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ABSTRACT

DUE SOUTH:
AMERICAN TELEVISION ADAPTATION STRATEGIES

IN LATIN AMERICA

Luiz Guilherme Duarte

The primary hypothesis of this study is that firms at a more advanced level of
involvement in foreign markets are more likely to make adaptations to their offerings.
Such thinking comes from Marketing studies on the Internationalization process of the
firms. This researcher extrapolated such concept to confront theories of television
transnational border flows, which imply the imposition of an American content and
culture over other countries and cultures. The analysis is that firms concerned about
adapting their offerings cannot impose their content and culture.

An exploratory case study was conducted of the American pay television currently
venturing into Latin America. The most committed networks were shown to be linked to
large conglomerates, focused on the top six country markets and cooperating to face the
strong competition from a handful of local players. These networks have developed a

variety of adaptation strategies, including language translations, production and co-



productions at the local markets, multiple transmission feeds and repackaging of
programs and graphic vignettes.

The evidence supports new theoretical models that suggest an asymmetrical
interdependence of industries and a transborder flow based on audience demands for

content in close proximity to their own culture.
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CHAPTER I - INTRODUCTION

After the music industry, television is one of the largest cultural industries of Latin
America. Foreigners are usually surprised by finding antennas and relatively large dishes
over the fragile roofs of many poor housing structures in the region. Regardless of their
social economic status, it seems Latinos just got to have their television. What better way,
then, to reach the up and coming 486 million consumers in Latin America?

As local and foreign advertisers court this audience, so do teievision networks.
Thanks to a wave of economic liberalization by new democratic regimes, multichannel
TV! systems flourished in the 1990s, opening the opportunity for over a hundred new
networks to reach this relatively untapped market. And the majority of these are from the
United States. The mega foreign companies are still responsible today for some 77% of
what is exhibited on the Latin American television, even in spite of all the investment in
production made by Latin broadcasters the size of Globo and Televisa. Overall direct
foreign investment in Latin America grew 600% in the 1990s (Price, 2000). The foreign
investment in Brazil alone in 1999 was a little more than $113,235 billion or almost After
the music industry, television is one of the largest cultural industries of Latin America.
Foreigners are usually surprised by finding antennas and relatively large dishes over the
fragile roofs of many poor housing structures in the region. Regardless of their social
economic status, it seems Latinos just got to have their television. What better way, then,

to reach the up and coming 486 million consumers in Latin America?

! In this study, the terms multichannel television, pay-TV and subscription television are used
interchangeably to mean any television service in which consumers acquire multiple channels for a fee.
This definition is also adopted by the Latin trade press and Marketing professionals interviewed.



As local and foreign advertisers court this audience, so do television networks.
Thanks to a wave of economic liberalization by new democratic regimes, multichannel
TV systems flourished in the 1990s, opening the opportunity for over a hundred new
networks to reach this relatively untapped market. And the majority of these are from the
United States. The large foreign companies are still responsible today for some 77% of
what is exhibited on the Latin American television, even in spite of all the investment in
production made by Latin broadcasters the size of TV Globo and Televisa. Overall direct
foreign investment in Latin America grew 600% in the 1990s (Price, 2000). The foreign
investment in Brazil alone in 1999 was a little more than $113,235 billion or almost
double what was registered in 1995 by the Central Bank. Not by mere coincidence, some
$1.38 billion was in electronic and communications equipment (Pereira, 2000).

For the year 2000, the global entertainment industry was expected to make $32 billion
in the region, which is slowly growing beyond its traditional role of simple “icing on the
cake” for more lucrative deals in North America. According to UNESCO, feature films,
variety shows, series, cartoons and sports events from the U.S. and the world correspond
to 150,000 hours per year in Latin videos (Pereira, 2000). These impressive figures
certainly justify a concern over foreign cultural influence in Latin America. The concern,
as commonly worded, is that “the audience is entertained, but also consumes lifestyles,
versions of History, beauty patterns and behavior, opinions about the world” (Pereira,
2000). Social scientists connect this phenomenon to an extensive debate over the
imperialistic media structure that promotes such impervious influence. The first part of

chapter two presents a review of such debate. It shows an evolution from cultural



hegemony theory to asymmetrical interdependence models, from an audience passive to
foreign influence to an active audience that prefers culturally proximate fare.

Much of the theoretical discussion alludes to a supposed U.S. government-companies
conspiracy to dominate the world by spreading their capitalist ideas and ideals. And most
of the studies reviewed probe the audience for such expected effects. The author,
however, proposes to consider this very same phenomenon from the point of view of the
company, instead of the audience. Assuming the Marketing predicament that companies
have to deliver what customers want if they are to stay in business, the offered supply of
cultural products is expected to match the demand and company behavior to reflect
market conditions much more closely than ideological conspiracies. To investigate the
behavior of the U.S. television networks venturing into Latin America, the author further
proposes the merger of communication and International Marketing literatures. The
second part of chapter two reviews the process by which firms venture overseas,
outlining their stages of com-mitment to the foreign markets.

A major assertion of this body of theory is that companies tend to gradually “become
more local” as they step up their involvement abroad. Rather than mimicking their
behavior and offers in the domestic market, numerous marketing studies demonstrate the
tendency of successful multinationals to adapt their strategies to the specific challenges of
specific markets. As the literature review dives further into the debate regarding whether
firms should standardize or adapt their international operations, chapter two outlines the
fundamental proposal of this study: successful U.S. networks adapt their offerings to
Latin Americans and, in so doing, break a pattern of imperialism. Rather than imposing a

totally foreign cultural product, they demonstrate intent in satisfying audiences with



products adapted to their needs and demands. This proposal is explored here in a case
study analysis, which methodology and specific hypotheses are described in detail in
chapter three.

Building on the international marketing theories proposed by Cavusgil (1980), the
review of the network operations and strategies is guided by the three main factors that
influence the internationalization process of the firm: namely, the market potential, the
preparedness and involvement of the firm itself, and the competitive pressures
experienced. The collection of data occurred after the author acted as a participant
observer in this study, working at DIRECTVT™ Latin America and establishing executive
contact with many industry'players in California and Florida over a four-year period. This
is not to say that such task was any easier. “Information is closely held amongst top-level
executives,” remarked Price (2000) in a recent competitive intelligence forum. “The
American empowerment and knowledge-sharing practices do not exist in Latin America,
where revealing information at best dilutes your power and at worst (.:an get you fired”

(p.18). He describes the challenge of collecting marketing data in the region:

The first challenge they [researchers] cite is the lack of accurate published
corporate data. A tiny percentage of Latin American firms are publicly traded, so
reporting is minimal. Some Latin American companies maintain different
accounting books: one for the tax man that reveals poor profitability, and the real
numbers that often show healthy profitability for circulation amongst private
shareholders and prospective buyers (Price, 2000) (p.16).

The international financial crisis of the late 1990s also scared away the most
respectable Telecommunications research agencies surveying Latin America, such as

Kagan World Media and The Strategis Group, leaving little in terms of updated



information on multichannel television in the region. Former Kagan analyst Jimena
Urquijo and the work of the Strategy Research Corporation were key in providing some
of the most fundamental data in this study and are liberally quoted in many places. But,
despite the lack of more specific data that would allow us to make a point more
incisively, the industry scenario turned out to be pretty clear from the cases studied.
Aside from some daring independent media corporations, such as Hallmark or Gaylord’s
CMT, the major players in Latin America are large conglomerates, the likes of Time
Warner, Disney and News Corp.

These media giants are committed to being there first and, with disregard to initial
returns on investments, plunged significant investments to solidify their presence in the
large and smaller countries. They took advantage of their prior experience in international
operations to quickly move, sometimes matching, sometimes beating their traditional
domestic competitors to the Latin markets. In chapter four, however, we can see that such
prowess did not save these networks from going through difficult learning curves before
they could become reasonably attractive to Latin audiences. Although only minimal
adaptations could be seen in their content—much of which is of a broad international
appeal anyway—sections of chapter four make it obvious that the networks eventually
realized that simple transpositions of their domestic models were not enough to win the
audiences over from the powerful local broadcasters.

The home team advantage enjoyed by Latin American media conglomerates, such as
Brazil’s Globo, Mexico’s Televisa and Venezuela’s Cisneros groups, guaranteed them
some prime space in the limited installed distribution capacity of satellite and cable TV.

Thanks to their natural knowledge of local audience and market demands, these players



seem to have left only a complementary role to most foreign networks, which strive to
conform. The latter portion of chapter four describes some of the adaptations promoted
by U.S. networks in their intense competition with each other and the locals. By the end
of the 1990s, they set up a whole new translation-dubbing/subtitling industry, and started
new satellite transmission feeds to break Latin America into Mexican, Argentine and
Brazilian sub-regions.

The observed strategies in adapting offers to audience demands seem to support more
modern communication models that indicate a consumer preference for cultural products
closer to one’s own cultural background. Straubhaar’s (1991) Asymmetrical
Interdependence and Cultural Proximity model was strongly supported by the study’s
findings. While Brazilians seemed to be culturally closer to the United States than to their
Latin neighbors, and Argentines are significantly different than Mexicans, a general
demand for some level of adaptation to local or national culture was evident in all cases
studied. Audiences want networks to t.alk in their languages, display translated graphics

and show names and demonstrate interest for their market idiosyncrasies.
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CHAPTER 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW
PART I - INTERNATIONAL COMMUNICATIONS

Is the recent wave of American media investment in Latin America a new and unique
phenomenon? Scientific thinking teaches us that, most commonly than not, the existing
models and paradigms already account—and sometimes even forecast—trends such as
this. Indeed, as this chapter will demonstrate, research in international communications
has long entertained the topic of transnational media flows and the American hegemony
in this global trade. It is a century old phenomenon, theorized, until recently, by a thirty-
year-old paradigm called Cultural/Media Imperialism.

Until recently, it is emphasized, because since the late 1980s, several researchers have
criticized some of the basic princi;;les of the imperialism idea and have suggested new,
contradicting perspectives on how to interpret the rapidly changing current scenario of
international media flows. While a total paradigm shift is yet to be achieved, new models
such as Straubhaar’s (1991) Asymmetrical Interdependence and Cultural Prox.imity can
be reasonably countered against the traditional imperialism ideas. As Richard Collins
(1990) has observed, there has been no adequate substitute for the dominant ideology
paradigm in decadence today. One reason, postulates Sinclair (1998), is that “in the
process in which postmodernism replaced neomarxism as the main social and cultural
paradigm, the new orthodoxy has taught us to be skeptical of grand histories or
totalitarian theories such as the cultural imperialism” (p.1).

Of utmost relevance to this study, however, is the fact that traditional media
imperialism school suggests a radically different set of priorities for American media

firms venturing South of the border than the more modern propositions. A review of the



literature should determine that for several critical writers, like Schiller (1971), the
former paradigm is based on a conspiracy theory, a collusion between U.S. government,
the military and American media corporations to “control the world.” And this control is
supposed to happen through the exposure of global audiences to American media laden
with American values. Destruction of the local culture and replacement by a
standardized, consumerist culture is the key to sustain an American-led capitalist system.
Thus, if we are to accept this concept, we ought to expect that American television
networks would attempt to sell typically American content and formats in Latin America,
without really making an effort to tailor their offers to the local audiences.

But, if we are to consider a novel proposition, such as that audiences prefer local or
regionally-adapted programming that is “culturally proximate” to their tastes,
expectations would be significantly different. Modern ideas of cross-cultural
communications propose that successful international media corporations are savvy
enough .to adapt to the local demands. Their behavior is controlled by strictly economic
reasoning and not by ideological battles, so they seek to learn about their audiences, they
employ local talents and tailor their products to compete with distinctive offers.

The second part of this literature review will then present Marketing theories on the
internationalization process of the firm to establish the parameters to be used in
determining corporate behavior in Latin America. The recent and yet prolific research in
this area of international Marketing should determine the stages firms go through when
venturing overseas and the most typical options each company faces. As indicated before,
the imperialistic entrepreneur will be expected to consistently opt differently than the

free-flow liberal one. Together, Marketing and Communication literatures shall converge



to generate hypotheses in the analysis of case studies of a few American television
networks transmitting programming to Latin America. As Schiller (1971) has once
indicated, “while market research is typically designed to make the mass media function
more efficiently toward their objectives as business enterprises, much research by
psychologists and sociologists since World War II has tacitly assumed the same terms of

reference” (p. vii).

2.1 The Emergence of Imperialism Theories

Three decades ago, American-led capitalist nations battled a cold war against USSR-
led communist governments. Since a military confrontation was certain to mean total
annihilation of both sides, this war was mostly battled on the diplomatic and economic
fields, as each group attempted to spread their economic system in the hope of curtailing
the enemy’s expansion. It was a historical scttir;g recognized by many social scientists,
such as Schiller (1971):

Diminished European strength, an expanded but defensive Socialist
geographical and material base and the newly-independent but economically
feeble third world provide the environmental setting in which the contemporary
expansion of American power occurs (p.5)

According to Tomlinson (1991), a variety of different articulations arose since that
time to explain the cultural aspects of this Cold War, in which the two “empires” tried to
win allies to their social-economic systems. While sharing some common features, the

so-called cultural imperialism discourse has also been found by Tomlinson to contain

mutually contradictory articulations, lending itself to four major views: cultural



imperialism as media imperialism, as a discourse of nationality, as the critique of global
capitalism and as the critique of modernity. In media imperialism terms, Tomlinson
points out that political-economic theorists usually concentrate on the media institutions,
their transnationality, and their commercial power in Third World countries. As a
diséourse of nationality, he presents the argument that the pressure of industrial society
causes the formation of a large, centrally educated, culturally homogeneous group with a
common national identity. Tomlinson also criticizes Marxist theorists, who considered
cultural imperialism as a tool of capitalism, as socioeconomic dominance of one class
over another. For him, culture should be approached in the broader terms of living
objects, rather than ideological instruments. Finally, Tomlinson discusses cultural
imperialism as a critique of modermnity, that is, the dominance of global cultural
determinants, such as capitalism, urbanism, mass communication, a system of nation-
states, etc. (Tomlinson, 1991).

In this study, we consider cultural imperialism inasmuch as media imperialism.
Researchers in this school propose that, more than diplomatic talks, guerrillas and spy
stories, the media has been the main secret agent in the Cold War and still the main
imperialistic tool of American supremacy. After all, it is said, American post-War
imperialist aspirations could never come out in the open, considering the fact that
Americans themselves were “children of the first anti-colonial outburst” and newly
liberated people around the world would strongly oppose it. Such a proposition made
historical sense. The use of media as a mass control device in the hands of Nazi German
had long been realized and the present American hegemony in this area was clear

(Horkheimer & Adorno, 1987). As Skinner (1984) noted, “historically, those who

10



controlled the physical trade routes (sea and land) and the telegraph lines, controlled the
globe and its resources. Today, electromagnetic technology may be added to this list”
(p.14). For Schramm (1964), “the media have often served as the entertainment part of
the classic bread and circuses control mechanism, a sop to forestall demands for
structural reforms and maintain the position of the dominant elites” (p.37). Schiller,
whose name has become synonymous with the cultural imperialism thesis, summarizes
the role of mass communications this way:

At home, they help to overcome, by diversion in part, the lack of popular
enthusiasm for the global role of imperial stewardship. Abroad, the antagonism to
arenewed though perhaps less apparent colonial servitude, has been quite
successfully deflected and confused by the images and messages which originate
in the United States but which flow continuously over and through local
informational media. The domestic and international sides of the imperial coin are
thus both distinct and related [...] The mass media, openly in its advertising and
less obtrusively in its general entertainment features, inform and instruct their
audiences on the social patterns that are indispensable for relieving the unbearable
pressure on market-oriented enterprises [...] Communications material from the
United States offers a vision of a way of life (Schiller, 1971) (p.3)

According to Schiller, the incorporation of the media in an American imperialism
strategy had its first days in the Truman era. His championship of the principle of
freedom of speech most often had as an indirect benefit, the global extension of
American commerce and its value system. “Information moving between nations on the
basis of economic opportunities and competition, unimpeded by other national or cultural
considerations,” he says, “afforded American communications media the same
advantages American commerce started receiving from free world trade patterns that are

also minimally controlled by national states” (Schiller, 1971) (p.7). Truman’s diplomatic

success is best analyzed by Read (1976):
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The Freedom of information was a tenet of the post-WWII pax Americana
dogma of making the world safer for democracy. Since the United Nations
originally was envisioned by the United States as an instrument of that concept,
an early action of the U.S.-led General Assembly was, not surprisingly, to
proclaim, on 10 December 1948, a Universal Declaration of Human Rights with
an article declaring the ‘right to freedom of opinion and expression’ (p.144).

Two decades later, however, the diplomatic rhetoric fell under criticism in light of the
hegemonic presence of American media worldwide and growing recognition of the U.S.
hidden intent. Russian scholar Georgi Arbatov (1973) published a celebrated book,
denouncing that private mass communications were part of America’s foreign political
propaganda machine. And even the U.S. Congress recognized plans to use mass
communications in the Cold War:

Certain foreign policy objectives can be pursued by dealing directly with the
people of foreign countries, rather than with their governments. Through the use
of modern instruments and techniques of communications it is possible today to
reach large or influential segments of national populations—to inform them, to
influence their attitudes, and at times perhaps even to motivate them to a
particular course of action. These groups, in turn,.are capable of exerting

noticeable, even decisive, pressures, on their governments (Affairs, 1964) (p.6).

It should be no surprise, therefore, that a heated debate took over the United Nations:

Whereas Moscow propagandists and their fellow travelers once were alone in
charging that the spread of imperialism’s private media was detrimental to foreign
countries, there emerged in the late 1960s a chorus of other criticisms such as the
Third World’s complaint of ‘cultural imperialism’ and the Canadian nationalists’
charge that their country’s legitimate quest to firmly establish a Canadian identity
was being stifled by the media barons of Manhattan and Hollywood” (Read,
1976) (p.5) -

Amongst the academics, a special issue of the Journal of Communications sparkled
the imperialism accusations by publishing three articles under the theme “Cultural
Exchange—or Invasion?” warning that American media have “gone abroad for purely

selfish commercial reasons as well as to strengthen America’s post-World War I
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economic and political hegemony in the world” (Guback, 1974) (p.6). During the 1960s
and 1970s, many studies pointed out to a one-way flow of television from a few First
World countries to the rest of the world. Schiller (1971), for example, showed that 65%
of all world communications originated in the United States. In an international study
financed by Unesco, Varis and Nordenstreng (1974) also identified a strong one-way
flow of TV shows from the United States. Other studies indicated the dominance of the
four large news agencies (AP, UPI, Agence France Presse, and Reuters) in the production
of news worldwide (Boyd-Barrett, 1980). According to Straubhaar’s (1991) review of
this literature, “the spread of the commercial model of media, foreign investment in
media, and the power of multinational advertisers were seen to threaten the use of media
for nationally determined, development-oriented purposes” (p.57). The Cultural/Media

Imperialism paradigm was in formation.

2.2 The Principles of Imperialism

A profuse literature on the topic has bloomed since then, with many authors providing
a slightly different gradient or interpretation. Schiller (1976), for one, defines Media
Imperialism as “the sum of processes by which a society is brought into the modern
world system and how its dominating stratum is attracted, pressured, forced...into shaping
social institutions to correspond to, or even promote, the values and structure of the
dominating center of the system” (p.9). Pressure is also the keyword for Boyd-Barrett’s
(1977) view of “a process whereby the ownership, structure, distribution or content of the

media in any one country are singly or together subject to substantial pressure from the
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media interests of any other country or countries without proportionate reciprocation of
influence by the country so affected” (p.16). But for Skinner (1984), the issue is one of
dependency and subordination:

“[Media Imperialism is] the process through which an information system ties a
dependent country to a dominant one, when the relationship helps to keep the
dependent country in a subordinate position in economic and psychological, as
well as cultural terms. This relationship is maintained by information systems (of
which mass media are a subset) and is manifested through an inter-related set of
institutional, socio-cultural and psychological effects on the people of the
dependent nation” (p.6)

In fact, many researchers simply consider Media Imperialism as a facet of a much
broader Cultural Imperialism that is intrinsic to Dependency Theory. Following this
school of thought, Salinas & Paldan (1979) define Cultural Imperialism as the “cultural
trends accompanying the capitalist accumulation in the dominant countries and the
related processes in the developing countries” (p.85). Likewise, Golding (1977)
summarizes it as “the normative component to the structural relations of dependence
between the advanced and underdeveloped societies” (p.291). Based on the concept that
the result of commercial and communication hegemony is underdevelopment and
dependency in the non-industrialized world, Dependency Theory can best be understood
within Inkeles’ (1973) spectrum of mass media relations among countries.

At one extreme is autarchy, the unlikely self-contained State that does not buy or sell
media from/to other countries. At the other extreme is the totally integrated country,
which does not exist either, as countries are not willing to surrender total control of
media. In practice, therefore, there are two other existing possibilities: Interdependence

and Dependence. In the first case, it connoted the idea, especially with regard to trade,

that nation-states engage in mutually beneficial international commerce for reasons of
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self-insufficiency and efficiency. In other words, nations are prompted to exchange goods
and services because of domestic resource limitations and in quest of wider markets more
suitable for efficient scales of production. The access agreement concept means that local
inequality is impossible because neither party is capable of achieving and maintaining an
access agreement independent of the other. Over the long haul—the theory postulates—
there is equity, otherwise one party would disengage from the communications process.
According to researchers of this school (Inkeles, 1973; Golding, 1977), this is the
relationship between the U.S. and many industrialized European countries.

American producers, however, have a take-it-or-leave-it attitude in regard to Third
World nations and the buyers have minimal bargaining power (Oliveira, 1989).
Furthermore, truly depéndent nations rely “entirely on national income derived from
...subsidiary firm...consisting of wages to employees and taxes to government. Therefore,
the subsidiary lacks integration with the host economy, has close integration with the
parent firm, and has a close relationship with the center government” (Girvan, 1976) (p.
25). Dependency theorists (Amin, 1976; Cardoso, 1974; Dos Santos, 1973) thus propose
that subjugation of other nations are achieved through a four-prong strategy, starting with

the ownership or control of the dependent nation’s resources and property,

ownership of technological patents in these countries, control of local financing
through preferred customer relationships because their credit is backed by the
financial resources of the parent company, and finally control of dependent
nations’ communication systems through a combination of technology,
advertising structures, and the implantation of metropolitan communication
values (Skinner, 1984) (p.53).

The advantages of the true imperialism school over dependency theory were based on

its empirical constructs and the recognition of a continuum in the unequal relationships,

not just a state of dependency or dominance. According to Lee (1980), the levels of
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media imperialism can be empirically examined through indicators such as flow of
television, foreign investment, adoption of foreign models, and impact on cultures.
However described, be it in more ideological or economical terms, the undeniable
American media hegemony is generally viewed by these researchers as undeniable proof
of imperialism intent by the part of the United States government. They argue that the use
of the media by international elites can be associated to Gramsci's concept of hegemony,
in which “elites and sometimes others compete to use media and other cultural or
informational structures to set a dominant ideology” (Gramsci, 1971) (p.77). Under such
influence, the exportation of cultural products becomes part of the elite's strategy to
dominate by making the dominated content with their lot in a global society, where the
peripheral countries “depend on the industrialized world for capital, technology and most
manufactured goods, while exporting low-cost primary products of cheap manufactures,
which add little benefit to their local economies” (Hamelink, 1983) (p.53).

Thus, an imperialism conspiracy can be seen in three different aspects of this
hegemony. First, despite the commercial nature of American media, it remains mostly
under government control and influence, as many media corporations have strong ties to
government and military projects. Second, American television program exports,
“through their close connection with the manufacture of television receiving sets and
American advertising agencies, are also seen as the spearhead for an American consumer
goods invasion of the world” (Tunstall, 1977) (p.39). Media is then just another
mercantilist tool, whose most important function is—third—to replace local ways by a

standard consumerist culture, that fosters mindless consumption of consumer goods

16



(coming from leading producer America) and cancels political protest in much of the
world.

Relevant to this study is the imperialism school statement that American media
corporations supported by the U.S. government attempt to destroy the local culture and
replace it by its own. Jones (1978) explains that “economic hegemony and political
control were accompanied by the elaboration of a hierarchy of cultures. An idealized
European culture was at the apex of this hierarchy [...] and each colonizing power,
particularly after the mid-nineteenth century, not only destroyed the economic base of the
societies they colonized, but attempted to destroy the possibilities of counter ideological
systems of control i.e., cultures” (p.9). Schiller (1971) details the mechanics of cultural
leveling in the television industry. First, equipment and know-how must be imported at
high cost; second, finance must be acquired in the international market; third, the content
of the programming is all that really matters as cultural patterns, once established, are
endlessly persistent; and so, fourth, .the attempt to produce costly national programs
brings the option for private entrepreneurship versus governmental control of the media.
Soon, fifth, an ever-growing demand for programs also surpasses local production,
opening the doors to foreign programs and the U.S. is by far the most important of the
few States capable of exporting television material. The result of this process, says
Schiller, is that:

The cultural homogenization that has been underway for years in the U.S. now
threatens to overtake the globe...Everywhere local culture is facing submersion

from the mass-produced outpourings of commercial broadcasting. Television in
the U.S. is tailored almost exclusively to fit the market needs of the consumer
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goods pzroducers who sponsor and finance the programming (Schiller, 1971)
(p.112)".

Since only a few societies have “the industrial strength, the technical competence and
the national will to resist the electronic onslaughts of commercial television” (Schiller,
1971) (p.113), he naturally concludes this homogenization has been imposed over the
world. But, just like intent to dominate may forever remain a controversial component of
the imperialism thesis, the issue of imposition is equally controversial. At one corner is
Schiller and his rejection of business’ claims that its offerings are justified on the grounds
of public demand. “Not after having formed and reinforced popular tastes according to its
marketing needs,” (p.119) he says to followers like Friendly: “As this mediocrity, which
in the short term is economically profitable, fills the air, it creates appetites; it styles the
nation’s taste just as advertising influences what we eat, smoke and drive” (Friendly,
1967) (p.273).

On the other corner, however, some researchers concede that audiences gasily
embrace the imported media culture. According to Tunstall (1977), traditional culture is
“typically archaic, does not fit with contemporary notions of justice or equality, and
depends upon religious beliefs which have long been in decline” (p.58). It is precisely
these unpopular characteristics of much authentic culture, which make the imported
media culture so popular by contrast. Moreover, he says, many national governments are
not too eager to strengthen authentic culture. Where the prime object of policy is to
reduce the threat of armed conflict, the goal is to attain a strong national identity by

subjugating the minorities and having a single idiom. In other words, if national

2 Since most advertising sponsorship is made in the U.S. to fit American audiences’ needs, theirs are the
cultural traits that are reflected in the programming, which is later exported on the assumption that foreign
audiences have similar needs and cultural traits.
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homogeneity is a desirable goal, then international cultural homogenization may just as
well be self-imposed.

Whatever intent and pressure American media apply to their international exporting,
imperialism school researchers generally agree that a homogenizing process is taking
place. But if the world is becoming more and more Americanized, a better definition of
this standardized media product and its essentially American cultural values has been in
order. While most studies typically limit themselves to pointing to TV features of rebel,
driving teenagers drinking Coke and eating burgers as encompassing evidence of
American lifestyles penetrating other cultures, others went ahead to semiotically analyze
what American media products have that others don’t, and which of these distinct
features were responsible for attracting domestic and foreign audiences. Tunstall (1977),
for example, pointed three aspects of the American culture usually present in most of the
media products. First is the high value attributed to individuality. While some cultures are
know\;n to value the good of the group, American stories emphasize that “one’s personal
qualities matter more than whether one is rich or poor” (p.82).

Tracing the historical roots of the American value system, Tunstall also calls attention
to the urban view of society (U.S. is one of few countries with several metropolis), with
stories in which people are socially mobile (reinforcing the successful immigrant story)
and geographical movement is rapid (only in a continental-wide territory). Dating back to
the attempts of the English-language press to wean young immigrants away from foreign-
language press, the American media is said to focus on young people as well. “But the
appeal of American media in other countries,” adds. Tunstall, “may relate more to the

pace or grammar [...] American output emphasizes pace, brevity and terseness” (p.85).
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Created by ABC network in pursuit of a more competitive style of television in the
1950s, the action-adventure and the mini-series are thus considered essentially American
products. Pop music, feature films, recorded television drama series and recorded
entertainment shows compose the rest of typical American media export mix, which in
1973 Varis already estimated to be between 100,000 and 200,000 hours a year (Read,
1976). Moreover, as Tunstall (ibid) concludes, “all of these themes—status, individual
qualities, social and geographical mobility, contradictory roles for women and men,
youth against age—all are literally embodied in the star” (p.83). The international fame
of American movie and television stars is thus just another evidence of the omnipresent
American culture.

" The American culture embedded in the so-called Americana media product—those
movies and television programs characterized by particularly American cultural elements,
such as Westerns, Vietnam war stories, etc.—thus travel worldwide and imperialism
school authors concern themselves with yet t;avo other issues: who is receiving such
media and how does it affect these global audiences. While most researchers in this
school simply equated exports to influence, others attempted to further qualify these
audiences. According to Read (1976),

The foreigner who consumes some of the vast outpouring of American mass
media typically is near the top of the social ladder in his own country and some in
almost all countries of the world belong to what might be called an international
information elite [...] What they have in common is the ability to understand
English and similar frames of reference about an agenda of world affairs and

modern social organization (p.14).

Time magazine research served as the initial basis for such statement:
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...such audiences are elite not only in their information tastes, but in education,
income, and other demographic characteristics as well. A typical member could
be described as a 37-year-old non-American, who has attended either a university
or technical school, probably is now a business executive earning $13,386 a year,
which enables him to own a car, buy life insurance, and occasionally travel to
foreign countries (1973).

But researchers for the U.S. government also concluded that “much of the US media
merchandise is received by an elite who, regardless of their geographic location, share a
similar, rich fund of common experience, knowledge, ideas, ways of thinking, and
approaches to dealing with contemporary problems” (Janicki, 1973) (p.14). In a specific
research on Latin America, Khal (1968) noted that “position in the social structure
determines the degree of modernism and nationality differences are not important”
(p.21). He thus found that the degree of modernism depended in part on the subject’s
place of residence (urban as opposed to rural), but more strongly on his social status.
When these two variables were controlled, the similarities between Brazilians, Mexicans
and North Americans were great. Various layers seem to be formed between the local, the
national and the global spheres of influence. In the words of Wells (1972):

Third World cities are metropolitan satellites of the developed world, each with
its underdeveloped national empire in the rural hinterlands [...] the tastes of the
once colorful locals are now themselves only shades of cosmopolitan gray. Their
material culture is only less plentiful and sometimes of poorer quality (pp.2-6)

While the elite absorbs the foreign internationalized culture, becoming “satellites,”
the lower classes are then recognized to stick to their local heritage, receiving only a
glimpse of the American culture as it is adapted and translated to the local standards.
Tunstall (1977) early pointed out that:

It is precisely the highly educated elites who are the most active consumers of
imported—and presumably ‘low, brutal, and commercial’—media. It is the rural
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dwellers—short of land, food, literacy, income, life expectation, birth control
devices and so on—who are the main consumers of traditional and ‘authentic’
culture (p.59).

“The sphere of influence and dependency,” quickly concluded Read, “may be limited
to the upper classes in these countries and certainly not the masses of the developing
world, for they, unlike the elites who rule, are without enough money to buy an expensive
TV set” (Read, 1976) (p.36)3 . Imperialism and control over foreign masses, nevertheless,
would still be achieved through local elites. While these elite audiences are small, they
constitute opinion leaders, who will later set the agenda for the rest of society, following
the two-step flow of communications proposed by Elihu Katz (1957). Indeed, even
Middle Age noblemen were already also more attuned to foreign courts than domestic
village, but the difference later recognized by Read is that now cheaper and cheaper
media popularized foreign programs to the extent that lower classes are also in contact
and also share similar tastes. Talking about a global elite and a global class of poor
groups, Read ;.ctually identified only a few barriers separating this global village. World
markets are divided by NATURAL barriers, like rivers and mountains, and ARTIFICIAL

barriers, such as borders created by politicians and armies. Humankind is separated by

language, education and other social and cultural factors of which income is the most

important to the media merchant (Read, 1976).
Although the foreign American media products may unite the world classes in a
common standardized culture, imperialism school researchers alert us that they also

increase the gap between the rich and the poor, not only in the cultural sense, but also in

3 While TV sets have become more ubiquitous in Latin America (in comparison to other African countries),
the access to pay-TV is still somewhat more common amongst the upper classes. It should follow that its
influence is occurring predominantly over the elite.
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the economic sphere (Oliveira, 1991). Celebrated economist Kenneth Galbraith (1964)
endorsed this thought:

Considerable extremes of wealth and income continue to exist in nearly all of
the less developed lands. These can create a strong drag on demand in the
direction of higher-priced or luxury products. And this tendency is especially
insidious for many of these products are commonplace in the standard of living of
the more advanced countries and equally so, and for that reason, in the
consumption habits of the upper-income minority of the poorer country. To the
extent that high incomes of the minority draw development resources into
privileged consumption, social differences are widened and to the strains
associated with poverty may be added those associated with obvious differences

in well being. People may come to sense that economic development is not for the
many but for the few (p.7).

2. 3 The Critics of Imperialism

Despite a significant amount of qualitative evidence of a collusion between American
government and media, as presented by Schiller, Wells and others, the Cultural/Media
Imperialism discourse fell under intense criticism since the late 1970s. Several new
research articles denounced it, saying that the transformation of the television industry
made the theory less empirically sustainable, while other theoretical paradigms,
“including the postmodernism, the postcolonialism and the theories of active audiences
debilitated the conceptual principles of the old theory” (Sinclair et al., 1998)(p.1). For
Tomlinson (1991), the major weakness of cultural imperialism is that it “does not explain
how a cultural practice can be imposed in a context which is no longer actually coercive”
(p. 173). In a strong criticism of Schiller and his followers, Tunstall, for example, says
their logic is faulty and the quoted figures unreliable (Tunstall, 1977). To prove his point,

he even quotes the very pinnacle of the imperialism concept, the first quantitative
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measure of international television flows, conducted by Kaarle Nordenstreng and Tapio
Varis (1974):

Varis found for 1971 that the larger Latin American countries (such as
Argentina, Colombia and Mexico) imported [only] between 10 and 39% of
programming. [...] Varis also found that a substantial proportion of television
imports came from countries other than USA, including imports from such Latin
American countries as Mexico (Tunstall, 1977) (p.40)

Over time, more and more countries developed their own television industries and
those that could not, imported not only from the United States, but from a variety of
regional producers. Studies of Brazilian development, for example, demonstrated that
growth and development can occur even in a dependent context (Evans, 1979). McAnany
(1984), building on the cultural industry literature of the Frankfurt School, describes:

...commercial Brazilian television industry has grown beyond the limits
originally predicted by dependency theory, but continues to be constrained by
structural problems of a limited, at least partially dependent economy, and
continues to operate within organizational commercial media models imported
from the United States (p.186).

The American hegemony described by the theory seemed to be fading. Tunstall also
cites a less known study by Katz and Wedell (1976) as the beginning of the end for the
imperialism paradigm. Although it provided much descriptive material, which fits the
thesis quite well, the study suggested that imperialism takes little account of the role of
radio and differences both within and between nations. Katz and Wedell proposed that
the American hegemony was only temporary anyway, as television went through what
they called phases of institutionalization. First, direct transfer or adoption of metropolitan

models of broadcasting take place; then a phase of adapting this system to the local

society follows and, finally, there is a removal of foreign direct ownership and direct
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control of government. It tackled another vital element of the theory as well, arguing that
the process of appearance of television in most countries was so chaotic as to not support
the conspiracy theory.

“Did the enormous scale of media exporting result from carefully laid Machiavellian
plans, or was it an innocent accident which surprised importers and exporters alike? Were
commercial middlemen and government officials in importing countries engaged in
corrupt agreements or unseemly conspiracies?” (Tunstall, 1977) (p.262). Admitting that
the military are involved with American media companies and that multinational
companies do plan worldwide strategies that include local government policy changes®,
Tunstall and others still dismiss the conspiracy theory. Thus a counter-argument appeared
that proposed “natural” reasons for the American media flows and hegemony. Colin
Hoskins and Rolf Mirus (1988), for instance, wrote that this “dominance follows
naturally from the characteristics of television programming, its production and trade”
(p-500). To establish suc-:h new perspective, a meticulous deconstruction of the
imperialism thesis was initiated by many authors (Noam, 1991; Pool, 1977; Read, 1976;
Tomlinson, 1991).

First, the assertion that private American media fully collaborated with post World
War II United States government to achieve worldwide dissemination was convincingly
dispensed by Read (1976). American movies and news agencies, he says, had gone
abroad much before the war and became the leading mass media without any government
support. In fact, a second point made by Read is that the U.S. government always had

very negative criticisms against the film industry and news agencies. American mass

4 Hughes is a major defense contractor as well as the owner of DIRECTV (DBS television), which
managed to revert Argentina’s satellite rules to gain access to the country.
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media is indeed full of examples of active opposition to government foreign policy: the
cases of the Vietnam War, the excessively violent film exports and the occasional
transformation of would-be goodwill ambassadors into “ugly Americans.” This last point
was certainly made clear when Dizard (1966), one of the minds behind the United States
Information Agency (USIA)—the government agency in charge of “explaining”
American policy abroad—presented his own objections to commercial media’s capacity
to fully represent U.S. national interests abroad. And the unavoidable truth came as
Russians themselves requested in the 1980s that the U.S. government, and not private
companies, operate the newly formed international DBS systems”.

“The harmony between U.S. government foreign policy and private American
media,” says Read (1976), “is supplanted by pragmatism as the foreign dissemination of
these media expands to vital commercial dimensions” (p.160). And it is bad for business
to be political. The British network BBC World, for example, lost carriage on Asian Star
TV after the Chinese objected to its coverage of the 1989 pro-dc.mocracy demonstrations
in China. Despite being heralded as a challenger to authoritarian regimes in the region,
Rupert Murdoch was quick to pull the plug on BBC a decade ago (Gittings, 2001)°. There
is evidence that the lower the political content of a mass medium, the higher its foreign
dissemination’. It is no wonder that American TV networks conduct little or no

investigative reporting abroad!

3 If even the Russians preferred a government media over corporate media, a difference is sure to exist.
What is not to say that a common interest may also exist. Illustratively, Schiller (1991) has cited Joseph
Nye, talking about how “soft power” of media industries benefits the U.S. government

¢ BBC World is back to China starting January 2001 (Gittings, 2001).

7 ESPN, the American Sports Cable Network was one of the first foreign channels authorized to bring
signals into China. In a personal interview with a key American negotiator, he indicated that the network’s
relatively low controversial subject matter played an important part in the agreement.
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While Read (ibid) recognizes that “American transnational organizations look past
national boundaries at larger, homogeneous markets and, in so doing, they involve
themselves in international politics” (p.155), he believes history is the main proof against
the imperialism concept. In the historical period following the birth of the imperialism
thesis, the apogee of American media expansion was ended by nationalistic pressures,
and the profit seeking firms agreed to become minor partners who provided capital and
know-how to indigenous operators, who were to exercise majority control. If political
control or cultural domination were their goals, they would never have given away
control. In fact, by giving control, most U.S. firms lost money and ultimately withdrew
from foreign markets. The termination of one of the pioneering international news
bureaus, the CBS News in 1974, for example, was evidence that American networks had
little financial reward from the international newsfilm business, which was exactly the
kind of business with the most political value in any propaganda effort.

After diving deeply into the history of American media, Read concludes that
hegemony is less the result of a plan to dominate than the simple consequence of natural

historical events. In summary, here are some of his key points:

1. The Motion Picture industry was born global, with competing technologies in
Britain and the U.S. But unlike the European counterparts, the U.S. industry
originally targeted poor immigrants with various languages and cultures, which
conferred it a unique blend. While Europeans perfected the craft, Americans use

of universal emotional appeals won audiences.

27



2.

The World Wars forced most European studios to shutdown and U.S. industry
was free to develop without competition, even attracting many of the foreign
talent.

This development would have been even larger, if it were not for several offsets.
In the 1930s, the Depression years and the imposition of nationalistic barriers
abroad limited the audience sizes. By 1950, the American Department of Justice
forced the divorce of producers and theater owners, and additionally the profitable
system of block-booking (nonchain exhibitor forced to buy less desirable movies
along with blockbusters). In the 1960s, the problem worsened as widespread
television kept audiences at home.

As TV cut on the movie industry revenues, the latter found itself unable to serve
the international demand, and new countries took advantage of the opportunity,
via nationalistic protection devices, to turn the industry into an internationalized
film industry, where prodixction, distribution and exhibition is shared among
countries. The American motion picture industry responded by becoming
multinational. An obvious step was to bring foreign talent to the U.S., and the
other was going overseas to make movies, thus pleasing governments by
producing locally. The value of producing locally was that besides lower costs
and available capital, productions skirted import barriers in the host countries.

5. By the late 1960s, TV had already killed the emergent European cinema
industry. To regain the economies of scale it once had, the major American
studios offered capital to finance foreign productions and vast, worldwide

networks to market films, which they could not produce with profit otherwise. But
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to get the American’s coveted money and distribution benefits, the countries had
to produce American-styled profit-making movies, originating cries of
imperialism. “Europeans cannot lose control of the economic end of film making
and expect to retain autonomy in the cultural or social spheres,” summarized
Guback (1974)(p.99).

6. Inthe 1970s, national film industries in less developed countries started to
flourish to reinforce indigenous cultural identities and the U.S. industry
retrenched into national exporter. But the decline of the movie industry power did
not mean the end of American communications hegemony, as America’s visual
industry had merely transformed its chief means of distribution to television.

7. Since the U.S. clearly established leadership first in the new field of
telcvision,‘it was in a strong position to influence the medium as it took hold in
many places abroad. TV’s development from radio in America, for example,
explains ad-supported nature from beginning. When it was discovered that overall
audience size was near constant, American networks sought shares of that
audience that were attractive to advertisers, initiating a market fragmentation seen
worldwide today.

8. The fad in the 1950s and 1960s was to invest internationally. Limited in
the domestic market by laws that restricted the number of TV stations one could
own, firms could only grow abroad. Late entrants in the industry such as Time-
Life and ABC saw the international market as alternative to an already

competitive domestic market. Some firms, like Time-Life actually had plenty of
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capital overseas and for tax reasons these funds were better spent there than
repatriated to the U.S.

9. With limited budgets, foreign stations could purchase American telefilms
far cheaper than creating local productions. Programs targeted to American
middle class started to be aired to wealthy elite audience, whose cosmopolitan
tastes appreciated them. As foreign TV developed to include middle classes and
local productions, so did the telecast hours and the need for cheap imported fare
continued, although the types of shows preferred changed.

10. Shows with transnational appeal gained relevance as local production
could not imitate costly American action-adventure shows. While the networks
essentially are out of the international picture [as dictated by law], their
Hollywood program suppliers increasingly have come to depend on foreign sales,
as shown by the fact that the “$130 million earned in 1973 was more than one-

fifth of the industry’s total earnings that year of $600 million” (p.94)

Since the days of Read’s analytical review at least three new historical developments

are worth citing as a prologue to the current situation under study:

1. The U.S. developed its own satellite industry with more and more powerful birds
covering the entire continent. These new satellites not only were responsible for the
development of cable television, but also the direct broadcast satellite (DBS) system.

Countries neighboring the U.S. have long captured American TV signals from these
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satellites, but in the 1990s, networks encrypted their signals and started to market them to
local cable plants overseas and even through DBS.

2. The end of the Financial and Syndication Rules in the 1990s liberated American
networks to engage in the production of their own shows, as well as sharing interests in
the production of others, particularly in foreign markets. The U.S. government has thus
apparently been alleviating anti-trust rules to boost the capacity of American media to
compete with foreign conglomerates not subject to the same rules.

3. In the digital era, film, TV and mostly all other media (including computers)
converge and create new synergies. Cross-promotions between media make it impossible
to avoid penetration of the well-organized American media in any country, except by

“severe censorship. American media thus serves a demand it creates itself, as new
multichannel and multimedia technology becomes widely available and desirable under

the Free Speech idea. The process is described in the graph below.

- Need for better shows to |Seek
Multichanne] - /'lcompcte Foreign co-
Technology Audience fragmentation Smaller Need for | ylproduction

Revenues cheaper
shows

The problem with attributing the American media hegemony to historical events,
however, is that it takes the debate to the other extreme of the spectrum. While
imperialism theorists defended a planned attempt to expand and dominate, historians
seem to believe in an accident-like chain of events. History alone was nevertheless found

unsatisfactory to explain the American hegemony, just as the destruction of foreign
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studios during World Wars could not explain the current pattern of media flows.
Otherwise, “why did Canadians (who were also less affected by the war) fail to develop
expressive media,” asks Read (1976), “while the Germans managed to rebuild theirs?”
(p.12). Between a master plan and a chaotic history, traditional economic reasoning came
to explain that it all happened because random foreign exports amounted so as to inspire
corporate interest in foreign markets as sales at home began to level off. It would seem
that American mass media expansion was then neither planned nor accidental, but the
result of general economic rules governing all industries everywhere.

The pattern described by historians and criticized by imperialism accusers conformed
to the so-called Product Lifecycle model proposed by Harvard economist Raymond
Vermnon (1971) for other multinational énterprises in the early 1970s:

...after random exporting grows to a threshold level of generating meaningful
income, [...] the media merchant usually becomes a national exporter, meaning
that sales in foreign markets are actively sought but the character of the
organization remains essentially American. The American owners and employees
are the same and the products they sell abroad are merely spin-offs of their
domestic business. The second stage is that of a multinational media organization,
that is, one whose once wholly American character has been diluted, perhaps by
adding foreign employees, or tailoring material for foreign audiences, or both.
The third and last stage is international control by which is meant that essential
responsibility for the media is shared by representatives of two or more countries
(Read, 1976) (p.13).

“The suddenness with which the domestic market had bountifully peaked,” concludes
Read (1976), “meant that during the 1960s the still young pioneers of television faced the
choice of either being contented with harvesting the thoroughly plowed but very fertile
US domestic soil or chasing new rainbows overseas” (p.77). But if all media industries

are governed by universal economic rules, the question remained of how the American

industry managed to outwit the others. Some authors denounce how U.S. firms make
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unfair use of such business rules. “The standard American practice in all media,” says
Tunstall (1977), “is initially to undercut the opposition through price competition, [i.e.]
wide sales at low prices (p.42). Schiller (1971) sustains the U.S. government had a
significant role in the media wars, but economic thinking prefers to identify inherent
business advantages to the American media that justify its preeminence. First, the U.S.
market presents unique characteristics that support media development (Wildman &
Siwek, 1988). There is, for example, a sufficiently large domestic communications base
from which to export. As Read summarizes:

The domestic base of American media is not only critical in terms of large
population and ocean-to-ocean size, but also because it has been a proving ground
for market strategies. The basic skills and expertise that are so useful when
expanding into various foreign markets have been largely acquired within the
United States, which is not so much a single national market as a complex of
submarkets. [Moreover,] American mass media has traditionally been imbued
with a strong sense of localism. Organizations learned how to blend the local
operations into countrywide schemes and this talent was subsequently applied
abroad. Such flexible national organization had the ability to cater programming
to local market (Read, 1976) (p.9)

Composed of diversified immigrants, the American society has also guaranteed a
mirror to widespread compatibility abroad. Statistics show that Americans tend to
communicate more than other nations, so it was no wonder for Read (1976) that “all the
concepts, techniques, and technology of commercial mass communications either have
been developed or first exploited in the United States” (p.11). Furthermore, the large
American audience provided the economies of scale that the media industry requires to
operate at an optimum level. According to Tunstall (1977), the U.S. has achieved

supremacy in most of the fields where the research and development costs are high and

replication low, such as new drugs, aircraft production or telecommunication. Once a
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new medication, airplane or satellite is developed, the cost of reproducing them is
relatively low and these are vital fields to every nation. In fact, it is exactly this
recognition by the U.S. government and its strong investment in these strategic fields that
imperialism researchers point as proof of a collusion between politicians and corporate
America. As Schiller (1971) concludes, “if conspiracy is absent in the American
commercial electronic invasion of the world, there is all the same a very clear
consciousness present of how to utilize communications for both highly ideological and
profitable ends” (p.106).

With or without government support, however, the point made by economists is that
the American hegemony was just a transient business phenomenon. Some researchers
(e.g. Hoskins & McFadyen, 1991) even forecast a continually reduced American media
dominance. Indeed, by the end of the 1960s, America’s involvement in television abroad
would be restricted to program sales, and even there the industry would have reached a
plateau. With a few minor exceptions, nationalism v;fould prompt foreign governments to
deny outsiders control of sensitive and powerful medium of television. One of the most
active American networks abroad was ABC-Paramount, which formed the Central
American TV Network (CATVN) in 1960 and the Latin American Television
International Network Organization (LATINO)® in 1968, but was practically out of the
game in the early 1970s. NBC also had in 1965 direct minority investment in 13 overseas

stations in eight countries. CBS maintained minority interests in Argentina, Venezuela,

8 CATVN was created with a $250,000 investment for 51% of a firm operating in five Central American
markets. LATINO added another six countries to ABC coverage and by 1968, ABC’s Worldvision already
operated in 16 Latin American countries and 11 others around the world (Wells, 1972).
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Peru and Trinidad (Wells, 1972). The list goes on and on’, but it did not take long for
these corporations to face their mistake. The “shattering of domestic tranquillity by the
American civil rights movement” and the “diminution of U.S. assertiveness abroad
through the Vietnam fiasco” (Read, 1976) (p.78) were benchmarks in a change of
American attitude regarding foreign markets. Going global became a risk and not a fad
anymore.

In Latin America, as the industry developed and matured, imports and American
assistance were replaced by independent local production (Sinclair et al., 1998), as Read
explains:

American expertise was welcomed abroad within the concept of acquiring
everything from technology to techniques at lower than local costs. [...] The few
deals that were made, principally in Latin America, turned out to be costly
mistakes for the U.S. investors who discovered belatedly that their local partners
desired American capital and know-how, nothing else. Once those ingredients had
been transferred, the Americans were virtually powerless to reap any benefits
from less than scrupulous indigenous partners and nationalistic governments
(Read, 1976) (p.90).

Cultural/Media Imperialism theorists did not pay attention—critics say—to the
historical and social internal dynamics in each country, and thus did not predict the
downfall of American corporations. Planned or not, Americans had failed to maintain
their hegemony. Therefore, despite the still significant numbers of American media

exports, what some recent scholars are suggesting is that the age of core and periphery is

over (Appadurai, 1990; Featherstone, 1990)'°. The real American legacy was not its

9 Bartell Media had stations in the Netherland Antilles; Wometco Enterprises in the Bahamas; the
Caribbean Networks Inc. operated in Panama and El Salvador; the Inter-American Publications invested in
Puerto Rico and Screen Gems in Venezuela (Wells, 1972).

10 Appadurai (1990) further addresses this new "non-isomorphic” path of global cultural flows and
ultimately questions the former core and periphery models through his conceptualization of interacting
"disjunctures"” or relationships within these flows. He conceives of global cultural flow in five dimensions:
ethnoscapes, finanscapes, technoscapes, mediascapes, and ideoscapes. Ethnoscapes refer to the flow of
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direct presence or the shows it exported, but the definition of the media themselves. In
the words of Tunstall (1977): “One major influence of American imported media lies in
the styles and patterns which most other countries in the world have adopted and copied.
This influence includes the very definition of what a newspaper, or a feature film, or a

television set is” (p.17).

2.4 New Paradigms for a New Era

In reviewing the work of these and other critics of imperialism thesis, some scholars
started to identify a series of paradigms since the late 1980s. Biltereyst (1997), for
example, quotes a 1991 interview with scholar Annabelle Sreberny-Mohammadi in
which she ponders that, “since the 1960s, the field of International Communication has
been dominated by three successive intellectual paradigms: that of communications and
development, that of cultural imperialism and currently by a revisionist cultural pluralism
which is still searchi;lg for a coherent theoretical shape” (p.3). A similar classification
was used by Geoffrey Reeves (1993) in his book on communications and the Third
World, in which he writes that “the shift is largely one from modernization theory to
cultural imperialist and dependency perspectives, and more recently...to what may be
loosely regarded as a post modernist position” (p.43). Septrup (1990), on the other hand,

is quoted to defend a more synchronous competition between schools of thought:

peoples (immigrants, refugees, tourists, inc.) throughout the globe as we become increasingly mobile.
Technoscapes include the flow of machinery, hardware and software, through the production processes of
TNCs, national corporations and governments. Finanscapes involve the flow of money through currency
markets and stock exchanges. Mediascapes consist of the flow of images and information from the various
forms of media and growing interactive technologies. Lastly, Ideoscapes are similar to mediasc apes in that
they are image-oriented, however they are more often political in nature and deal with the flow of ideology
throughout the globe.

36



...the relevant literature has been dominated by politically-inspired discussions
between the Schiller/Smythe/Hamelink/Fejes/Janus (conspiracy) arm of the
Media-Imperialism School and the Pool/Read/Lee/Boyd/Tarle view on media
imperialism which perceive (trade) imbalances as the result of inevitable market
laws, unaffected by ideological motives... (p.26)

Indeed, none of the traditional views on media flows are actually dead. Scholars such
as Armand Mattelart (1990) and Herbert Schiller (1991) still advocate the need for
reassessing the original dependency thesis in the current structure of media control. In a
very recent article, Schiller (1997) updates his thinking to include the Clinton
administration and new technologies such as the Internet, bringing about a new collection
of supporting quotes from government officials:

The 21st. Century, not the 20th., will turn out to be the period of America’s
greatest pre-eminence. Information is the new coin of the international realm and
the United States is better positioned than any other country to multiply the
potency of its hard and soft power resources through information. The one
country that can best lead the information revolution will be more powerful than
any other. For the foreseeable future, that country is the United States—its subtle,
comparative advantage is its ability to collect, process, act upon and disseminate
information, an edge that will almost certainly grow over the next decade (Nye &
Owens, 1996 as quoted by Schiller, 1997)

Nevertheless, it should be noted that although ideologically opposed, both dominant
paradigms in international communication research turn mainly to economic reasoning to
explain the “reasons for the success and the transnational dominance of U.S. television
programs” (Biltereyst, 1997)(p.9). Thus, although the free market school of thought has
not totally displaced the traditional culture/media imperialism thesis, it has brought
significant contributions to the debate. A new idea is that no matter what economic
efficiencies the American media corporations may enjoy, it is the audiences’ active

selection of media resembling their cultural experiences that will ultimately define the

success of any international media flow. Two innovative central arguments here are that
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the free-market structure will produce products which satisfy viewer’s demands (Hoskins
& Mirus, 1990) and, second, audiences actively participate in determining media flows.
“People are able to adapt market driven imperialist culture to their own needs and tastes
in line with their cultural identity (Berenson, 2000). As Biltereyst (1997) emphasizes, this
is a remarkable blow to imperialism theory:

‘Claiming that viewing foreign/U.S. programs has to be interpreted as a constant
process of mediation, selection and transformation by the receivers open up the
way to a strong relativist position towards the hard thesis of cultural imperialism
proclaimed by the dependency frame (p.13).

Cultural imperialism denies the power of the audience to interpret the message on its
own contexts or to form its own meanings from the message. Cees Hamelink (1983), for
instance, writes that media products are “prescribed to the passive receiver who is
expected to register and store them in his archives” (p.114). In their plot to dominate the
world, transnational media conglomerates would thus expect audiences to equally react to
programming as planned. But in the 1980s, the notion of a powerful media user became
widespread in communication and cultural studies. Several new technologies were
introduced in that period, multiplying the media offer and choice, besides allowing
greater control of the television medium via remote controls and VCRs. In the academic
arena, the influence of postmodern studies about local power and resistance, such as the
counterflow phenomenon exposed by Boyd-Barrett (1992), sparkled new theories of
power relation between supply and consumption. From classical stimulus-response
models to the more dynamic culturalist “encoding-decoding” model of Hall (1980),

several case studies started to defend an active process of media consumption, such the

seminal Dallas project conducted by Ang (1985), or Liebes and Katz’ (1990) study of the
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same soap opera. As Fiske (1987) concludes, “these audiences actively read television in
order to produce from it meanings that connect with their social experience” (p.23). Or in
the words of Smith (1990):

Images and cultural traditions do not derive from or descend upon, mute and
passive populations on whose tabula rasa they inscribe themselves. Instead, they
invariably express the identities which historical circumstances have formed,
often over long periods (p.13).

Despite its controversy (see criticism by McQuail, 1984), the uses and gratifications
approach illustrated the restricted susceptibility to the U.S. television message and
inspired valuable studies (McAnany & Wilkinson, 1992; Schement, Gonzales, Lum, &
Valencia, 1984; Sinclair, 1990; Tomlinson, 1991). In comparing the effects of the
program “All in the Family” in Canadian families, Tate and Surlin (1976), for instance,
concluded that “the effects of the show lie in reinforcing existing beliefs” (p.200). As
Tomlinson (1991) summarizes: “This belief in the active audience is supported by
audience research within V.Vcstcm societies on the general issue of the supposed

ideological effect of media texts: people, generally, it seems, are less deceived than

critical media theorists have supposed” (p.57).

2.5 Cultural Proximity and Product Differentiation

Elaborating on the uses and gratifications research, besides several other new ideas
brought forward by different scholars, Straubhaar (1991) proposes a new unifying model

for the modern flow of television around the world. The so-called Asymmetrical

Interdependence and Cultural Proximity Model states that First and Third World
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countries presently have a varying degree of production and importation of media
products, in the context of a series of interdependent but asymmetrical relationships in
terms of their economic, technological and cultural exchange. Adopting the active
audience principle, the model presupposes an audience actively reading the media
messages according to its social, cultural and economic backgrounds. It builds on Hall's
propositions that readings of media are mainly determined by social class (Hall, 1982).
The lower social classes would tend to prefer cultural products that are closer to their
local cultures, while the higher classes would be more internationalized and more open to
foreign products of the more industrialized nations.

In attending to such demand, the corporations are seen to operate under the product
lifecycle principles driginally supported by Pool (1977) and Read (1976). Employing a
strictly ecohomic perspective, the expansion of American media into international sales
and investment is seen as the result of a logical business cycle, rather than a systemic
imperialism or intention to dominate. According to them, the bus.iness cycle that governs
media flow consists of “the development of an appealing product, the expansion of its
production, a continued expansion into export, and an eventual peak as markets and
audiences became satu'rated” (Pool, 1977)(p.140). At that point, Pool predicted, local
producers would begin to compete with U.S. productions, and audiences would tend to
prefer their own culture in media products when they were available. As the theory
predicts, the exports of U.S. television, for example, have peaked in the 1960s and
dropped sharply in the last two decades due to competition from local producers
(Tunstall, 1977). Of course, not all nations will ever be in a position to impose

competition, as Straubhaar (1991) duly notes:
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The results of conditions of dependency, such as low income resources, lack of
industrial infrastructure, lack of support by weak governments, inappropriate
models for production, and lack of trained personnel, keep a number of poorer
countries from developing much local or national production, even if their
audiences might prefer more national programs (p.8).

The apparent tendency to adopt and adapt commercial media models, cultural forms,
and genres indicate, however, that dependent countries do have the potential to talk back.
Domestic media conglomerates have grown in Third World countries like Mexico and
Brazil to compete with American media in the international market, fnaking the
relationship more interdependent and the flow less and less asymmetric. In this new
scenario, the American media firms wishing to sell abroad may not be in such a
hegemonic position anymore. While in the past, media imperialism scholars could afford
to view transnational media products as highly standardized commodity goods, produced
in a capitalist context, modern scholars are forced to recognize product adaptations to
make media attractive to particular cultural groups.

From the traditional economic viewpoint, the theory of the lowest common
denominator has always put market laws above audience preferences, imposing
standardized television programs to all. The key idea of this concept is that “in a free
market system, television programs will be focused on contents and formats accessible to
the largest possible audience, and that other deviating types of programming will not
normally be made” (Hoskins & Mirus, 1988) (p.506). Paradoxically, the production of
programs with the lowest common denominator has been justified by the recognition of

cultural differences among foreign audiences, following the principle of cultural discount,

described by Hoskins and Mirus (1990) to mean that:
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a particular program rooted in one culture, and thus attractive in that
environment, will have a diminished appeal elsewhere as viewers find it difficult
to identify with the style, values and behavior patterns of the material in
question...A ‘cultural discount’ is the notion that the willingness to pay for a
culturally distant program is reduced (p.86).

Thus, in order to avoid discounts, the successful American programs are said to
present a universal appeal to all cultures. Syndicated blockbusters “Baywatch,”
“McGyver” or the all-time “Dallas” are living testaments of the value of strongly
recognizable themes and formulas, as analyzed by Morley & Robins (1990):

...in order to be exportable, programs such as Dallas have to operate at a very
high level of abstraction, and the price of this approach to a universality of appeal
is a higher level of polysemy or multi-accentuality. The research of Ang and Katz
and Liebes reminds just how open these types of programs are to re-interpretation
by audiences outside their country of origin (p.29)

However, despite still watched all over the world, the appeal of culturally-neutral
American shows has been ultimately losing ground to locally and regionally-produced
programs, as attested by several studies (Antola & Rogers, 1984; Biltereyst, 1991,
Straubhaar et al., 1992). Sinclair (1998) sees the dawn of a new globalized television
market as a consequence of the end of national borders in Europe with the downfall of
Communism, quick technological innovations, industrial realignments and the changes in
the policy philosophies that now favor more privatization and liberalization. According to
McQuail (1994), three trends in media explain changes both technologically and
organizationally. First, the growth in concentration of media ownership around the globe;
second, the emergence of an “information economy” with information now seen as a

product and its transfer as industry and, finally, an increase in deregulation of

telecommunications everywhere. Instead of a world dominated by American media, the
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new perspective suggests various spheres of media flow, from the global to the regional,
national and even local. In the words of Sinclair (1998):

The world is divided in a series of regions, each with its own internal dynamic,
besides its link to the global scale. Although mostly based on geographical
realities, such regions are also defined by cultural, linguistic and historical links
that go beyond their geographical space [...] Each geolinguistic region, as we can
call it, is dominated, in turn, by one or two centers of audio-visual productions
(p-2)

Social and cultural forces are said to push audiences in the opposite directions of
globalization and localism (Barber, 1995). But no matter what is winning pressure at any
given time and place, the result seems to be a far cry from the homogenization feared by
imperialism school. The American programs have been adapted everywhere in a dynamic
cultural syncretism or hybridization (Canclini, 1988): the soap opera has morphed into
the Latin American telenovelas and the old fashion musicals received new accents in the
cine Hindi. Travelling from one sphere to another, stereotypes are reconstructed to
conform to the more parochial notions of religion, music, humor, dreésing, the verbal
codes and the narrative modes. In other words, each geolinguistic region enjoy what
Straubhaar (1991) terms a “cultural proximity,” that conditions the demand and supply of
television programs:

Audiences generally prefer programs that are proximate to their own culture:
national programming if the local economy allows, regional programming in
genres impossible to produce locally. The U.S. continues then to have an
advantage in genres that Third World countries cannot produce, such as feature
films, cartoons and action-adventure series (Straubhaar, 1991, p.15)

Notice then that the lowest common denominator of a universal appeal is considered

less effective at this point. The new dogma is that programming has to be dressed in local

colors if it is to enjoy acceptance by different cultures. As illustrated in the next chapter,
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the companies have historically shifted their production efforts in the same direction,
focusing on customer demands and adapting their products accordingly. Theories of
marketing have evolved to support such corporate strategies, but when expanding
overseas, the challenges of understanding foreign audiences’ demands is tremendous. As
new multichannel technologies arrive in Latin America and a barrage of new channels
suddenly invade the region, American media firms race to mark their presence, bringing
with them new concerns of an American invasion. Will these firms use their new-found
space to dump amortized reruns of the lowest common denominator or will they seek a

way to the hearts of Latin audiences by applying the principles of cultural proximity?
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CHAPTER 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW

PART II - INTERNATIONAL MARKETING

In the 1990s, liberalization trends and deployment of broadband television
distribution technologies in Latin America allowed for a new kind of American presence
in the region. In the past, both nationalistic laws and technological shortcomings
restricted the American TV industry to exporting only a few shows to local broadcasters,
often filling their less-valued spots. But now, entire U.S. television networks and
channels have been extended or specifically created to serve Latin America. Beyond the
staggering growth in program flows—which cultural implications concern
Communication scientists—is a business revolution.

With broadband television, for the first time, the consumer is directly paying the bill,
instead of advertisers supporting local broadcasters. And significantly more resources are
required—and being employed—to reach and lure such consumers. While American
firms are upping their commitment to the Latin American market in their new ventures, it
is a unique opportunity to observe their internationalization process in light of well
established paradigms that presuppose a variety of conditioning variables and
recommendations for the budding enterprises. By focusing on the company, as opposed
to the consumer or, in this case, the network instead of the television viewer,
International Marketing studies provide another set of theoretical perspectives and
analyses on the Cultural Industry scenario reviewed in the first part of this chapter. But

while the unit of analysis is different, a consumer-centered perspective remains, as
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Marketing scholars tend to view firms as well-informed, rational entities. Borrowed from
traditional Economy principles, this view implies that it is in the companies’ best interest
to learn about the consumer/viewers’ interests and attempt to serve them to the best of
their capacity. In other words, like the view that non-imperialism Communication
scholars defend, consumers actively influence company behavior.

In this portion of the literature review, the social scientist reader is invited to examine
an extensive series of studies analyzing what makes a firm go abroad and what are the
conditioning variables that lead the firm from one stage of low internationalization to the
other more committed phases. In this process, a fundamental choice companies must
make is to determine how much they are willing to adapt their products and procedures
abroad. Since the first call for a truly global standardization by Levitt (1983) in the
1960s, much discussion has filled the literature on the topic. Many International
Marketing studies have highlighted the gains achievable through standardization, which
also has a major political and cultural effect, as pointed by Communications scholars of
the imperialism school who warn of a resulting political domination and cultural
homogenization. On the other hand, it seems that most contemporaneous marketers
defend adaptation to the local market as a necessary step to satisfy what Communications
authors see as the consumers’ intrinsic need for Cultural Proximity elements in the
company offers.

While no school of thought claims to have an effective recipe for performance
enhancing behavior, all of them offer tools to help delineate which choice companies may
have opted to follow. These tools will be of value in the following chapter, as it

establishes hypotheses of company behavior to assess whether American networks are
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conspiring to invade Latin America with U.S. cultural products or seeking to adapt

themselves to the local market in true Marketing spirit.

2.6 It’s a Long, Long Way to Latin America: Internationalization Studies

Multinational firms have long been a subject of study, and the aggressive American
corporations have gained particular attention since the 1970s, when renowned French
writer Jean-Jacques Servant-Schreiber (1967) called for some reaction to what he saw as
an American global corporate threat. The mechanism of internationalization that led these

companies to France and around the world has been considered under various paradigms

(Johanson & Vahlne, 1990). Perhaps the best known is the so-called Upssala Model, most

closely associated with the research of Johanson and Widersheim-Paul (1975), who
distinguish between four different modes of entering an international market, where the
successive stages represc;lt higher degrees of international involvement. From no regular
export activities to export via independent representatives (agents), followed by
establishment of an overseas sales subsidiary and finally by overseas
production/manufacturing units. Johanson (1977) explains that the internationalization
process represents the company’s “gradual acquisition, integration and use of knowledge
about foreign markets and operations, and on its successively increasing commitments to
foreign markets” (p.23). Rather than deliberate strategy then, the process is viewed as the
result of incremental adjustments to changing conditions of the firm and its environment.
According to Andersen (1993), this ascending involvement spiral is conditioned by

two variables: market knowledge and commitment. “A basic assumption of this model,”
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he explains, “is that market knowledge and market commitment affect both commitment
decisions and the way current decisions are performed—and these in turn change market
knowledge and commitment” (p.211). International activities require both general
knowledge of the operations (which can be transferred from one country to another) and
market-specific knowledge (gained only through experience in the market). The better the
knowledge about a market, the more valuable are the resources and the stronger the
commitment to the market. The concept of market commitment, by its turn, is assumed to
be composed of two factors—the amount of resources committed (size of investment in
market) and the degree of commitment (difficulty of finding an alternative use for the
resources and transferring them to the alternative use''). Cavusgil (1980) proposes that
such incremental decision making process is associated with an absence of prior
experience, lack of adequate market information and associated uncertainty in foreign
marketing. Building on Bilkey’s (1978) work, he suggested five stages of
internationalization: Domestic marketing, Pre-export, Experimenial involvement, Active
involvement and Committed involvement.

Most firms, analyzed Cavusgil (1980), never go beyond domestic marketing due to
lack of interest, awareness of opportunities or even just apathy. It takes a lot of effort to
move abroad, particularly in the case of highly specialized products, and the battle to
survive domestic competition seems to consume most company resources. Some stimuli
are usually necessary for a company to deliberately search for information and assess
feasibility. Typical internal stimuli in the pre-export stage include the presence of
aggressive, venturesome decision makers, who adopt an international outlook at the top

management level. These “globetrotters” see exporting as a way to either overcome

' This is similar to the Economics concept of sunk cost and management’s consideration of barriers to exit.
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unfavorable circumstances—such as saturated markets, growing competitive pressures
and spare or obsolete manufacturing capacity—or a way to take advantage of the firm’s
superior products, production processes, resources or markets. But, more commonly,
companies are drawn to a pre-export stage by external stimuli, such as unsolicited orders
from buyers or distributors abroad or domestic export agents.

Motivated more by short-run profits than long-term objectives, firms enter the
experimental involvement stage by indirectly exporting via a middleman. Usually
marginal and intermittent, export in such cases doesn’t surpass 10% of the output and is
restricted to only one or two foreign markets. In selecting these markets, various
researchers have noticed a tendency to concentrate on psychologically close countries
with similar business practices. Johanson (1976) introduced the concept of psychic
distance to explain such tendency. As a variable measuring the degree of uncertainty and
the cost of information in international decisions, it is easy to see its parallel to the
cultural proximity construct used by Straubhaar (1991) earlier in this chapter. In fact,
another Marketing scholar, Carlson (1975) prefers to use the term cultural distance as an
expression of those factors that create differences in market conditions and difficulties in
acquiring information about these differences. Like cultural proximity, psychic or cultural
differences are “a function of the differences between any two countries in terms of their
level of development, education, business and everyday languages, cultural differences
and the extent of commercial connections” (Johanson et al., 1976) (p.35).

The actively involved company systematically explores a large number of foreign

market opportunities, establishing buyer and legal requirements and locating local

dealers. It abandons the middlemen, while expanding the volume of exports and new
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foreign markets. At this stage, researchers believe success is directly related to the level
of commitment by the firm. Key resources must be made available and management’s
experience up to this stage is key to willingness in allocating them abroad. Overall, it was
found that actively involved firms create a new department with separate staff, managed
by a senior executive and managers that place emphasis on personal visits to the target
markets. Empirical research, says Cavusgil (1980), suggests that the following elements
are especially critical in international operations: quality and design of the products and
packaging for foreign markets, development of distribution channels, competitive pricing,
and extension of credit.

In the committed involvement stage, competence in managing the “elements of the
marketing mix is a major determinant of the firm’s long performance and commitment to
international marketing” (Cavusgil, 1980) (p.278). Long run difficulties in exporting
(restrictions, cost and availability of shipping, exchange rate fluctuations, collection of
money and expansion of distributic.)n) tend to lead several firms back to intermittent
exporting stages. But the successful few may even venture into other forms of
involvement, such as local production via subsidiaries or joint ventures, significantly
upping their commitments. At every step, the company is called to acquire marketing
knowledge that allows it to decide whether the currently used domestic products and
procedures are adequate abroad—or instead—demand significant resource commitments
to be properly adapted to distinct local realities. Despite the fact that a significant number
of articles have been published on this crucial decision, however, there is “little

agreement on the conditions under which either standardization'? or adaptation is

12 standardization of international Marketing strategy refers to using a common product, price, distribution,
and promotion program on a worldwide basis.
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appropriate in foreign markets. No conclusive guidelines are available for international
marketing managers with respect to how much standardization/adaptation is appropriate

when a product is placed in a foreign market” (Cavusgil, Zou, & Naidu, 1993) (p.480).

2.7 A Latin American Standard?

The growing interaction amongst people of all nations, spurred by cheaper and easier
transportation, besides sophisticated communication technology, led many scholars to
perceive a relative homogeneity between markets in the 1980s. According to Levitt
(1983), “technology has been driving the world toward such commonality and the result
is the emergence of global markets for standardized consumer products on a previously
unimagined scale of magnitude” (p.62). In the same lines, Gluck (1983) argues that more
industries have become increasingly global at an accelerated rate, thus requiring drive for
maximum scale, coupled with faster, quantity-based learning. Summariziné these
standardization views, Levitt (1983) gave new momentum to the issue with his
provocative words:

The modern global corporation contrasts powerfully with the aging multinational
corporation. Instead of adapting to superficial and even entrenched differences
between and within nations, it will seek sensibly to force suitably standardized
products and practices on the entire globe (p.102).

While his work may have given new life to the debate, it was not a novel one. In fact,
already in 1968, Buzzel (1968) called attention to standardization’s significant savings,
mainly in product design, packaging and promotion. In the following year, Perlmutter

(1969), presented a Ethno-, Poly-, Geocentric (EPG) framework to justify his argument
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for global products for geocentric multinational firms. In 1973, Wind (1973) expanded
the framework to EPRG with the addition of a Region-centric orientation, but the implied
supremacy of Geo-centrism and global products remained unchanged for more than a
decade after that (Chakravarthy & Perimutter, 1985; Douglas & Craig, 1989). Indeed,
most of the 1970s’ studies of Advertising standardization only supported such thinking.
Sorenson (1975), for example, documented very high levels of standardization for all
elements of the marketing mix, especially branding and packaging'’. According to Britt
(1974), consumers of different heritage share similarities of product perceptions and a
common theme can promote the development of a consistent and universally
recognizable company image. A common approach, said Kaynak (1981), is now feasible
due to customer mobility, media overlap and many consumer common denominators.
Overall, the prolific arguments in favor of standardization strategies (Christensen,
Rocha, & Gertner, 1987) tend to find support on the theory of economies of scale (Porter,
1986) and the potential to enhance product quality (Yip, 1989). Standardization savings
include economies of scale in research and development, purchasing, production, and
marketing, the possibility of rationalizing international production and operating via
exports, besides easier implementation and more control of the marketing program.
Advantages of economies of scale include production, logistics, distribution, research and
development (Hout, Porter, & Rudden, 1982), advertising and promotion (Quelch &
Hoff, 1986). As Kale (1987) explains, small market segments in each country can be
better explored by geo-centric firms that group them in a large homogeneous cross-

country strategy that “maximize economies of scale by selling the same product and

13 His sample only included 27 firms, many of which famous for standardization practices, such as Coca-
Cola.
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using the same advertising, promotions, prices, and channels in all markets” (Shoham,
1995) (p.92).

An opportune example of this concept is the marketing of certain pay-TV channels in
Latin America. While the number of interested viewers in each country is generally low,
the sum of these small groups across the region provides the necessary mass of
consumers to pay for broadcasting costs. And, since these people share common traits
that led them to become a captive audience, it only makes sense to adopt a single,
common marketing strategy to lure them. This is what is called Program Standardization
(Quelch & Hoff, 1986; Sorenson & Wiechmann, 1975). As opposed to Process
Standardization, which implies only the tools that aid in program development and
implementation, the term program comprises

various facets of marketing mix, which can be classified as product design,
product positioning, brand name, packaging, retail price, basic advertising
message, creative expression, sales promotion, media allocation, role of sales
force, management of sales force, role of middlemen, type of retail outlets, and
customer service (Jain, 1989) (p.71)

Again, it is Levitt (1983) who offers the strongest view of program standardization:
The multinational corporation operates in a number of countries, and adjusts its
products and practices in each at high relative costs...[companies should] know
that success in a world of homogenized demand requires a search for sales
opportunities in similar segments across the globe in order to achieve the
economies of scale necessary to compete. Such a segment in one country is
seldom unique—it has close cousins everywhere precisely because technology
has homogenized the globe (p.92).

Nevertheless, Fisher (1984) found that as people around the world become better

educated and more affluent, their tastes actually diverge. Levitt’s views of a homogenized

world are indeed contradicted by Cavusgil’s (1993) own findings of significant

“differences among nations in terms of culture, stages of economic and market
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development, political and legal systems, and customer values and lifestyles” (p.481).
And a heterogeneous world consumer market was identified by a variety of other
researchers as well. Yavas (1992) found consumers in six nations across various regions
of the world differ on brand loyalty and risk perceptions for toiletry products. Sood
(1993), by his turn, found significant differences between consumers’ purchase-
involvement scores in 13 markets for consumer products. And Hofstede (1984; 1993)
turned the global village concept around with his landmark analysis of the differences
between managers in 53 nations over time, finding significant differences spanning the
value dimensions of power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance
and long-term orientation. Craig’s (1992) final observations were also exemplary. His
study used 15 macro variables, such as cost of living, real per capita income and number
of students to assess the extent of convergence of 18 industrialized nations over a period
of 28 years, concluding:
In the first place, contrary to the initial research proposition, countries were found
to be diverging rather than converging over the period studied...Thus, while
findings cannot be generalized beyond the sample, they do suggest, contrary to
what is commonly believed, that despite increased interaction and
communications between industrialized nations, they are not becoming more
similar in terms of macro-environment characteristics (p.784)

In Ralston’s (1993) words: “findings support the contention that for today and the
foreseeable future, different national cultures will contribute to the unique behaviors of
managers in different industrialized nations” (p.270). And a heterogeneous world is not a
place for standardization, as summarizes Kanwar (1993):

This study’s results indicate that although there may be some similarities between

consumption behaviors across diverse cultures and economies, the differences in
behavior may be sufficient to make it impractical to use standardized marketing
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strategies across market segments that span very different markets and economies
(p-23)

The main pillar of the standardization concept was about to fall. Without the trend for
the emergence of homogeneous cross-country market segments, the ‘economies of scale’
argument loses its major theoretical basis. Illustratively, scholars started to posit
conditions under which standardization would still make sense. Walters & Toyne (1989),
for instance, promotes product standardization only to the extent that Levitt’s proposed
homogenization of global markets is true. Douglas & Craig (1989), by their turn, defend
standardization only for firms in their most advanced internationalization phase and
Leontiades (1984) considered it applicable mostly for large firms. Although recognizing
the limitations of standardization strategies, these authors generally argue that m.arketing
principles are the same everywhere, and that major differences are due to environmental
characteristics of the markets'*. It would then follow that, if researchers can isolate those
business variables mostly influenced by environmental forces, a standardization strategy
may still be an alternative. For Samie and Roth (1992), the key variable is the product:
“uniformity in policies, processes and programs is more likely when products are in the
early stages of the product lifecycle [...] or when the competitors modify their products
frequently” (p.6). For Daniels (1987), however, the issue is an organizational one and
standardization is more likely to occur when decisions are made at the headquarters level.
In Cavusgil’s (1993) conclusion, “managers may attempt to standardize their product and
promotional programs in export ventures when: (a) the industry is technology intensive;

(b) the product is not culture specific; (c) competition in the export market is not intense;

' As Bartels (Bartels, 1968) had suggested much earlier.
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and (d) management lacks international experience and the expertise to formulate and

implement an adaptation strategy” (p.501).

2.8 The Latin American Way

Even though a strong case can be made for placing emphasis on reduced costs and
competitive prices through standardization, “lower costs are not the primary objective of
firms; their primary objective is increased profitability” (Samiee & Roth, 1992) (p.6). To
the extent that standardization does not necessarily guarantee increased profitability,
many other researchers tend to present adaptation strategies not as a fallback from
circumstances precluding standardization, but as a desirable and rather common goal of
many firms and industries. Simmonds (1985), for instance, claims that for a multinational
company to survive the task of competition, it must adjust to the segments that require
separate treatment because of institutional customer diffcrcnces. Akaah & Grosse (1991)
collected a series of studies that found the levels of standardization to be much lower than
originally believed, leading to the conclusion that the majority of firms in these samples
adapt, rather than standardize their mix. Besides, say Bartlett & Ghoshal (1987),
consumers have reacted to an overdose of standardized products by showing a renewed
preference for differentiated products. Walters (1986) stated that variations in company
and product characteristics make it difficult to believe that unique recipes for universal
success have been discovered. And the barriers to standardization may be even higher in
the Latin American pay-TV business, which does not present any of the characteristics

Cavusgil (1993) believes lead to standardization strategies. The industry is technology
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intensive; the product is culture specific; competition is intense; and the enterprises enjoy
worldwide presence. Furthermore, it presents several joint ventures between firms in both
developed and developing countries—a strategic alliance that requires bigger
compromises and decentralization to work well.

More on this industry’s particular case will be seen in subsequent chapters, but it is
relevant here to understand the theoretical arguments why firms should customize
strategies for each market, positioning themselves most accurately in each market.
Researchers in the adaptation school base their arguments on price discrimination
resulting from more accurate positioning and from the theory of friction underlying the
relations between headquarters (HQ) and local representatives. According to Samiee &
Roth (1992), “by the use of a more accurate positioning strategy (adapted to the host
market), higher prices based on price discrimination can more than offset the reduced
costs under standardization” (p.14). Moreover, standardization’s taunted reduced costs
may not amount to much when international operations are less-than-perfect:

Cost is driven not only by economies of scale, but also by hidden costs that arise
out of the friction between headquarters and subsidiary (in the case of a
production or marketing subsidiary) or between headquarters and channel of
distribution in the host market (in the case of exporting). This friction can result in
the sub-optimal execution of the marketing mix strategies, thereby increasing the
cost of doing business. If friction increases the cost above the scale-based savings

. of standardization, adaptation may be more cost-effective than standardization
(Shoham & Albaum, 1994) (p.221)

The concept of home & host country friction is important because managers in the
foreign location have both the power and the desire to subvert HQ strategic decisions

(Kim & Mauborgne, 1993). As Ohmae (1989) explains, “the conditions in each market

are too varied, the nuances of competition too complex, and the changes in climate too
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subtle and too rapid for long distance management” (p.137). Naturally, managers of
channels of distribution and of subsidiaries feel that they are better equipped to handle

local market conditions and begin to resent strategic decisions handed down by HQ.

2.9 Drivers in a continuum: Standardization versus Adaptation

Researchers in both the standardization and adaptation camps have come to
recognize, however, that the decision here is not a dichotomous one anymore, between
complete standardization and customization. Rather, say Quelch & Hoff (1986), there can
be degrees of both. According to Daniels (1987), this debate may be thought of as a
continuum, with company operations falling somewhere between the extremes. Overall,
authors (Buzzell, 1968; Douglas & Wind, 1987; Jain, 1989; Kashani, 1989; Porter, 1986;
Rau & Preble, 1987; Yip, 1989) recognize two distinct sets of drivers pulling decision
makers in opposite diréctions. In other words, there are standardization drivers (e.g. cost
savings, consistent products to customers, improved planning and control, and better
utilization of people and ideas) and adaptation drivers (e.g. market characteristics such as
the physical environment and cultural factors, industry conditions such as the product
lifecycle in each market, market institutions such as channels and media, and legal
restrictions). The table below summarizes some of the key proposed drivers, as presented

by each researcher:
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Standardization vs. Adaptation Drivers

‘ Standardization ’ AdaEtation l
Extent of marketing standardization is Extent of product adaptation is a function of

dependent on three sets of variables: moderating variables:

1. Similarities to host country environment International experience

2. Product related marketing factors Technological orientation of the industry
3. Subsidiary related factors Cultural context of the product
Similarity of legal regulations

Product familiarity of export customers

. Number of export markets

1.
2.
3.
4.
S.
6

Samice & Roth 1992 Buzzell 1968, Sorenson 1975, Walter 1986
Determinants of standardization are: Adaptation is a result of:

1. Product characteristics 1. Cultural and legal environment

2. Market coverage 2. Conditions of product use

3. Capacity utilization 3. Company factor

4, Comietition

Degree of marketing program standardization
determined by:

Target market

Nature of product

Environment

Organizational factors

b S

For the purposes of this study, the framework proposed by .Jain will be considered to
identify the variables (or drivers) that may lead American pay-TV networks to either
standardize or adapt their offerings in Latin America. Besides employing a better-defined
set of concepts, Jain’s framework is generally used as a point of reference by other
authors, who in many cases simply rename or add to his ideas. Following is an in-depth
review of each of his proposed variables. The boxes at the end of each section indicate

how the variables are expected to moderate standardization versus adaptation decisions.



1) Target Market

The export market characteristics that help determine whether standardization or
adaptation strategies are more appropriate include market development, differences to
home market and market competitiveness. As Jain (1984) explains:

Different national markets for a given product are in different stages of
development. A convenient way of explaining this phenomenon is through the
product life cycle concept. If a product’s foreign market is in a different stage of
market development than its U.S. market, appropriate changes in the product
design are desirable in order to make an adequate product/market match (p.73).

Differences in Culture, Economy and Customer Perceptions also require more
adaptation. “Culture influences every aspect of Marketing,’.’ reminds Lipman (1988).
“The products people buy, the attributes they value, and the principals whose opinions
they accept are all culture-based choices.” llustratively, foreign products in many
countries may be perceived as high quality products. In such cases, standardization would
be desirable. In contrast, if the image of a country’s products is weak, it would be
strategically desirable to adapt a product so that it could be promoted as different from,
rather than typical of, that country’s products. Moreover, poor economic means may
prevent masses in less developed countries (LDCs) from buying products, “which must
be appropriately modified to cut costs without reducing functional quality” (Jain,
1989)(p.73). Finally, the presence of competition may necessitate customization to gain
an advantage over rivals by providing a product that ultimately matches local conditions
precisely. Similarly, if the competitive position of the firm does not vary among markets

(it competes with the same rivals, with similar share position), a global strategy may be

worthwhile (p.74).

65



Standardization

Adaptation

Similar stage of development in product
lifecycle as the home U.S. market

Different stage of development in product
lifecycle as the home U.S. market

Similar culture and economy to U.S. market

Different culture and economy to U.S.
market

Positive consumer perception of country of
origin

Negative consumer perception of country of
origin

Little local competition

Intense local competition

Similar competitive stake as in other markets

Different competitive stake in comparison to
other markets

2) Nature of Product

The type of product, its positioning and familiarity to local consumers are major

variables in standardization plans. Generally, industrial and high technology products are
considered most appropriate for global brand strategies. Also, if a product meets a
universal need, it requires little adaptation across national markets and standardization is
facilitated if a product is positioned overseas by the same approach as at home. Likewise,
a familiar product can “engender more favorable attitudes and greater acceptance,
allowing exporters greater freedom in standardizing product and promotion” (Cavusgil et
al., 1993) (p.489). On the other hand, when a culture-specific product is exported, the
cultural base on which the product is developed may not match the cultural base on the

new market.

Standardization Adaptation

Industrial and high technology type products | Consumer and low technology type products

Positioned to serve universal need Positioned to serve particularized needs

Positioned similarly overseas as in the U.S. Positioned differently overseas as in the U.S.

Product familiar to local consumers Product unknown to local consumers

Product that is not culture-specific Culture-specific product
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3) Environment

The environment within which marketing decisions are made is unique to each
country. Hence differences in environment are an important concern affecting the
feasibility of standardization. Jain (1989) distinguishes four main environmental facets:
Physical, Legal, Political and the Marketing Infrastructure. To explain the first aspect, he
provides the example of differences in the size and configuration of homes that affect
product design for appliances and home furnishings. Likewise, tropical countries may
suggest lower television viewership and other indoor activities or even higher
susceptibility to rain interference of broadcasting signals. The second case is more
straightforward. Different countries have different laws about product standards, patents,
tariffs and taxes, and other aspects. “In an export market where the legal regulations are
comparable to those in the home market, firms have less pressure to modify their product
offerings and promotional programs” (Cavusgil et al., 1993)(p.489). Political interference
can be defined as a decision on the part of the host country government that forces a
change in the operations, policies and strategies of a foreign firm. Political intervention
may invalidate standardization even in carefully chosen overseas markets. And, the final
facet, Marketing infrastructure, consists of the “institutions and functions necessary to
create, develop, and service demand, including retailers, wholesalers, sales agents,
warehousing, transportation, credit, media, and more. The availability, performance, and

cost of the infrastructure profoundly affect standardization” (Jain, 1989) (p.75).
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Standardization

Adaptation

Similar physical environments

Dissimilar physical environments

Comparable legal environments

Different legal environments

Low political intervention in host market

High political intervention in host market

Similar availability, performance and cost of

Dissimilar availability, performance and cost

marketing infrastructures of marketing infrastructures

4) Organizational Factors

The company characteristics represent key variables in determining management’s
tendency to standardize or adapt. The most relevant characteristics include international
experience, export sales goal, entry scope15 and degree of decision centralization.
Research has shown that if management has accumulated little experience as an
international business playerm, the tendency is to seek familiar markets that require less
adaptation (Cavusgil et al., 1993). Moreover, the cost of product or ﬁromotion adaptation
is more easily justified when a greater volume export sales objective is set for the
venture. Nevertheless, when a product simultaneously enters multiple export markets, the
c;>st of adapting the product and promotion to fit the conditions in each of the markets is
likely to be compounded by substantial investment or set-up costs. These include the
costs of establishing a working relationship with distributors and developing a sharper
understanding of export customer needs. In such a situation, says Cavusgil, economies of
scale in production and marketing will be particularly important to a firm, necessitating a

lower degree of product and promotion adaptation in each individual export market.

15 Whether a product is exported to a single foreign market or simultaneously to multiple foreign markets.
' Firms gain experience “via direct involvement in international transactions, operating in many foreign
markets, interacting with foreign suppliers and distributors, and so on. In export marketing, a firm’s
learning process is likely to be facilitated by using subsidiaries rather than independent local distributors,
since the control and feedback gained through the subsidiaries are an integral part of learning” (Cavusgil et
al., 1993) (p.486).
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A tight linkage of the subsidiaries with the headquarters is also a pre-requisite to
effective standardization. But, depending on the firm’s corporate orientation”, this
relationship can assume different tones. An organization having either an ethnocentric
(home-country-oriented) or a geocentric (world-oriented) orientation is likely to
standardize its program. On contrary, if the company faces serious conflicts with its
subsidiaries or if adopts a polycentric (host-country-oriented) orientation, the tendency is

to delegate authority and adapt its program.

Standardization Adaptation

Inexperienced firms Experienced firms

Low volume export sales goal High volume export sales goal

Entry in a few key markets Entry in several markets

Ethnocentric or geocentric orientation Polycentric orientation

Positive relationship with local partners Negative relationship with local partners

2.10 Final choices: When to Adapt?

In making standardization/adaptation .decisions, concludes Cavusgil (1993), managers
are advised to adopt a contingency approach. Blind standardization or adaptation of
product and promotion, he says, is likely to fail in the export markets. “As conditions in
the company, product/industry, and market dictate, managers should seek a certain degree
of adaptation of their marketing program, and monitor the decision over time. In addition,
managers must realize that various aspects of the marketing program may require varying
degrees of modification” (p.500). Indeed, even if all drivers above point to one direction,
a wholesale standardization or adaptation may not be as efficient as adopting a different

strategy for each element of the so-called Marketing mix (Product, Placement, Promotion

17 Manager’s attitudes toward foreigners and overseas environments, their willingness to take risks and seek
growth in unfamiliar circumstances, and their ability to make compromises to accommodate foreign

69




and Price). But then again, researchers diverge on which elements to standardize and
which to adapt. Koepfler (1989) and Rabstejnek (1989), for instance, say that adapting
the product solves most of the barriers that they identify in each foreign market, thus
global standardization of the other marketing mix elements is viable.

Walters (1986) disagrees and suggests that only product standardization is actually
widespread, but other elements of the mix are not. Process standardization is problematic
because of cultural contexts’ differences that have an impact on decision-making
processes. In his support, Quelch & Hoff (1986) and Kashani (1992) point to Procter &
Gamble’s example to argue that execution-sensitive elements, such as sales and sales
promotions are not standardizable, whereas other elements are. Earlier studies had mostly
focused on the Advertising aspects'®, but did shed some light on the issue. Sorenson &
Wiechmann (1975) found a high degree of standardization in brand names, physical
characteristics and packaging of consumer non-durables. Killough (1978) reported lower
level of standardization in creative expression than in the basic advertising messa.ge.
When it comes to prices and distribution, however, there seems to be a general agreement
that they are difficult to standardize across borders. Martenson (1987) points out that
firms compete with different companies in different environments, which require a
variety of priee and distribution arrangements. In the distribution side, differences in
institutions and structure of systems are the major variant, while prices are affected by
transportation costs, duties, channels of distribution and raw materials availability in each

market.

Perspectives (Jain, 1989) (p.75).
® In 1989, Jain summarized: “In the last 25 years, of the 34 major studies on the subject, 14 have been on
advertising. In addition, almost 55% of these studies have been conceptual” (p.70).
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In reviewing such propositions in emerging markets'®, including Latin America,
Ozsomer (1991) concluded that “standardization in marketing programs is usually related
with similarity of marketing conditions between home and host markets, and the level of
centralization in marketing decisions” (p.55). Brand name and positioning2° are mostly
standardized whereas retail practices are the least standardized elements of the marketing
mix. Executives indicated that they are highly independent in pricing decisions.
Headquarters interference, on the other hand, proved to be highest in product design and
in setting performance objectives such as profitability and market share. However, the
lower the foreign capital share in the subsidiary, the lower is the level of standardization.
Working with Jain’s conceptual framework reviewed above, Cavusgil (1993) empirical
testing revealed the following relationship between the adaptation drivers and the key

elements of the Marketing mix:

o Pos:itioning adaptation grows with international experience, product uniqueness
and competitiveness of market and is less with similar legal restrictions and low-
tech industries. Most important factors in prompting it are product uniqueness and
competitiveness of market (p.494)

e Packaging/labeling adaptation?’ grows with international experience, export sales

goal, product uniqueness, cultural specificity and market competitiveness and is

' With regard to lesser developed countries, Ozsomer (1991) indicates that “empirical studies are even

more limited due to the fact that research on standardization of international marketing processes and

g)rograms mostly concentrated on the markets in the Western world or developed countries” (p.54).
Positioning corresponds to the promotional themes developed to position the product against its

competition in the export market.

2! packaging/Labeling adaptation refers to aspects of a product’s package and label that are designed to

enhance the product’s appeal beyond serving the protective and instructive functions.
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less with familiar products and low-tech industries. Most important factors in
prompting it is market competitiveness (p.495)

e Promotional approach adaptation®? grows with international experience, product

uniqueness, cultural specificity and market competitiveness and less with familiar
products and low-tech industries. Most important factors in prompting it are

product uniqueness, international experience and market competitiveness (p.495)

In conclusion, as firms venture overseas, their commitment of resources increases as
they expand their reaches and goals, to the point that their original marketing programs
are subject to a series of variables. Depending on the specific characteristics of these
variables, firms are required to adapt more or less their overall marketing programs to the
conditions of each local market. In adapting their programs, firms are further advised to
consider different levels of adaptation to each element of the mix to guarantee maximum
performance at a minimum adaptation effort.

American television networks targeting Latin America are expected to follow such
theoretical patterns and adapt their marketing programs according to their unique
product-market condition. The following chapters explore some of the characteristics of
the variables affecting each network and their actual impact on the observed levels of

commitment and adaptation demonstrated in Latin America.

2 Promotional approach adaptation refers to choice of media and allocation of promotional budget between
advertising, sales, promotions and personal selling.
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CHAPTER 3 - METHODS & PROPOSITIONS

News of yet another American television network venturing into Latin America
abounds in the trade press. In the last half of the 1990s, dozens of networks have adopted
strategies to enter the market South of Rio Grande. Programmers alone are reported to be
spending anywhere between $5 million to $17 million to launch and operate Latin
American ventures for the first year. Investment in broadcast feeds to Latin America are
actually in the $1 billion range, with startup costs per service, including transponder
rentals, running between $20 and $50 million (DeGeorge, 1993). As seen in the previous
chapters, both Marketing and Communications researchers have presented a context for
this phenomenon. In considering further study, however, it is noteworthy that the
contemporary and complex character of this trend seems to render itself perfectly to a
case study. According to Yin (1989), case studies are the most appropriate research
method when investigating “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary
phenomenon within its real-life context, when the boundaries between phenomenon and
context are not clearly evident, and in which multiple sources of evidence are used”
(p-23). Moreover, case study strategies are said to be more appropriate for “how” and
“why” questions and, indeed, these are exactly the kind of questions raised by this
researcher. The study’s main inquiry is how are American television networks entering
the Latin American market? Naturally, in the process of seeking answers to such
question, the study may also uncover some of the reasons why these networks are
venturing into the region at this moment.

Hence, this dissertation will consist of a multiple case study, involving most of the

American television networks venturing into Latin America. Rather than an in-depth
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study of one or a few firms, a general overview of multiple firms seems to be preferred,
as each case can collaborate to confirm or reject theoretical predictions. Moreover,
considering the sensitive nature of the data to be collected, most firms are expected to
maintain some degree of confidentiality on their general marketing strategies, which
precludes in-depth studies. The author will follow a descriptive and exploratory research
design, as typically employed in International Marketing (Aulakh & Kotab.e, 1993),
making use of qualitative techniques—secondary data gathered from the trade press to
describe company operations and market characteristics, supported by personal
interviews and by attending conference lectures, expositions, etc. It is hoped that
empirical studies like this represent an important contribution to International Marketing,
in which it constitutes a minority—some 37.5% of the 1980s published list. The same
source also presents a review of another poll conducted in recent times actually, which
presents a “‘disappointingly small number of studies examining such important issues as

. [...] overall marketing strategy” (Albaum & Peterson, 1984), which is precisely the scope
of the dissertation. The idea of strategy analysis encompasses the “examination of the
position of the firm within its environment, its industry position, its technologys, its
marketing and competitive positions and the role of government and public policy”
(Bradley, 1987).

After the conclusion of this study, the author has learned about a contemporaneous
doctoral dissertation by MSU colleague Seema Shrikhande (1999), which used the same
methodology to analyze the same phenomenon, as applied to the international news
channels venturing into Asia. Despite the remarkable similarities, Shrikhande’s use of an

industrial organization framework seems to have limited some of the scope and
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conclusions. As Shrikhande herself recognizes, the IO model has been often criticized as
static, as the market structure that it purports to study is not necessarily an exogenous
variable, but influenced by the conduct it also yields. Rather than a more holistic view of
the companies’ internationalization process, as analyzed by Cavusgil’s model (REF), she
focused on the impact of increased competition on conduct and performance of media
firms. In her own words, the goal was to “assess the impact of increase in competition on
resource commitment and product differentiation; the importance of strategic alliances;
the role of the first mover’s advantage and the role of countries’ historical ties in
explaining a preference for certain news providers” (p.ii).

In support of the current study, however, Shrikhande did find that “as more players
entered the market, the news services, except CNBC, increased their financial
commitment in Asia, spending more on personnel and programming. There was also an
increase in the amount of customized programming produced for Asia” (p.ii).

The research design is thus based c;n Yin’s case study method book and follows his
five components: Study’s Questions, Study’s Propositions, Unit of Analysis, Data

Gathering, and the Logic Linking the Data to the Propositions.

Study’s Questions & Propositions

To understand how American TV networks are moving to Latin America, the
International Marketing literature provides useful theoretical bases upon which specific

propositions can be made. This study is based on the a priori upper level hypothesis that

firms at more advanced levels of involvement in foreign markets are more likely to make
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adaptations to their offerings (H1I). As the graph below illustrates, international
marketing theory proposes four stages of increasing local market involvement that firms
go through in their internationalization efforts. It is also predicted that the more involved
these firms are, the more they assume characteristics of other successful local firms,

mimicking their unique ability to serve the local demands.

|
ADAPTATION CURVE J )
Overseas production units

y 4

Overseas DBS/cable channel

~H 0 R0 <=0 <8 -~

Adapting TV Exports to Cultural Proximity

Figure 1 - Adaptation Curve
The firm’s stage of involvement in the Latin American market is conditioned by the

market p ial, firm’s readi; i to explore the market and competitive

motivations (H2). In terms of market potential, the determi; are not only

capital, based on econometric variables (i.e. size, intensity and growth), but also in terms
of cultural capital, measured by key demographics, such as the population’s age, gender,
wealth, education and knowledge of foreign languages (H2.1). Despite the large number
of countries in the region, the Latin American market potential is determined by a
handful of countries, including Mexico, Brazil and Argentina, whose size and relative

wealth determinants are more favorable than others (H2.2). The firm’s readiness to enter
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the market, on the other hand, is determined by its previous experience, commitment,
mode of entry and product characteristics (H2.3), while the competitive motivations are
determined by number of competitors in each market, size/power of competition and
strategic alliances (H2.4).

Another set of theories from the social communication arena seems to explain why
American TV networks would tend to follow adaptation strategies, as they become more
involved in the Latin American region. Based on the consumer—rather than the firm’s
perspective—Cultural Proximity theory suggests that adaptations to local tastes and
demands are a natural requirement of the markets, particularly in the consumption of
cultural products. The major adaptations expected are (1) changes in the characteristics
of the original product to make it resemble local ones, (2) the use of local languages, and
(3) deployment of sub-regional feeds (H3).

Despite currently reaching only those audiences who have the economic capital to
afford tl.le expensive TV delivery systems in Latin America—and the internationalized
tastes associated with a higher cultural capital, most networks are adapting their offers to

the local markets in hopes of reaching large audiences as the cost of delivery decreases

with economies of scale (H4).

Unit of Analysis

The number of television networks available to Latin America via satellite continues
to grow. It is actually a difficult task nowadays to compile a comprehensive list. In 1994,

as the boomn took form, Variety magazine produced the list in Table 2. This researcher
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compiled in mid-1999 Table 3, which is designed to be the current universe under study.
The first group of channels is sponsored by foreign governments, typically originated
outside the continent with the intent of disseminating one’s culture (e.g. RAI by Italy,
NHK by Japan, etc.). While the group is outside the scope of this study, it is worth noting
that these channels have been around for a while, but are—by definition—the ones least
likely to adapt. Offered to cable/DBS local distributors at low or no cost, these
“institutional” networks have also been called “satellite trash” for their poor audience
ratings and thus little commercial value. Like the case of “Voice of America” or the
“AFRTS”—sponsored by the American government—these channels could be
considered the ultimate expression of Cultural Imperialism. After all, as suggested by
Schiller (1969), they are supported by governments, which keep them at a low price to
foster their penetration abroad, with the specific goal of presenting their culture and
language to other nations: usually those less capable of supporting channels of their own.
On the other hand, it could be said that these chz;nnels have a redeeming social value of

connecting expatriates to their home land and that their impact is so small as to render the

issue a mute point.
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Table 2 — 1994 Variety List of Satellite Networks in Latin America

Ncetwork Startup Programming  Owners Idioms  Uplink # Subscribers
Antena 3 Sep-96 |General Antena 3, S Mexico N/A
International Entertainment [Multivision
Bloomberg Jul-96 |Business Michael E Long Beach, CA [N/A
News Bloomberg
The Box Apr-96 |Music CEA/The Box |E/S Buenos Aires, (700
Worldwide Argentina
BBC World Aug-96 |[News BBC E Long Beach, CA |[N/A
CNN Feb-91 |News Time Warner/ |E Atlanta, GA 4.5m
International Tumer
CNN en Espanol| Mar-97 |[News Time Warner/ |S Atlanta, GA 38m
Turner
Canal de Mar-93 [News NBC E,S Charlotte, NC 3.9 m (plus
Noticias NBC 1.3 min US)
Canal de las Sep-91 |General Televisa S Mexico N/A
Estrellas Entertainment
Canal Fox Aug-93 [General News Corp.  |S, PP, |Atlanta, GA 6 m
Entertainment E
Cartoon Apr-93 (Kids Time Warner/ |S, PP, |Atlanta, GA 75m
Network Turnér E
Cinecanal Apr-93 [Movies UIP, Fox, E/S Atlanta, GA 3.7m
SACSA,
Cablecinema
Cinecanal 2 Oct-96 |Movies UIP, Fox, E/S Atlanta, GA N/A
SACSA,
Cablecinema .
CineLatino Dec-94 |Movies Multivision S Mexico 200 (150th in
(Mex) USs)
Cinemax Dec-93 |Movies Time Wamer, (S Caracas, N/A
Sony, Ole Com Venezuela
Cl@se Jan-97 |Educational |DTVLA S, PP |Caracas, N/A
Venezuela
CBS Dec-94 [News S Miami, FL 10 m
Telenoticias
Country Music | Apr-95 |Music Westinghouse/ (S, PP |Nashville, TN  [N/A
Television CBS
Deutsche Welle | Nov-92 [News, ARD G/E/S |Cologne N/A
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