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Netflix
The Uneven Globalization of a Video Platform

RAMON LOBATO

Netflix is among a handful of companies that are globally recognized and
desired—a quintessential global media institution. But Lobato notes how
it also defies easy categorization in the terms of many existing theories of
media globalization. By tracking Netflix’s multiplicities, he invites us to re-
consider the applicability and evolution of those theories in the digital era.
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Netflix, founded in 1997 as a DVD mail-order rental provider, has grown
over the last three decades to become one of the world’s most valu-
able media companies. From its base in Los Gatos, California, Netflix
now operates its streaming service in more than 190 countries, reach-
ing more than 250 million subscribers. In this time, Netflix has also
become a lifestyle brand, known for convenient, abundant, and edgy
video entertainment, and synonymous with the very idea of subscrip-
tion video streaming.

Netflix is among a handful of media companies that are almost uni-
versally recognized, legible, and desired—a quintessential global media
institution. But behind this image of success, there is a nuanced story
to be told about Netflix’s globalization. Depending on what criteria we
use—its production base, revenues, texts, or infrastructure—Netflix may
appear more or less global, or more or less national, in character. This
character will shift depending on which country we are in, as Netflix’s
in-country presence varies markedly. In other words, Netflix is unevenly
global. Its international presence has changed and continues to change
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as the company evolves. As a result, much depends on from when and
from where we tell the story of Netflix.

Netflix’s particular logic of globalization has not been fully captured
in existing theories on global media. Netflix does not fall neatly into any
of the existing categorical boxes that we often use to make sense of the
global, such as cultural imperialism, platform imperialism, hybridity,
and so on. Indeed, the case of Netflix may help us revisit some of the
foundational assumptions that have shaped these different approaches,
pointing us toward new ways of thinking about globalization.

The Netflix Effect?

One of the first scholarly books on Netflix was an edited collection
called The Netflix Effect." This title has always stuck with me because
it raises interesting questions about whether a media service can have
“effects,” what those effects might be, and where they might prevail. The
book, published in 2016, presented thoughtful critical perspectives on
Netflix’s new and challenging status as a fledgling production house,
pop-culture phenomenon, and incipient global video service and was
wisely nuanced on the question of effects, with the editors noting in the
introduction that “if there is a singular Netflix effect, it may simply be
that technology and entertainment are merging at an accelerating rate
and seriously impacting the business and economics of mass media.”?
But as the chapters dealing with Netflix’s impact in the United Kingdom
and Germany showed, any effects of Netflix were always highly localized
due to variable industrial, regulatory, and cultural conditions in each
country. And of course, we should be mindful that most of the world’s
population does not use and cannot afford Netflix—so its globalization
will always be an incomplete project.

In other words, when considering Netflix as an international service,
any claims for a global Netflix effect will inevitably crash on the shore of
spatial difference—a point made by much of the subsequent literature,
which has been concerned with understanding variations in program-
ming, production, and “cultures of use” across Netflix’s international
services.” This is one of the reasons why a spatial analysis of Netflix is
necessary if we wish to understand its international significance. The
implication here is that one may not be able to speak of any coherent
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effect of Netflix at global scale, as the meanings, impact, and value of
Netflix will necessarily vary from place to place.

This insistence on the difference that space makes has been a main-
stay of critical and cultural geography for some time. David Harvey,
writing in the early neoliberal 1990s, famously used the term “time-
space compression” to describe globalization, referring to the tendency
for digital technologies and techniques to connect far-flung places and
shrink the globe to manageable proportions through cross-border com-
munications.* This notion was critiqued by Doreen Massey and others
who pointed out that time-space compression was experienced very un-
evenly by people, depending on where and under what circumstances
they lived.” A similar point can be made about video platforms. Follow-
ing Massey’s critique, the cultural effects of Netflix can never be simply
read off the platform or its content; they instead require localized analy-
sis of what Netflix means to people in the places in which it operates.

For some users, Netflix certainly provides unprecedented access to
diverse film and television content—including Korean and Japanese
dramas, Scandi-noir, Nollywood movies, European arthouse films,
and Spanish-language telenovelas—effectively opening our world and
shrinking the distance between national media markets and cultures. As
Baschiera and Fisher argue in their introduction to World Cinema On
Demand, this powerful form of cosmopolitan media access “promises
to widen the visibility, availability, and, ideally, profitability of niche and
marginal [screen content]”® But for other users, who have little inter-
est in encountering foreign content, Netflix may instead be used only
to access national or US content that is already familiar in its language,
styles, and genres. Hence, we need to begin our analysis of global Netflix
with the understanding that no media provider is uniform in its reach
or effects. As previous research on transnational audiovisual media—
including satellite TV—has shown, cross-border media rarely fully suc-
ceed in their attempts to come “over the top” of culture.”

Over the last decade, I have been studying Netflix’s international
operations to understand this uneven aspect of its globalization.® This
has involved, among other things, working with my colleague Professor
Amanda D. Lotz and a talented network of scholars, the Global Inter-
net TV Consortium, to compare different national experiences of Net-
flix. Our research aim was to understand the diversity of ways in which
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Netflix entered national markets, and how it interacted with audiences,
industry incumbents, regulators, and producers. Accordingly, the con-
sortium’s work has been focused on understanding factors specific to
each nation, such as the competitive characteristics of national stream-
ing markets before and after Netflix and the regulatory environments
that shaped what Netflix could become. We have also studied the re-
actions to Netflix from consumers, national elites, and popular media
and how these changed over time. Drawing from this collective work,
we can begin to identify several distinct phases of Netflix’s global op-
erations across which its vision of itself as a global media service was
continually reinvented.

Three Phases of Global Netflix

The first phase begins with Netflix’s entry into the Canadian and South
American markets in 2010-2011. At this time, Netflix was still a DVD
distributor; its streaming platform—the Netflix.com Watch Instantly
feature—was an experimental venture. Buoyed by the success of Watch
Instantly in the United States, the company took the logical next step of
rolling out the platform to its closest neighbors. Canada was first off the
rank in 2010 (a safe choice given the shared language, porous cultural
borders, and historically close relations between the US and Canadian
media markets). Then, in 2011, Netflix launched its streaming service
in Brazil, closely followed over a matter of days by Argentina, Uruguay,
and Paraguay; Chile and Bolivia; the Andean nations; and then Mexico,
Central America, and the Caribbean.

In these US-proximate markets, Netflix could count on strong brand
recognition and a high degree of enthusiasm for the US movies and TV
shows the company was licensing but not yet producing. During these
early years, Netflix’s aim was to test the waters of international markets,
smooth out its distribution model, build up its technical infrastructure,
and learn from its interactions with foreign audiences, regulators, and
cultural industries. Its reception throughout the Americas proved to be
generally warm, due to the long history of US media imports and con-
sumption in those markets.

The second phase of expansion saw Netflix enter European markets,
beginning with the United Kingdom, Ireland and the Nordics in 2012,
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followed by the Netherlands, France, Germany, Austria, Switzerland,
Belgium and Luxembourg in 2013-2014. Compared to its Americas
rollout, which required only a few operational languages, this phase
of global Netflix was considerably more complex, involving interface
localization and content translation into many European languages.
The period was also marked by tension with state regulators, espe-
cially in France, over the issue of national and European content. This
culminated in the 2018 revisions to the European Union’s media law,
the Audiovisual Media Services Directive, which obliged Netflix and
other subscription streamers to provide a minimum 30 percent quota
of European works in their catalogues. During these years many crit-
ics, filmmakers, and regulators began to voice concern about the
cultural-imperialist effects of Netflix, seen by some as a cultural he-
gemon pumping out ever more Hollywood content into the European
cultural space.” These concerns about Netflix’s deleterious cultural ef-
fects were widespread among policymakers in Europe. Consumers,
however, were less concerned: The uptake of Netflix in these markets
was strong, giving Netflix executives confidence in further expansion.
Additional launches—in Italy, Spain, Portugal, Japan, Australia, and
New Zealand—followed throughout 2015.

An important change to Netflix’s business model around this time
was the shift from content licensing to a vertically integrated original
production model. The signature original House of Cards (2013-2018),
starring Kevin Spacey and Robin Wright, was among the first of many
shows that Netflix would produce, as its content budget climbed into
double-digit billions of dollars per annum. While English-language
shows like House of Cards and Orange is the New Black (2013-2019)
received much attention, it is worth remembering that many Netflix
Originals of the mid-2010s were actually made for European markets as
part of Netflix’s localization strategy. Shows like Marseille (2016-2018),
a lavish French corruption drama starring Gerard Depardieu, and the
Italian gangster drama Suburra: Blood on Rome (2017-2010) aimed to
establish Netflix’s brand of edgy, adult entertainment in Western Europe.
Many of these shows failed to resonate with audiences, but the point
they were trying to make was heard loud and clear: Netflix was seri-
ous about its ambition to become a major player in Europe’s protected
audiovisual industries.
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The third and final phase of Netflix’s global expansion came in 2016,
when Netflix unexpectedly launched its global switch-on. The an-
nouncement was made by Netflix CEO Reed Hastings at the Consumer
Electronics Show in Las Vegas on January 6. Standing against a rolling
backdrop of national flags, Hastings declared “the birth of a global TV
network,” proudly stating that “while we have been here on stage here
at CES we switched Netflix on in Azerbaijan, in Vietnam, in India, in
Nigeria, in Poland, in Russia, in Saudi Arabia, in Singapore, in South
Korea, in Turkey, in Indonesia, and in 130 new countries”'® From this
point onward, Netflix would be available to users in every country—
except for a small blacklist of countries that were subject to US trade
sanctions (Iran, North Korea, and Syria, with Russia also added in 2022
following its invasion of Ukraine) or restrictions imposed by national
governments (China).

Hastings’s grandiose announcement about the global presence of
Netflix belied a more nuanced reality. After the global switch-on, Net-
flix was now technically accessible around the world and some major
new markets had been brought into the fold, including Poland, Nigeria,
and Turkey. But the reality is that most of the other countries in the
global switch-on made up the long tail of the international market—the
smaller or more difficult markets. Many of these were of little strategic
importance for Netflix, and Netflix has never shown much interest in
creating original content for them.

From this rough timeline, we can identify a logic in the sequencing
of Netflix’s international rollout. Its strategy was to begin with the high-
est value, most strategically important markets: Canada, Latin America,
and Western Europe. In those markets, Netflix aimed to build up its
presence and cultivate long-term customers and industry relationships,
with the aim of becoming a mass-market proposition able to displace
cable or broadcast TV as the go-to entertainment option. The global
switch-on then took care of the remaining smaller, more challenging,
or less welcoming nations where Netflix audiences were scattered and
insubstantial, often small communities of elites and expats. These Net-
flix services typically had little if any localization and used the English-
language interface with pricing in US dollars. The experience of Netflix
in these countries was often diminished because there was no local or
local-language content.
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In summary, this rough chronology shows us that Netflix’s approach
to national markets was not uniform. What we have seen over the course
of Netflix’s internationalization—as it transitioned from a long-distance
service run entirely out of the United States to a series of local services
with local staff and local commissioners—is the emergence of a “lumpy”
map of the world, in which the company’s on-the-ground presence and
its much-touted commitment to national markets varies according to
the strategic value of those markets. And its status as an algorithmically
curated and personalized digital platform allows it to be many different
things to different people. All this is perfectly rational from a business
perspective; we would not expect any company to do anything different.
But for audiences this means that, depending on where you live and
how you use Netflix, Netflix can be anything from a committed player
in your national media ecology, offering local originals attractively pre-
sented in your language, to a “barely-there” virtual service presented in
default US English and priced in US dollars.

Global Netflix Today

So far in this chapter, I have suggested that the story of Netflix’s rollout
underscores some helpful distinctions in an analysis of global media. We
must distinguish, for example, between a platform’s availability (Netflix
is available almost everywhere), its operations (which vary considerably
from country to country), and its consumption (how, and to what extent,
people use Netflix). These dimensions of media globalization are not
equivalent, even though we might conflate them at times. The case of
Netflix shows how a media company that appears global in terms of
availability might seem less global from the point of view of consump-
tion, or operations, and vice versa.

A further dimension to consider is revenue. The classic move of
political-economic analysis is to follow the money, asking where Netflix
revenues come from and what this might tell us about the company’s
strategy and status as a global media institution. A look into Netflix’s
most recent annual report provides some clues here—although gran-
ularity of data is lacking, as Netflix reports its subscriber numbers in
continent-wide chunks. At the time of writing, North America (US
and Canada) remains the largest market, generating USs15 billion in
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subscriber revenue per year. A further USs$11 billion comes from sub-
scriptions in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. Further down the list
is Asia with around USs4 billion per year and Latin America, also with
around USs4 billion per year."'

There are at least two ways to read these data. On the one hand, we
might note the enduring centrality of North America to Netflix’s revenue
base. This observation may lead us to question the purported globalism
of Netflix (perhaps Netflix is not as global as it may claim or appear?).
On the other hand, we might instead observe that North American mar-
kets constitute less than half of the total revenue for Netflix—a figure
that has dropped steadily over the years as Netflix expanded internation-
ally. Indeed, Netflix has stated in its investor advice that more than 70
percent of Netflix subscribers now live outside the United States.'? This
second reading frames Netflix as a US-based but now global service—a
platform that is becoming progressively more international in its use
over time. These interpretations are both correct in their own way,
though the stories they tell are quite different. Again, this reminds us
that any narrative of global Netflix depends on where and when you
tell it from, and what normative expectations shape your interpretation.

Finally, let us look at the most important aspect of Netflixs inter-
national operations: its content production. Since Netflix pivoted into
original production in the mid-2010s, originals have played a key role
in Netflix’s localization strategy—the idea being that if consumers
around the world can access at least some content in their own lan-
guage, with recognizable stars, locations, and genres, they are more
likely to (re)subscribe. At the time of writing, Netflix is allocating just
over half of its US$15 billion production budget to content made out-
side the United States. Of this amount, the majority goes to producers
in the United Kingdom, Western Europe, Japan, and South Korea."*

Netflix has always been keen to emphasize its commitment to authen-
ticity in international production.'* In an interview with the New York
Times, co-CEO Ted Sarandos observes that “if your movie, if your film
works, if your TV series works in the home country, it’s got to be very
authentic. And I think what international audiences pick up on is that
authenticity. When you try to engineer something to travel, it really ap-
peals to no one. I can’t think of anything that we've done that has been
engineered to travel that actually did travel”!® Sarandos’s comment is
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consistent with Netflix’s long-term public relations strategy, which em-
phasizes respect for local authenticity in commissioned storytelling.
But it is interesting that Sarandos also acknowledges here the failure of
some of Netflix’s attempts to “engineer” globally mobile local-language
originals. Previous scholarship on Netflix has documented examples of
commissions in Europe and the Asia-Pacific that have involved deliber-
ate attempts by Netflix to build in a global appeal—for example, by cast-
ing stars popular in markets outside the commission’s home country.*®
This is in line with a long tradition of textual interventions by studios
seeking to make their content “travel” more widely.'” But as Sarandos
notes, these attempts have not always been commercially successful. In
contrast, certain shows with a strongly national character have achieved
great success: Witness South Korea’s smash hit original Squid Game
(2021-), which mixes hyperlocal storytelling elements with hypervio-
lent aesthetics legible to international audiences. Clearly, there is an art
to developing originals that travel—and Netflix is still experimenting
with this art.

Recent scholarship on Netflix Originals is developing frameworks
for evaluating these texts in terms of how they combine elements of
national, regional, and global popular culture. Mareike Jenner has
discussed the “grammars of transnationalism” that animate local-
language Netflix Originals.'® Mary Harrod and Raphaelle Moine sug-
gest the term “postnational” as a useful lens for understanding Netflix
production.’” Amanda Lotz and Anna Potter distinguish between
“placeless,” “placed,” and “place-based” originals.>® Some of these
studies implicitly or explicitly return to older arguments, rehearsed
in the cinema and television studies literature since the 1990s, about
transnational screen texts. For example, the Danish film scholar Mette
Hjort famously questioned the tendency for cultural analysis to equate
national culture with authenticity and global culture with inauthentic-
ity. Hjort’s work sought to transcend this problematic binary by show-
ing how national screen productions can variously leverage or efface
national signifiers, emphasizing the complex politics of legibility that
shape reception of these texts in international distribution—themes
also explored by other contributions to Planet Digital (see chapters by
Simon, Jin, and Sender).?!
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What seems clear after a decade of Netflix international production
is that no single analytical frame will be sufficient to make sense of all
Netflix Originals. Instead, each show or movie must be considered with
respect to its own unique production history and textual characteristics.
While noting some general tendencies across the corpus of originals,
analyses will inevitably need to account for this diversity—each original
will have its own story to tell about what “global” means. Scholars will
need to consider how different kinds of national and global signifiers
surface in Netflix Originals at the point of production, within the text
itself, or during reception.

Nor should we limit our attention to high-profile blockbusters like
Squid Game. Indeed, it may be wise to treat flagship shows as the ex-
ception not the rule. For every border-crossing epic, there are a dozen
humble sitcoms and reality shows produced in Netflix’s international
markets. Indeed, Netflix is increasingly signaling its ambition to lean
into low- and mid-budget unscripted television production. At a recent
industry conference, Sarandos promised that Netflix would “focu([s] a lot
more energy on local language unscripted”—referring to game shows,
reality shows, and other low-budget staples. He added that “in many
parts of the world, television watching is dominated by unscripted tele-
vision,” pointing to Netflix’s belief in an untapped market for the more
routine and unremarkable television content historically associated with
broadcast and cable television.*

Conclusion

In this chapter I have sketched out some of the lines of critical inquiry
opened up by Netflix’s global operations. But video markets, cultures,
and technologies are constantly changing, and so must our research
questions. To conclude, I now reflect on some of the questions that
future scholarship might ask of Netflix from the perspective of a global
digital media analysis.

One challenge for future scholarship would be to locate Netflix’s par-
ticular approach to globalism within a wider context of distribution
strategies used by streamers. Netflix is but one of many services offering
subscription video content—a crowded field that includes tech giants,
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established media companies, and digital upstarts, each with their own
ideas of how to distribute content online. Until recently, Netflix has en-
joyed the first-mover advantage of being the major global provider of
subscription video. But many other services now play in this market,
including Disney+, Prime Video, Paramount+, and Max, all based in
the United States, and iQiyi and Tencent Video, based in China (but
available internationally). Other, smaller streaming video on demand
platforms specialize in particular genres such as arthouse cinema or
anime. And then of course there are the national telcos and technology
conglomerates that also offer video services, from Reliance and Tata in
India to Orange and Movistar in Europe.

How might we begin to understand Netflix’s relations to these other
services? To what extent does Netflix compete with or differentiate it-
self from these competitors? Most observers seem to conclude that, for
now at least, Netflix remains fundamentally different—“a zebra among
horses,” as Amanda D. Lotz puts it.>* Netflix’s content offering is the
most international in terms of the languages and country of origin of
content—especially when compared to Disney+ and Paramount+,
which mostly commission US titles, and to iQiyi and Tencent Video,
which only commission in Asian markets. Netflix is also a more pro-
lific translator than its competitors, dubbing its originals into more than
a dozen languages, and offering subtitling in several more languages.
However, it is likely that these points of difference will shift and contract
in the future as the market evolves.

Hence, we should not expect that Netflix in five or ten years will be
the same service it is now, or that it should be studied using the same
tools and questions that we have used previously. Nor can we expect
that Netflix can be easily assimilated into an existing typology of global
media corporations, nor that it will behave in the same ways. For ex-
ample, one question for scholars inclined to political economy of com-
munication might be to locate the Netflix case within a wider history
of global media strategies, to assess the points of similarity and differ-
ence across a range of institutions including News Corporation, Disney,
Sony, Vivendi, and others. In my book Netflix Nations I began to explore
this question by locating Netflix in relation to MTV’s earlier expansion
into Europe and Asia.** But more work remains to be done if we wish
to understand the ways in which the rise of streaming has or has not
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reconfigured long-standing patterns of global media expansion, and
how it challenges settled understanding of concepts in media studies
such as access, consumption, exposure, and diversity.

A further topic for future research is to assess the extent to which
governments around the world have successfully made Netflix conform
to local policy expectations. The early years of streaming were a time
of market disruption, when Netflix was seen as a novel internet start-
up, with many governments taking a “wait and see” approach. But soon
regulators—initially in the European Union but then more widely across
Latin America and the Asia-Pacific—changed their view of Netflix, re-
garding it instead as a major audiovisual provider requiring an equivalent
degree of regulation as pay-TV companies or broadcasters. Accordingly,
new laws and regulations have been introduced seeking to rein in the
power of the streamers. Recent scholarship has begun to track the results
of these regulatory efforts, via fascinating case studies of “Netflix laws” in
India, Thailand, Korea, and across the European Union, among other ter-
ritories. However, more work is needed to stitch together these isolated
studies into a larger comparative analysis of global regulation patterns.
This will be an ongoing concern for future scholarship, especially given
our current “tech-lash” policy moment in which new questions are being
asked of internet companies and their social license to operate.

While asking these questions of Netflix, we must continue to bear in
mind the fundamentally uneven character of its globalization. I have
argued throughout this chapter that there is no single Netflix effect at
global scale. Instead, the best way to think about Netflix as a global
media institution is to account for its shifting and differentiated spatial-
ity. Netflix’s tentacles do not compress the world in a uniform embrace
but rather touch lightly in some territories, grip tighter in others, and
ignore other territories completely. We must therefore be realistic in our
expectations about the nature and limits of Netflix’s globalism. Being
global, for Netflix, does not mean treating all countries equally nor aim-
ing for a cosmopolitan content proposition that reflects the diversity and
complexity of 190 national cultures. Instead, it means building outward
from an existing base in US content, making that content sufficiently
accessible to non-English-speakers, and offering sufficient local and re-
gional content to ensure Netflix is an attractive proposition in its most
strategically important international territories.
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