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Introduction 

 

During 2007/08 the Argentinean comic telenovela “La Lola” was sold to 50 countries, 

including the United States, a very impressive number of sales for only one TV format. This sale 

to the US market solidified the presence of Argentinean products in the USA, which only started 

to buy these Argentinean products in 2006 (Zucchi, 2008). With these purchases, American TV 

channels  CBS, FOX and ABC open a new market for Argentinas’ audiovisual industry, as 

Argentinean products, mostly telenovelas, have been traditionally commercialized mostly in 

South America and European markets (Miracle Screenings, 2007). 

Other than the quality of Argentinean TV products, the purchases can be linked to external 

factors like the script writers' strike in the United States (Zucchi, 2008). Nevertheless, this is a 

very significant development that exemplifies the increasing presence of Latin America and 

Argentina as international TV contents suppliers. These sales also represent a significant 

breakthrough into a formerly unreachable market, and show how Argentinean exports are 

expanding their reach by capturing new audiences (Miracle Screenings, 2007). 

As explained in the online article “TV for export” (2008), the international trade of TV 

products can be divided in three categories, generally speaking: pre-recorded shows, TV formats, 
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and customized productions. The first one are those sold exactly as they were first produced for 

airing on local TV, except that they are either dubbed or subtitled into the destination mother 

tongue. The second implies selling the program’s idea, logistics and management so that it may 

be subsequently and entirely reproduced by the buyer. The final category involves developing 

contents on demand by the client. Of these three categories, TV formats is the one most 

responsible for boosting international trade. According to Waisbord (2004), the trade of TV 

formats started to gain preeminence after the massive changes in the structure of television 

systems in the 1980s and 1990s. As he explains, privatization, liberalization, and deregulation of 

the airwaves removed limitations, allowing large independent producers to benefit from the 

increased demand generated by the explosion in the number of television hours.  

Keane and Moran (2008) see this exchange as a form of franchising, which includes a 

planned generation of value-adding elements such as the format marketing, (the format bible, 

participations in industry festivals and markets, licensing protocols, and a self-regulation 

structure administered by the Formats Recognition and Protection Agency (FRAPA). For 

Waisbord (2004) the popularity of TV formats reflects the globalization of television, and 

implies a cost-saving strategy aimed to attract advertisers, which also reveals the efforts of 

international and domestic companies to deal with the resilience of national cultures.   

The international supply of TV formats has been led by England, the United States and 
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Holland. However, the presence of formats made in Mexico, Brazil, Hong Kong, South Korea 

and India continue to grow, competing with the traditional centers of media production (Ksiazek, 

2008). In the case of Argentina, there are no official statistics about export volume in this 

specific industry.  However, total sales have been compared in volume to the ones achieved by 

other major commercial activities like blueberries, wood furniture, and light-ship building, each 

of them counting with a minimum threshold for exports of US$ 10 million in 2005 (Sanchez et al, 

2007). Although government statistics on national cultural industry (table 1) do not categorize 

this commercial activity by segment, they show an overall increase of cultural production in the 

GDP, which reached 3% in 2005 with total sales of (Argentinean pesos) $9.146.2 millions. That 

same year, Argentina reached the tenth place worldwide as international exporter of TV formats, 

selling 456 hours of local productions (Screen Digest, 2005). Furthermore, in 2008 non-official 

sources indicate that Argentina reached the forth place in that same list.  

 Rough estimations suggest total hours of general TV programming exported increased from 

3000 in 1994 to 45000 in 2005. Overall, the volume of exports in 2005 in this niche may total 

approximately US$ 270 million (Sanchez et al, 2007). 

There are different factors that should be taken into account to explain why Argentina’s TV 

production is winning more markets. As Michal Nashiv, president and CEO of Dori-Media 

Contents explains: "The Argentine fiction is doing very well around the world because their 
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arguments are really creative, and because they tend to be less gimmicky and more humorous; 

these are the features that TV programmers all over the world are looking for.”  For Alejandro 

Parra, Telefe International’s CEO: “Internationally we are listed as boutique producers: we make 

specialized products, non-industrialized, and we offer new angles in terms of plot and aesthetics.” 

Endemol Argentina in its webpage elucidates the competitive advantages of the Argentinean 

production, pinpointing “… its high quality professionals, lower production costs, beautiful 

landscapes and the most attractive locations.” 

This preference for Argentinean TV programs may be explained from the perspective of 

cultural proximity (Straubhaar, 1991). This theory understands audiences’ predilection as an 

active choice to view international, regional or national television programs; a selection that 

favors the latter two when they are available, based on a search of cultural relevance or 

proximity. Therefore, cultural proximity may also be the reason behind purchases of Argentinean 

telenovelas by Latin American TV companies. This perspective finds evidence in Hofstede’s 

Cultural Dimension hypothesis, as in geert-hofstede.com it is affirms that: “Argentina is similar 

to many of the Latin American countries” in analysis of the cultural dimensions scale. Overall, 

historically more than 65.000 television hours have been bought annually in Latin America alone 

and more than 53% of Latin Americans between the ages of 12 and 64 are believed to be regular 

viewers of telenovelas. These figures explain the importance and hegemony of that region both 
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in the production and consumption of telenovelas.  

Cultural proximity may also explain European audiences’ liking for Argentinean products 

(Miracle Screenings, 2007). Buenos Aires city is popularly called “The Paris of Latin America” 

or “The Paris of the South” because of its architecture, environment and European cultural 

background. In his master piece from 1845, Domingo Sarmiento wrote that the European 

influence on Buenos Aires was evident already in 1820: foreigners arriving in Buenos Aires 

thought they were in saloons as luxurious as the ones in Paris, “since in them not even one 

French expression of vanity was missing” (p. 141). With these words, the Argentinean author 

and politician anticipated the instauration of a “Gallicized” culture in the continent, present in its 

political beliefs, architecture and lifestyle. Manuel Ugarte (Almondoz, 2006, p. 42), an 

Argentinean lawyer and philosopher, labeled this process as a “second conquest,” establishing an 

analogy among the Spanish occupation in the continent between 15th and 16th centuries and the 

later submission to French thinking by Latin Americans. However, this “French conquest” was 

“not significant ethnically speaking, but spiritually powerful.” In fact, the strong ethnic influence 

came from other Latin countries in the Old Continent; although after World War II Argentina 

received immigrants from almost every nation in Europe. The current Argentina’s ethnic makeup 

reflects these European features: 97% of the population is white (mostly Spanish and Italian), the 

other 3% includes mixed-blood (mixed white and Amerindian ancestry), Amerindians, or other 
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non-white groups, according to CIA’s database. Consequently, Argentina is, compared with 

other countries in the region, the one with the largest white European population.  To add more, 

Hoftede’s scales show strong similarities among Europe’s and Argentina’s societies.  

In addition to Western Europe and the US market, some other countries with very dissimilar 

cultural backgrounds represent new markets for Argentinean TV series and formats: Bosnia, 

Serbia and Montenegro, Kazakhstan, Uganda, Kenya, Moldova, Ghana, Albania, Nigeria, 

Andorra, India, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Cyprus, Albania, Kosovo, Croatia and Armenia, among 

others, are included in the clientele list. Apart from “LaLola”, whose format was sold even to the 

Philippines, there are many more examples offering evidence of the increasing participation of 

Argentinean products on TV screens worldwide. In Russia, Argentinean telenovelas reach 40% 

of the telenovelas market, whereas Brazilian and Venezuelan’s products get 20% each (TV Mas 

Telenovelas, 2004).   

However, what attracted my attention is that, although internationally the panorama for 

Argentinean telenovelas seems to be very positive, paradoxically it is in its own neighborhood 

where it may find the biggest challenges for trading its TV products; challenges that do not 

concern commercial constrains but cultural and social barriers. This is so because of the 

existence of multiple Spanish accents in Latin America, and due to historical quarrels and 

political friction among countries in the region, factors that may jeopardize Argentina’s regional 
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exports of cultural products.      

The multiplicity of Spanish accents represents a significant cultural barrier in the trade of 

television shows. According to Waisbord (2004), this is not a subject to be undervalued, as 

accents can represent serious business obstacles. As he explains, in the case of Argentina, 

accents are a major cultural hurdle to export its productions north of Ecuador, as audiences reject 

the Argentine accent, since they have been exposed to Mexican production for decades, finding 

other accents foreign. However, contradicting Waisbord’s sayings, “LaLola”’s canned version 

has been sold north of Ecuador and is being screened in Central America, reaching El Salvador, 

Panama and Nicaragua. What’s more, even countries known as international factories of TV 

contents, like Venezuela, Colombia and Mexico (in North America), which have their own 

telenovelas’ styles and narratives, are broadcasting the original version of “LaLola” as well.  

Consequently, “Lalola”’s trade demonstrates that some classic sources of cultural discount like 

dubbing or subtitles may not be that problematic, as “Lalola”’s original version is being 

broadcasted even in Brazil, a Portuguese speaking country.   

Another matter to highlight is that, in the case of the telenovela “LaLola”, other Spanish 

speaking countries closer to Argentina are buying its TV format instead of its original canned 

version, in contradiction to what is argued by cultural proximity thesis. This means that the 

Argentinean version may not suit the cultural characteristics of every audience in that geo-
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linguistic and cultural region. From the perspective of cultural proximity thesis, it could be 

assumed that the selling of TV formats is more probable when the cultural background of the 

buyers differs with the producers’ one, as buyers can reproduce the purchased TV format to suit 

the cultural specificities of certain targeted audiences, in order to diminish the effects of cultural 

discount. Chile has its own version of the show, but this is not the first time that Chile has 

reproduced an Argentinean TV format: other shows like “Los Simuladores” (The 

Pretenders,2002) “Sos mi Vida” (You are the One, 2006), “Mosca & Smith” (2007), Montecristo 

(2007), “Los Exitosos Pells” (The Successful Pells, 2009) have also been readapted for the 

Chilean audience. This pattern may imply that something in Argentinean shows is not suitable 

for Chilean audiences. Excluding Spanish accents, which in the case of these two countries are 

indeed very different, I assumed that other factors like political strains during the 1982’s 

Falkland War, territorial quarrels in regards to the region known as Patagonia, as well as 

discrimination based on nationality (subjects that I will explain at length in the literature review) 

may also represent a motivation for cultural discount between Argentina and Chile, explaining 

Chileans need to reproduce Argentinean TV formats but not to broadcast the original shows.   

Because of the circumstances stated above, the trade of “LaLola” in Latin America 

delineated a very interesting scenario and exposed some peculiar trends in media consumption 

that were studied in this work. To do so, the inquiry of this research was meant to identify the 
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major factors determining cultural distance between Latin American audiences and the 

Argentinean telenovela “LaLola”. This was done by taking into consideration classic sources of 

cultural discount. However, in this work I emphasized other factors that also helped acquire a 

better understanding of this scenario: Spanish accents, historical quarrels and conflicts among 

Latin American nations; and discrimination based on nationality, issues that have not been taken 

into account in previous studies on cultural proximity. This research was done by employing the 

focus group method.   

  My assumption was that cultural products may not always be accepted as they are among 

countries in a common cultural and geo-linguistic region, since commonalities among countries 

in language and cultural background may not be enough to guarantee this trade. As explained by 

Huntington (1997, 2000), a program might have the right language and commercial properties, 

but the wrong cultural resonance. Other elements, related to the political and social life of the 

countries involved in a given geo-linguistic region also have to be considered, since they 

determine the way populations perceive other countries and their cultural products.  

This research aims to contribute to our understanding of the transnational flow of cultural 

products, and also to the development of cultural industries through empirical data on Latin 

audiences, which represent a very important market for telenovelas and advertisements (Mato, 

2005). In order to sell a cultural product, I assume that it is essential to study the cultural 
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characteristic of the targeted group of viewers, to assess if the product suits their cultural 

specificities or not. Therefore, the data from this research will be very significant as it can be 

used in international trade to assess the penetration of Argentinean TV products in the Latin 

market based on the cultural advantages and disadvantages they could present.   

Additionally, it is important to get a better understanding about the cultural constitution of 

Latin American audiences. Latin America has a very interesting social and cultural background, 

characterized by the influence of different countries, which make it very special. In Latin 

America, the aborigine, the Spanish, the African and the European and the local live together. 

However, the influence of the United States is also noticeable in popular culture and 

merchandising of several genres. In order to elaborate communication strategies that fit Latin 

Americans, it is fundamental for governments and agencies of international communication and 

marketing and corporative communication companies to know more about regional 

idiosyncrasies and specificities.  
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