptions about television as a medium, see White, M. (2003) ‘Flows and Other Close Encounters with Television’, pp. 94-110 in L. Parks and S. Kumar (eds) Planet Television: A Global Television Reader. New York: New York University Press.
