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This dissertation investigates the dynamics of production surrounding United 

States Spanish-language television by analyzing the strategies followed by 

newcomer Azteca America in it attempts to become an attractive television option 

for Latinos.  Given the scarcity of research on the production approach of U.S. 

Latino media, this study interrogates the site of production of Spanish-language 

television—that is, the site in which professional routines and presumably 

legitimate knowledge about audiences are the basis for the reproduction of 

particular representations of Latinos in the United States.  The incursion of Azteca 

America into this realm allows me to reflect on the structural and complex 

relationship between the U.S. Latino and Mexican television industries.  Azteca 

America’s process of creating a network identity, along with strategies of 
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production, representations, and distribution reveal longstanding assumptions 

about television’s formulas of success, which are the result of the way in which 

U.S. Latinos are imagined by the corporation.  My analysis is informed by the 

cultural economy perspective that evaluates corporate practices as relevant 

cultural objects with economic value; it is also informed by Pierre Bourdieu’s 

theory of logic of practice, which allows me to situate the corporation as a social 

space as I evaluate its corporate routines as a site of the expression of larger social 

dynamics.  A global approach gives me the theoretical tools to think about the 

transnational character of the U.S. Latino industry, its audiences, and the cross-

border nature of Azteca America’s venture.    

The presence of Azteca America in U.S. broadcasting television reaffirms, 

on some level, the ways in which Latin Americans claim “authentic” knowledge 

regarding the programming and representations delivered to Latino audiences.  

This process is possible because of the fluid identity with attendant flexible 

meanings that accompanies the hybrid and multilayered identities of the Latina/o 

population in the U.S. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

In 2001, TV Azteca, the second largest Mexican television network, launched the 

Azteca America network in the Spanish-speaking market in the United States and 

founded Azteca International Corporation in Delaware to operate it. Since this network 

would be broadcasting in the U. S., but, unlike other already existing Latino networks 

like Univision, Telefutura and Telemundo, would be owned by Mexicans, it was subject 

to U. S. law regarding television station ownership. This law states that foreigners may 

own as much as 25% of a station; however, there is no prohibition in the percentage of 

foreign ownership of a network (Fernández & Paxman, 2001; Rodríguez, 1999), and the 

law does not restrict television programming flows (Galperin, 1999).  

 This lack of restriction allowed TV Azteca to launch Azteca America as a 

network that was 100% Mexican-owned in 2001, and this total ownership was forced 

upon TV Azteca after Pappas Telecasting Companies backed out of an earlier agreement 

under which both institutions would launch Azteca America nationwide (2001, October 

29).  Under that initial plan, Pappas Telecasting Companies would have owned 80% of 

the network and would be required to open TV stations across the U.S.  Since the deal 

never materialized, TV Azteca went ahead and initially launched the network in Los 

Angeles (KAZA) with16% of coverage, and it eventually expanded into 45 communities 

all over the U.S., covering 86% of the Latina/o population (Azteca America Homepage). 

The incursion of Azteca America into the U.S. Hispanic market needs to be 

understood as embodying a transnational corporate strategy within the context of 

economic, social and cultural global patterns of migration, liberalization, privatization, 

deregulation and free trade agreements (Toussaint, 1998). In Mexico, a systematic 

process of the state’s withdrawal from media ownership (Esteinou, 1991) resulted in the 

inauguration of a new era of competition in the television industry with the launch of TV 

Azteca in 1993.  From the beginning, TV Azteca worked on strategies to enter the U.S. 

Hispanic market, and the negotiations previous to the North American Free Trade 

Agreement (NAFTA) set the political and economic tone within which TV Azteca sought 

partnerships and joint ventures with media companies from the United States (Toussaint, 
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1998). The large Mexican population in the U.S., along with a pattern of explosive 

growth in Mexican immigration (Korzenny & Korzenny, 2005), reinforced TV Azteca’s 

desire to enter the Hispanic market through the Latino television industry, since for 

Spanish-speaking television networks, U.S. Latina/o audiences have become, in recent 

years, the most important platform by which to reach pan-continental Spanish-speaking 

audiences (Mato, 2005).  

With the goal of attracting Latina/o audiences in the U.S., TV Azteca has 

implemented a series of institutional, managerial, industrial, and production-related 

television tactics to support Azteca America’s expansion.  As a result, we need to assess 

the way Azteca America thought about the Spanish-speaking U.S. market; in particular, 

we must focus on the network’s assumptions about Latina/os as an audience along with 

their television viewing practices. The way Azteca America conceives the Hispanic 

market underlies the logic of their strategies to build an identity institutionally. What is at 

stake in understanding these strategies is the whole process of Azteca America’s 

integration into the U.S. Latino industry in pursuing the Hispanic market and also in 

positioning itself amidst Latin American audiences. At the core of Azteca America’s 

expansion strategy is the way the network builds its identity: how can it negotiate its 

Mexican identity with its identity in the U.S.? Identities and representations of Mexicans 

are interwoven with images of Latinos, and the extent to which these representations are 

saleable in general constitutes a central network challenge. 

My research focuses on analyzing the corporate plan designed by Azteca America 

to penetrate and grow in the U.S. In particular, my goal is to analyze the construction and 

role of Azteca America’s identity as a corporate marketing strategy. The network’s 

identity is built upon strategies of promotion and marketing designed to present its 

corporate image, its programming, and its production qualities to affiliates for the 

purposes of distribution and to audiences for consumption. The analysis of the building of 

Azteca’s identity as a marketing strategy is based on the discursive formation (Foucault, 

1972) produced by the network, in which its promotional and marketing efforts, 

combined with the institutional culture, guide its personnel’s notions about the network's 

identity and the strategies they perceive as necessary to follow.  Such notions are the 
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bases for the assumptions underlying the decision-making process and business practices 

executives implement. A critical analysis of the network's representations and corporate 

culture is based on notions of race, class, gender, age, nationality, ethnicity and language 

proficiency which shape identity.  At the core of such strategies is the way in which 

nationality and ethnicity (Mexican-ness and Latino-ness) are conceived and produced as 

commodities to be sold (Havens, 2002). 

I argue that, in distinction from the other U.S. Spanish-language networks which 

attempt to build a bridge in the context of a multiethnic Latina/o population with images 

of Pan-Latinidad and/or multiculturalism and bilingualism, Azteca America builds its 

identity by passing as a “Hispanic” network through asserting its specifically Mexican-

ness. Indeed, the network rated Mexican-ness as the most compelling element for 

branding differentiation in relation to its competitors in the field. By relying on Mexican-

ness, it intends to reach out to the largest segment of the Latina/o television audience. 

Nevertheless, the network has deployed strategies that create flexible meanings in which 

Mexican, Hispanic and Latina/o are interchanged and represented almost as equivalent.  

Thus, the network's nationality and identity go through a process of redefinition through 

which the Mexican nation can be found in the U.S., and Hispanic and Latina/o identities 

are constructed on the basis of their Mexican-ness.   

I also point out that the structural and organizational dependency of Azteca 

America on TV Azteca in Mexico mirrors Latin-American socio-economic realities, in 

which the elites are the ones who have the social and economic power to own or invest in 

U.S. Spanish language television media, leaving the vast majority of Latina/os out of this 

process. This situation reflects the lack of media ownership and power position of 

Latina/os in corporate America and the U.S. Latino media, while within media 

corporations U.S. Latina/os have taken key executive positions functioning as cultural 

translators (Rodríguez, 1999) between the preconceived ideas about the Hispanic market 

held by corporate America and those held by their intended Latina/o audience.   

Azteca America entered into U.S. Spanish-language television with the goal of 

getting 10% of the market. The network, affiliates and sales representatives thought of 

this as an achievable goal, taking into account what they conceived as the underserved 
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Hispanic market. In spite of the visibility Azteca America gained when it became a 

national network, it has not achieved its goal after six years in the market. The network’s 

performance decreased from approximately 5% of audience share in 2006 to 3% this year 

instead of growing. Regardless of its overall poor audience numbers at national levels, 

the network has some impressive numbers at local levels in particular time slots such as 

on weekends with soccer and boxing. Furthermore, the network keeps growing and 

selling advertising spots. Sales have been growing 35% each year, and the network 

promises to become a cash machine for TV Azteca. Azteca America is a good business 

for its Mexican parent. The pragmatic approach to business undertaken by Ricardo 

Salinas Pliego and the kind of balance that he wants to create in the U.S. Latino media 

television industry makes newcomer Azteca America a fascinating case study that reveals 

the connection among ethnicity, nationality, and language given the business dynamics, 

assumptions over audiences and programs’ success, and the players’ struggles taking 

place within the field.  

The network’s strategies of identity formation, promotion and marketing are 

aimed toward getting future TV affiliates on board, luring sponsors and investors, and 

attracting audiences. The first stage of Azteca America’s efforts depended on the increase 

of network coverage at the national level. This challenge has been achieved only by co-

opting more and more local and regional television broadcast stations, which has resulted 

in an increase of geographic coverage from 16% to 86% of the U.S. Latina/o population 

(Azteca America homepage). To add more affiliates to the network, its first step is to 

serve as an advocate for the audience’s preferences at the national level and to become a 

real competitor with the other U.S. Spanish-language networks.  

Even though Azteca America recently achieved a milestone by being recognized 

as a national network in early 2006 by Nielsen Media Research (Nielsen Media Research, 

2006, February, 01), the network is still in the process of ensuring national distribution 

and circulation of its signal. The network needs to add more television stations across the 

country, because its 70% Nielsen coverage (Azteca America homepage) falls short when 

compared to Univision's 98% (NYSE n/d) and Telemundo's 93% (NBC-Universal Cable 

Networks, 2006, June 05). This expansion process involves different industrial and 
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institutional practices through which the network’s executives set up a package of 

information delivered through meetings, reunions and events for the purposes of 

promoting itself as a valuable ally in the television business. For Azteca America to be 

successful in its efforts to penetrate and grow within the U.S. Hispanic market, it must be 

attractive not only to audiences, but to U.S. owners and managers of U.S. stations and 

their sponsors.  

The appeal of the network’s production values is related to its programming 

which includes the following: genres, stories, talent, aesthetics and technological 

resources. The country of origin involves specific cultural and linguistic characteristics, 

and they are linked to the possible success of specific genres in reaching their audiences.  

Telenovelas, newscasts, reality shows and soccer seems to play an essential role in the 

possible success of the network. Telenovelas are considered the bread and butter for 

prime time sales, and therefore Mexican telenovelas have been deemed hot commodities 

in the context of U.S. Spanish-language television. Indeed, this genre opened access to 

the U.S. television market to TV Azteca in the first place. The recognition of the 

telenovela’s system of production, offered representations and acceptance in distribution 

became paramount in gauging the possible success of the network. While telenovelas 

draw bigger audiences during primetime, sports and particularly Mexican soccer draw 

bigger numbers on the weekends.  

In trying to reach the largest possible audience, Azteca America has reinvented its 

identity as a Hispanic network (the network uses the term Hispanic instead of Latino for 

its own identification). Thus, the process of creating this identity is expressed by specific 

strategies of promotion and marketing aimed at impacting as many audiences as possible, 

and at the same time persuading TV broadcasting station managers and sponsors that the 

network is a suitable option to target the growing Hispanic market. This process is shaped 

by many different factors, such as TV Azteca’s pre-established identity and its general 

and cultural organizations, all of which directly impact the way its executives operate.  

 A network’s brand already has a rather fluid and changeable meaning depending 

on the decoding process triggered by the audience’s background (Fiske, 1987). The 

Azteca America name allows for an interpretation within the context of the intersections 
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of nation (Azteca) and national or continental aspirations (America/s) across borders. As 

a result, the network can be identified either as Mexican or as Mexican in America and 

consequently as Hispanic/Latino. 

The identity-formation strategies Azteca America developed in its pursuit of 

expansion and growth also have implications for Latina/os and their relationship with 

media. Many of the strategies result from the way Latina/os have traditionally been 

imagined, marketed to, targeted and visually represented. The notion of Hispanics has 

been constructed by professionals from the media, marketing agencies and advertisers as 

a commodity to be sold to sponsors (Dávila, 2001). The Hispanic identity has been linked 

to the assumed cultural values shared among different Latina/o groups; however, it was 

their assumed linguistic proficiency with Spanish that became the touchstone of their 

identity as a product to be sold in the market (Korzenny & Korzenny, 2005). This idea 

circulates as knowledge at many different institutional levels within television networks, 

advertising agencies, corporations and financial institutions, and it also has a strong 

impact on Latina/os’ access to the television industry, to positions in the media's division 

of labor, and to the scope of their representations in particular (Dávila, 2001; DeSipio, 

Barnet-Weiser, Escalante-Dante, & Subervi-Velez, 1998; Noriega, 2000; Pachón, 

DeSipio, De la Garza, & Noriega, 2000; Rodríguez, 1999; Valenzuela & Hunt, 2002). 

The historically tied, dynamic and multilayered and complex relationship between 

monolingual and bilingual Latina/os and Mexicans (Korzenny & Korzenny, 2005) makes 

the incursion of the Azteca America network problematic. The traditional power 

relationships and complicities between transnational Latin American corporations and 

corporate America in imagining and selling the Latina/o image have historically 

prevented individual Latina/os from access to ownership, and have shaped their job 

opportunities, visibility and representations within the U.S. media landscape. 

I.  BACKGROUND  
The fierce corporate battles across borders among Univision, NBC-Telemundo, 

Televisa, and TV Azteca/Azteca America have revealed the growing importance of 

Spanish-language television in the U.S., as well as the deep industrial, institutional and 
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cultural connections between the U.S. Hispanic market and the Mexican one.  Moreover, 

these battles have revealed the various struggles for control of the whole North American 

Spanish-speaking market.  Historically, Latin American corporations have played a 

central role in the building construction and growth of Spanish-language television in the 

U.S. Since the early 1960s, Televisa entered the U.S. market with the creation of the 

Spanish International Network (SIN), which grew to national levels and maintained the 

most important place within the U.S. Latino television field for 25 years. The new 

visibility garnered by the use of the term Hispanic, though coined earlier, by the U.S. 

Census in 1980 highlighted the importance of Latina/os’ commercial value, and thus the 

crucial role of Spanish-language television became all the more evident. Then SIN 

requested to Yankelovich, the Madison Avenue market research firm, what is considered 

the first national research on the Hispanic market (Rodríguez, 1999). Latina/os were 

already on the mind of corporate interest that where looking for strategies to tap this 

emergent market. SIN started to produce the Noticiero Nacional tailored for U.S. 

Spanish-language Latina/os audiences as recognition of the singularities of this market. 

However, maybe in part due for the new visibility of Latina/os in 1986, a U.S. Court 

asked Televisa to divest its interests from SIN; in spite of this, the Mexican network was 

still able to maintain its presence within the U.S. Spanish-language media with its 

programming through the same network, which later became Univision. In 1992, 

Televisa, in partnership with Jerrold Perenchio and Venevision, partially reacquired this 

network, with a participation of 25% (Rodríguez, 1999) and a programming agreement 

that cemented its presence until 2017. During the second half of the 1990s, Telemundo 

sought programs from Latin America through programming agreements and co-

productions with the purpose of fighting Univision’s supremacy. In this context, 

Telemundo signed programming agreements with TV Azteca seeking telenovelas with a 

Mexican flavor, but after TV Azteca’s announcement of the launching of a network in the 

U.S., Telemundo ended this relationship.  In 2000, TV Azteca entered into a joint-venture 

with the Mexican independent producer Argos; Telemundo consequently challenged 

Azteca America’s presence before the Federal Communication Commission (FCC), and 

after its acquisition by the National Broadcasting Company (NBC), its relationship with 
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TV Azteca soured. In an expansive effort, NBC-Telemundo tried to enter the Mexican 

market through a third national network, but it received fierce opposition from Televisa 

and TV Azteca. Meanwhile, Televisa engaged in a corporate battle with Univision that 

ended up in the sale of the giant Latino medium in 2006 to Broadcasting Media Partners, 

led by the Saban Capital Group (Learmonth and O’Boyle, 2007, March 29).  

These events reveal the decisive interests of Spanish language television, all 

related to the desire to have a stronger presence through production or programming on 

both sides of the Mexico-U.S. border. However, in this story of acquisitions, corporate 

struggles and media battles across borders, Latina/os have been left out of the picture. 

Latina/os contested the acquisition of Univision first by Hallmark in 1986 and later by 

Perenchio, Venevision and Televisa in 1992, and their demands remained unheard again 

in 1997 with the takeover of Telemundo first by Sony and then by NBC in 2001. This 

history repeated itself in the later acquisition of Univision by the Saban Capital Group led 

by Israeli-American Haim Saban. In this context, the launch of Azteca America in the 

U.S. by Mexican Ricardo Salinas Pliego is another element that complicates the Latina/o 

desire to have access to the ownership of Spanish-language Latino television media.  

 TV Azteca started operations in the context of the NAFTA negotiations, which 

prompted the network to look for ways to enter the Latino television field.  The company 

went through several media agreements, including a deal with NBC (1994), a joint 

venture with Telemundo (1996), and an agreement with Sony-Columbia Tri Star 

International (1997). Eventually, TV Azteca started planning the launch of a Spanish-

language network in the U.S. (Olmos, 1998: 136). In 2000, they announced a partnership 

with Pappas Telecasting, the largest TV station group in the United States.  Through this 

agreement, Pappas agreed to provide television stations to the network, and so Azteca 

America was launched in July 2001 in Los Angeles through its TV broadcast station 

affiliate KAZA. Since its opening in 2001, managers of Pappas Telecasting and TV 

Azteca stated that “[TV Azteca’s] programming will help Hispanics both remember 

where they came from, and unite their communities wherever they are” (Azteca America, 

2001, July 30). 
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The Hispanic Market 
The term “Hispanic” was used by the U.S. Census Bureau for the purpose of 

counting people of different races and nationalities with Latin American heritage from 

countries in which Spanish is the primary language (Rodríguez, 1999; Sinclair, 1999). 

The Census Bureau’s 1980 decision to define and measure people of Spanish-speaking 

Latin American heritage using the category Hispanic has been considered the most 

important step in the construction of the Hispanic market (Dávila, 2001: Rodríguez, 

1999). In 1980, the U.S. Census reported 10 million Hispanics in the U.S (Korzenny & 

Korzenny, 2005: 30), an event that ushered in the institutional formation of an imagined 

Hispanic community within the U.S. (Anderson, 1991); by 2000 this number had reached 

almost 40 million, a population that quadrupled in 20 years 

(http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hispanic/ho02.html).1 The 

Hispanic/Latina/o community’s growth and presence is now more visible than ever 

because it is the largest ethnic minority in the U.S. A conservative estimate of the number 

of Hispanics, as they are labeled by the census, in the U.S. by 2005, including 

undocumented immigrants, is around 48 million (Korzenny & Korzenny, 2005). The 

release of this information has had an important impact on the political and social 

visibility and the desire for the purchasing power and an understanding of the consumer 

practices of these people (Dávila, 2001; Korzenny, 2005). 

In percentages, the Latina/o population comprises a vast majority of Mexicans or 

people with Mexican heritage (63%), distantly followed by Puerto Ricans (10%), Cubans 

(4%), Salvadorians 3%, other Central Americans (4%), South Americans (5%), 

Dominicans (3%) and other Hispanics (8%) (Pew Hispanic Center, 2006 September). 

                                                 
1 The Census Bureau’s estimate of 40 million U.S. Hispanics does not reflect the number of undocumented 
Latina/os. Data from the office of Homeland Security states that during the period from 1980 to 2002, 27 
million undocumented aliens have been found in the U.S. and have been deported, 90% of whom were 
Mexican (Korzenny, 2005: 18). Because not all undocumented people are located or identified, there is a 
conservative estimate from Homeland Security and other institutions such as the Pew Hispanic Center and 
the Seling Center of Economic Growth that calculates that there are at least 11 million undocumented 
people, out of which 8 million are Latina/os (Korzenny, 2005).   
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The Latina/o Audience 
Since their creation, Spanish-language U.S. Latino networks pursued a better 

definition of the scope, and nature of their audiences A.C. Nielsen is the company that 

calculates the programs' ratings by measuring the number of people watching a program, 

and by doing so, the ratings created by the audiences (Rodríguez, 1999: 52). The Latino 

networks followed a dual research strategy: on the one hand, they created a Nielsen 

rating/share index that measures Latina/o viewers, while on the other, they engaged in 

ongoing marketing research that recognizes the importance of Hispanics’’ consumption 

potential promoted through advertising agencies. Both tools were important in selling 

audiences to advertisers and pushing for the recognition of a market that could lure 

investors.  Both Univision’s and Telemundo's media efforts along with Nielsen Media 

Research forged the creation of the “Nielsen Hispanic Television Index” (NHTI), whose 

first numbers came out in October, 1992 (Rodríguez, 1999: 52; Sinclair, 1999: 111).  

The 1995-96 NHTI’s findings showed that 87% of Latina/os speak Spanish at 

home, and that half of these families only speak Spanish at home, concluding then that 

Spanish television would be preferable to them, while data from the same source 

established that only 31% of Latino families watch Spanish-speaking television 

(Rodríguez, 1999: 56). However, if we take into account that the 31% of families who 

watch Spanish television have traditionally had only two outlets to choose from 

(Univision and Telemundo), in contrast with the 69% of families watching television in 

English, with a great fragmentation through a much bigger range of outlets, it becomes 

clear that Univision appears to have large audience numbers, positioning it as one of the 

five largest networks in the U.S. (Rodríguez, 1999).  

Felipe Korzenny & Betty Korzenny argue that Latina/os are easy to target because 

they are highly concentrated in some cities, they have more homogeneous consumption 

patterns, and they are exposed to certain Spanish media and advertisements on Latino 

networks which are cheaper to buy than mainstream media spots (2005: 102). Some 

studies also reveal that adult Latina/os preferred spots in Spanish if available, and the 

existence of fewer Spanish television outlets means that such adults will more likely be 
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impacted by a specific Spanish-language media outlet than by any English-language one 

(Korzenny & Korzenny, 2005: 102).  

Several factors have triggered TV Azteca’s interest in penetrating the Hispanic 

market. First of all, there is the fact that the Hispanic market has surpassed the economic 

purchasing power of the Mexican market; second, 67% of the Latina/o population is 

Mexican, giving the network an initial benefit given its Mexican identity and the 

audience’s probable familiarity with the network; third, the exploding increase of 

immigration provides the network a continuous base of Spanish-speakers, integrated by 

people that by improving their economic situation, are at the same time being trained to 

engage in higher levels of consumption, becoming consumers in the Hispanic market but 

who have cultural ties to brands and products from Mexico. Fourth, the predominance in 

ratings and shares reached by Univision with Mexican programming in prime time, 

provided by Mexican Televisa, seemed to encourage Azteca America that it would be 

able to provide programs produced in Mexico, particularly telenovelas, that would have a 

deep impact on the audience’s preferences and thus on ratings. Fifth, the process of 

acculturation experienced by Mexican-Americans living in the U.S for generations has 

produced a desire to return to their roots, in which the acquisition or knowledge of the 

Spanish language is central, and Azteca America, as well as the other Latino networks, 

can be a source for Spanish-speaking experiences in such linguistic acquisition. These 

factors have set up an interesting opportunity for TV Azteca in creating its network in the 

U.S. but maintaining the very Mexican “Azteca” personality as a cornerstone of its 

identity.  

Nevertheless, recent immigrants from Mexico in the U.S. do not face the same 

realities and do not have the same identities that they do in Mexico. Far more distant are 

the experiences of other Latina/os coming from different national heritages and identities, 

such as Cuban-Americans, Puerto Ricans, Dominicans and Central Americans. Even 

though an important portion of the Latino population is bilingual, there is still a big 

segment of Latina/os that are monolingual English-speakers. Azteca America has the 

challenge of attracting Latina/o audiences whose members may not share a common 

nationality, language, or culture. 
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Hispanic or Latina/o  
The use of the Azteca name in the construction of an intended Hispanic/Latina/o 

identity has been possible for the network given the flexible meanings attached to the 

words “Hispanic” or “Hispano,” which were created to describe people from very 

different origins, races, nationalities, and cultures in the first place to identify the 

commonality of language and cultures among Spanish-speaking countries. John Sinclair 

(1999) points out that the term “Hispanic” was recently legitimized by the U.S. Census; 

however, the need to identify audiences of Latin American origins can be traced back to 

the 1920s, the first years of radio broadcasting.  América Rodríguez (1999) points out 

that the term Hispanic “re-created a pan-ethic national minority social group.” Rodríguez 

added that the term allowed the racialization of a very diverse people under a 

“meaningful unit” that took its place among other socio-racial categories such as white 

and black and the hierarchies inherent to such classifications.  Hispanic was then a term 

that denominates race, language and cultural characteristics of a rediscovered population 

in the process of remaking them as a national imagined community (Rodríguez, 1999: 

41). 

However, other terms than Hispanic were also used.  “Latino” had the advantage 

of including people coming from non-Spanish speaking countries from Latin America. 

Also, some considered that the term Hispanic erased the indigenous cultural and racial 

component of the population while stressing mainly the European Spaniard heritage. The 

term Latino seemed to be both less sanitized and more politically charged as well as more 

inclusive.  Eventually the use of these terms has become almost interchangeable, 

however, as Hector Guadalupe stressed, “All Hispanics are Latinos but not all Latinos are 

Hispanics” (Guadalupe as quoted in Sinclair, 1999). Rodríguez observed that Latin 

Americans do not refer to themselves as Hispanics, and neither do recent immigrants 

from Latin American countries (1999: 43). Under notions of pan-ethnicity, “Latinismo is 

strategic and additive,” said Rodríguez. Latin Americans add their distinctiveness to the 

Latina/o identity while still tending to refer to themselves in terms of their national 

origins, such as Mexican American, Cuban American, or Puerto Rican (Rodríguez, 1999; 

Sinclair, 1999).  
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Arlene Dávila (2001) suggests that the origins of the Hispanic make it more 

preferable for governmental and official accounts, census reports, and marketing 

research. While Latina/o is a “term of self-designation more connected with social 

struggle and activism,” it seems to be preferred in more academic, cultural and political 

realms (Noriega & Lopez as cited in Dávila; 2001: 15).  Dávila points out that since the 

nineteenth century, Hispanic was a term used by people of Spanish descent, frequently 

among elite classes in the U.S., to differentiate themselves from the population coming 

from Latin America. Dávila points out that particularly in the East of the U.S., 

communities from Caribbean origins used the term to detach themselves from people of 

Mexican origin (2001: 15). The term Hispanic has had the purpose of signaling the role 

of the Spanish language within this newly conceived market. Dávila argues that the 

words Hispanics and Latinos have been used interchangeably in relation to the 

designation of the population with Latin American or Ibero American origin; but 

Hispanic has become the word with a more widespread use to describe the market based 

on its implied linguistic and cultural commonalities (2001). While the term Hispanic in 

English is not show marked in terms of gender, since the early 2000s, critical scholarship 

has adopted the use of Latina/o in order to maintain the preferred term while avoiding 

any gender bias.  

Azteca America exclusively uses the term Hispanic in its institutional newsletters 

and official statements, and has constructed its identity in corporate terms as Hispanic 

media. While the terms Hispanic and Latino are used interchangeably by personnel and 

executives in their informal communication and interviews in Spanish and English. 

Scholars within Latino Studies have embraced the use ofthe term Latina/o, as essential 

element to fight against patriarchy since the very core of the labeling process. Then in the 

context of talking about people or television viewers, I will refer to them as Latina/o 

population or as the Latina/o audiences integrated by the different peoples with Latin 

American, Spanish or Portuguese heritage living in the U.S. I use the term Hispanic to 

refer to the market, echoing the official and commercial characteristic of term’s 

construction. I also use the term Hispanic when it comes to talk about Azteca America’s 

promoted identity that respond to its designed corporate strategy. Also I will refer to 



 14 

Spanish-language television in the U.S. as Latino television media to reinforce the 

connection between such media and their targeted audiences.   

II.  THEORETICAL APPROACH  
In order to study a Mexican corporation such as Azteca America in the United 

States, one must take into account the realities of U.S. Latino television and its Mexican 

counterpart.  A thorough examination of published scholarship reveals that there is no 

available information on Azteca America, as it is a new network that emerged only six 

years ago. There is, however, a considerable number of studies on Latina/o 

representations in mainstream and/or Latino media. Few of these studies, however, take 

an industrial /institutional approach. Particularly important are the works of América 

Rodríguez, 1999; Arlene Dávila 2001; John Sinclair, 1999, 2001 2003; Chon Noriega, 

2000; Felipe Korzenny and Betty Korzenny, 2005; Daniel Mato, 2005; Silvio Waisbord 

1998, 2004; Harry Pachón, 2000; Charles Ramírez-Berg, 2000, 2002; and Joseph 

Straubhaar, 1991, 2003, 2007. 

Azteca America’s incursion in the U. S. provides a fertile ground on which to 

analyze the corporate strategies within the industry dynamics of the U.S. Latino 

television field, in which transnational media firms look to attract a multinational and 

multicultural Spanish-speaking audience.  The deployment of their strategies of 

production, programming and marketing expresses the ongoing production of an 

imagined audience through their representation of their target audience, while 

simultaneously fitting with hegemonic ideas about the Hispanic market corporate 

America holds.  Understanding the exploitation of these programming, production and 

marketing strategies requires questioning the logics that rule these corporate decisions 

and how they are conceived as instruments by which to connect media institutions with 

their intended audiences.  I intend this work to build a bridge among the important 

authors within the tradition of Latina/o Studies, schools of thinking that stress the crucial 

relevance of analyzing the institution as a production site (Du Gay, 1997a: Peterson & 

Anand, 2004), the institutional and industrial dynamics in the television field (Bielby & 
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Bielby, 2003; Gitlin, 2000; Schatz, 1996), and the transnational strategies of corporations 

across borders (Chalaby, 2005; Straubhaar, 2007).  

My study is guided by the analysis of four sites within Azteca America’s 

corporate communication process: identity, production, representations and distribution.  

The purpose of this approach is to focus on Azteca America as a site of production that 

reveals the kind of cultural assumptions and economic values that are linked to the 

production of cultural goods (Salaman, 1997), in which a particular set of cultural values 

is deemed more precious than another. The ways race, nationality, language, and gender 

are considered as social and cultural capital and the ways they are judged become 

apparent in the process of building Azteca America’s identity, the growth of its mode of 

production, and the creation of particular representations and negotiations pursued within 

the process of distribution. Such cultural hierarchies are deeply linked to the particular 

profiles sought for individuals working in Latino television media (Dávila, 2001; Negus, 

2002) and conceived as cultural intermediaries (Nixon & Du Gay, 2002). Television 

networks craft a particular set of representations (Dávila, 2001; Ramírez-Berg, 2000; 

Rodríguez, 1999) with the purpose of appealing to audiences’ preferences across borders 

(Kumar, 2006; Sinclair, 2000; Straubhaar, 1991) as well as those of clients and sponsors. 

The relational thought of Pierre Bourdieu’s logic of practice gives me the theoretical 

framework to think through all these categories with the concepts of field, habitus and 

economic, social, and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1993). 

To understand Azteca America’s plans and strategies for penetration and growth 

in the U.S., I first focus on institutional approaches that examine media management, 

particularly in television. The works of Todd Gitlin, Paul Du Gay, Sean Nixon, Denise 

Bielby and Thomas Streeter are central in understanding the role of executives in 

decision-making and institutional strategies in targeting audiences and pursuing 

programming success. I use Keith Negus’, Timothy Havens’, and Pierre Bourdieu's 

theories to question the hierarchies built across organizational departments linked to the 

racial, ethnic, national, and linguistic profiles of executives based on what their actors 

consider more pertinent in terms of the production of Latino representations.  Within an 

institutional approach, I will also focus on an industrial perspective or mode of 
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production approach, which explains the managerial tensions that arise in the creative 

process of media production. Even though these tensions are inscribed within the 

institutional/managerial dimension, the mode of production approach analyzes and 

describes how technological resources, regulations, aesthetic conventions, commercial 

goals and management are all intertwined factors that shape the whole production process 

as well as its products. Given this context, tensions between executives and producers are 

described by Thomas Schatz as the relation between “style and authority, creative 

expression and creative control” (Schatz, 1996).  

A perspective informed by globalization also helps me analyze the presence of 

Azteca America in the U.S. within TV Azteca’s larger plan of internationalization. 

International corporations have deployed different economic and identity/cultural 

strategies in pursuing their presence success overseas. Joseph Straubhaar, Shanti Kumar, 

Jean Chalaby, John Sinclair, and Nestor García Canclini are some of the authors who 

frame my global approach to Azteca America’s strategy.  The notions of cultural 

proximity, hybridity, localization and trans-locality apply to the complex realities of the 

experience of Latina/os within the U. S., Mexicans in particular. Within the field of the 

study of representations of U. S. Latina/os in media, these ideas are paramount for 

Azteca America’s positioning, and therefore, I will focus on Charles Ramírez-Berg’s 

work on Latina/o stereotypes and representations. To address U.S. Latino media realities 

and challenges, the work done by América Rodríguez, Arlene Dávila, Betty and Felipe 

Korzenny, Chon Noriega, Louis DeSipio and Harry Pachón constitutes the main studies 

applied to U.S. Latino television, the Hispanic market and culture, and Latino 

representation. Finally, some categories and notions of economic development and 

competitive advantage from Cohn Hoskins and Stuart McFayden provide theoretical tools 

that I use in my analysis.  

III.  RESEARCH QUESTION  
This dissertation questions how Azteca America has deployed strategies that 

allowed it to negotiate its identity as Hispanic network, even as it remains a suitable 

television option within the U.S. Latino television field. The critical approach to this 



 17 

question is informed by the analysis of the differentiated influence of notions of nation, 

race, class, ethnicity and linguistic competence operating in the construction of this 

imagined optimal identity.  The strategies of Azteca America are based on the notions of 

a Latin American institution and the idealized images of Latina/os in the U.S. and also on 

the way this image corresponds to the ideas held by executives and clients of corporate 

America about Latina/os as the exotic other.  

General Question 
I. How is Azteca America building its network identity for the U.S. Spanish-language 

Latino field through organizational, programming and marketing strategies in the course 

of the process of production and distribution of its television programming in order to 

become a suitable choice within the Hispanic market and with Latina/o audiences?   

Specific Questions 
1. How is Azteca America's network identity produced, framed and negotiated with 

conceptions of its imagined Latina/o audience? 

1.1. How do considerations of class, race, ethnicity, nationality and language of the 

imagined Latina/o audience shape the identity of the network? 

1.2. How are the profiles of professionals imagined within the network’s corporate 

culture as being effective cultural intermediaries? 

1.3. How does Azteca America’s division of labor influence the way Latina/o 

audiences are imagined?  

2. How are programming strategies conceived and developed by TV Azteca/Azteca 

America’s executives within the context of a transnational corporation? 

2.1. How are representations of race, class, gender, nationality or ethnicity taken into 

account in the programming strategies for U.S. Latina/o audiences? 

2.2. How are decisions about successful programs and hits framed by executives in 

relation to their targeted Latina/o audiences? 

3. How are the network’s organizational practices deployed to add value to the network 

within the negotiations about its programming distribution?  
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3.1. How do executives negotiate and interact within the different sites of circulation 

and distribution of Azteca America’s signal and programs with executives from 

TV stations, media corporations and networks? 

3.2. What are the discursive strategies and textual devices used in the marketing 

process to add value to and differentiate Azteca America’s television 

programming from that of other Latino networks? 

IV.  CHAPTER DESCRIPTIONS 
This dissertation is organized around Azteca America as a case of study, and it is 

also organized by the analysis of the strategies of identity, production, programming, 

marketing and distribution used by the network to position itself within the U.S. Latino 

television field. However, the structural dependency of Azteca America on TV Azteca 

means that I must maintain an analytical dialogue between the Mexican parent network 

and its subsidiary across the border. Chapter Two discusses the different theoretical 

approaches used to understand the complex institutional, industrial, social and cultural 

scenarios of a media operating across the Mexican-U.S. border.  I build the analytical 

model using the four sites of network communication mentioned above.  The notions of 

the field and the logic of practice from Pierre Bourdieu provide the grounding theory that 

allows me to connect and work through the different contributions to the analytical 

model’s form in terms of cultural economy, political economy, cultural studies and 

globalization.  Chapter Three discusses the methodology used for this case study, which 

is an ethnographic approach based on interviews with Azteca America’s executives in 

Mexico and the U.S., and upon the textual analysis of the AzA Gazette, an electronic 

institutional bulletin whose purpose is to spread the organizational culture and goals 

throughout the network and its affiliates. Chapter Four describes the formation of 

Mexican television and the long-standing monopolistic position of Televisa within that 

field. Moreover, this chapter describes the entry of TV Azteca as a new contender, the 

company’s performance and the prevailing conditions in a newly duopolistic era in 

Mexican television. Chapter Five is a historical account of TV Azteca’s mode of 

production, particularly as it relates to telenovelas. In this chapter I discuss the main 
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aesthetic influences that have shaped Azteca’s distinctive visual style and organizational 

production method. The discussion of Azteca’s mode of production provides the elements 

for understanding the roots of Azteca America’s programming identity.   

Chapter Six discusses how Azteca America has built its identity through 

processes of negotiations through which the network claims to be the only truly Hispanic 

network while at the same time uses its Mexican-ness as an element of brand 

differentiation. The identity of Azteca America is analyzed given TV Azteca’s brand 

equity and necessary product differentiation that allows it to compete with its U.S. Latino 

counterparts: Univision, Telefutura and Telemundo. Chapter Seven investigates Azteca’s 

production system, the source of its representations. This chapter includes a discussion of 

the elements that are considered key in producing a successful program and how these 

elements translate into particular narrative formulas and the use of stereotypical 

characters within the narratives themselves. In this chapter, I discuss the appeal of such 

representations to U.S. Latina/o audiences in the contexts of local and trans-local viewers' 

experienced realties.  Chapter Eight describes how Azteca America’s programming is 

marketed as young, fresh, and innovative programs that embody an alternative to typical 

Latino television programming. In addition, I include an analysis of the particularly 

discursive tropes that the network uses to position itself as a legitimate challenger to the 

Latino television status quo. Chapter Nine provides a historical account of the Latino 

Television field and its players in order to contextualize the incursion of Azteca America 

into the field and its position within it.  The chapter continues with an analysis of Azteca 

America’s business model, and its strategies of distribution, marketing and sales, and 

ends with a discussion of the challenges imposed by the organizational culture imposed 

upon it by the different entities that make up Azteca America. Chapter Ten, the 

conclusion, is a reflection upon how elements of nationhood, race, language and culture 

play out within institutional corporate strategies deployed in networks across borders.  

V. INTENTIONS AND DILEMMAS  
When I was in the middle of my bachelors’ degree in Communication Sciences at 

the Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana at Xochimilco in Mexico City, I had the 
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opportunity to start a professional career in television production with Televisa in 

Mexico. Because of this event, I was confronted very early on with what may seem to be 

two very different worlds and groups of people:  television producers and academics. 

Once I finished my bachelor’s degree, professional opportunities led me on a path of 

production with different media institutions. My need to analyze the media with a critical 

eye made me return to academic life, first through my master's degree and later through 

working as a professor at the Instituto Tecnológico y de Estudios Superiores de 

Monterrey (ITESM), Mexico City Campus. However, even though I was a full-time 

professor, my habitus as a producer kept me busy crafting and directing television 

projects as Director of a Media Center.  I have long felt that there is a lack of research on 

television production sites in which particular bodies of knowledge and routines are 

preferred over others. I found it fascinating to try to understand the kinds of production 

routines that led to particular aesthetic visual styles, narratives, and character 

representations. I got the impression that the lack of studies on production existed 

because, somehow, the issue was deemed as irrelevant by scholars in Mexico, or because 

the people with knowledge in production were so busy in a profitable business that they 

had neither the time nor inclination to theorize about their work. When I came to the U.S. 

to study, I found a variety of critical approaches on institutional and industrial practices, 

and I considered the approaches to the production of culture/cultures of production as 

particularly useful.   However, the study of Azteca America brought a new divide to the 

forefront that took shape within my years of study at the University of Texas at Austin. I 

used to consider myself a Latin American and specifically Mexican international student, 

one who was only temporarily living in the U.S.  This feeling started to change when I 

was confronted with the immigration realities experienced by fellow Mexicans who were 

looking to stay in the U.S. and pursue a better life. My academic journey has made me 

interrogate the social and cultural dynamics of different peoples of Latin American 

descent grouped under the term Hispanic. As part of my multilayered identity, I am a 

Mexican media producer and professor who has shifted into a new identity, that of a 

Latina/o academic. My interest in Azteca America appeals to my doubly dual identity as 

a producer and a Mexican, and as a Latino and media researcher. I would argue in the 
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case of this ethnographic fieldwork that my position as a scholar either in Mexico as a 

professor in the ITESM or in the U. S. as a student of the University of Texas gives me, 

as an academic outsider, legitimate social and cultural capital to be accepted within the 

television institutions in Mexico and the U.S.  However, it was my profile as a producer 

that gave me the insider credentials that made personnel and executives more 

comfortable talking to me about television and its dynamics. 
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Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework 

Since 2001, Azteca America has deployed a series of ongoing institutional 

strategies in order to increase its national coverage in the U. S., create an appealing 

identity for U.S. Latina/os, position itself and its products, attract sponsors, obtain higher 

ratings, and increase its audience base and thus its market share. These strategies emerge 

in the context of TV Azteca/Azteca America’s institutional resources that include its 

organizational structure and management, its technologies of production and accepted 

practices, its economic and legal resources, and its human resources from Mexico. Azteca 

America’s strategies of identity creation, programming, marketing and growth are central 

to the way its executives imagine U.S. Latina/o audiences.  The way that identity is 

constructed provides a framing discourse regarding the network’s relations with 

executives from local TV stations and their corporations, sponsors, advertisers, and 

marketing research agencies. 

The short history of Azteca America gives me the opportunity to examine it in a 

more comprehensive way by exploring the different media and cultural processes through 

which the network operates. My approach to Azteca America is built on the analysis of 

the identity, production, representations and distribution of them as crucial media sites in 

which the institutional plans take shape. Theoretically I describe Azteca America from an 

institutional perspective that informs the ideological nature of the decision-making 

process within these different media moments. Each cultural process of identity, 

production, representations and distribution has its relative autonomy ruled by its own 

dynamics, and that raises questions about the particular strategies developed in each 

moment; however, every process is interconnected with the others and shaped by the 

overarching strategy of the network as an institution. Moreover, the decisions and 

strategies that defined the way the identity, production, representation and distribution 

unfolded cannot be seen as the result of a linear process of cause and effect.   

The site of consumption as an important moment within the whole circuit of 

media development is absent from my approach because of the amount of time and 
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resources needed to interrogate Latina/os’ viewing practices in relation to Azteca 

America, and because the initial purpose of this study is to focus on the assumptions, 

decisions, and strategies deployed by Azteca America as an institution that imagines 

Spanish-speaking U.S Latina/os in a particular way. However, the data on ratings and 

audience share are the elements that reveal information about the audiences’ responses 

from the site of consumption. The institutional numbers on the Latina/o audiences’ 

television viewing preferences expressed by audience share guide the decisions made by 

Azteca America executives in the processes of the four sites I consider. 

 My analysis then interrogates Azteca America’s executives’ strategies conceived 

as a byproduct of the network’s institutional culture and business modus operandi, and 

the relation of this organizational culture to the dynamics and demands of the Latino 

television field. I delimit the four sites mentioned above as critical spaces in which the 

interaction of the players ruled by the institutional norms gives space for such players to 

deploy their own pertinent socio and cultural capital vis a vis the imperatives of the 

Hispanic television market. Azteca America is conceived as a social institution, and its 

organizational culture provides the resources, while the specific strategies deployed in 

these four sites show what these executives assumed were the best ways to battle for a 

better position in the context of the field.      

The following diagram shows this dissertation’s hypothesized operation and the 

make up of the field of U.S. Spanish language television. As the following section 

reveals, the concept of the field used here builds on Bourdieu’s (1990). 
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Figure 2.1: Analytical schema for Azteca America 

Bourdieu’s theory of the Logic of Practice (1990) provides the overarching 

framework that allows us to establish the structural relationships of the different media 

processes with executives’ business practices within Azteca America, conceived as an 

institution. In addition, by using the relational thought of Bourdieu, we can understand 

the decisions of individuals in the contexts of institutional environments in the broader 

social and industrial scenario of Spanish-language television in the U.S. 

To situate Azteca America thusly within the structure of the Latino television 

industry and to critically analyze its performance, I use the notion of the field proposed 

by Bourdieu (1990), which is a structured space of positions whose properties are valued 

in relation to their location within a particular social space (Bourdieu, 1990: 135). These 

positions express the ongoing struggles and the power accumulated and exerted by 

participants under the specific rules that operate within this field (Bourdieu, 1990). 

Bourdieu argues that a specific field recognizes the individual as having specific material 

and symbolic resources that are defined as economic, social and cultural capital (1990), 

and he defines the concept of habitus as a “system of durable, transposable dispositions 

and structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as 

principles which generate and organize practices and representations” (Bourdieu, 1990: 

5). The habitus is structured under differentiated opportunities for the individuals to 
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access capital shaped by notions about class, race, gender, language, ethnicity and 

nationality.  

My conception of media executives and producers is informed by the concept of 

cultural intermediaries, a term coined to describe workers in “occupations involving 

presentation and representation providing symbolic goods and services” (Bourdieu, 1984: 

359). The role of cultural intermediaries is to produce a symbolic value for products by 

connecting these goods to people’s everyday lives (Bourdieu, 1984). As this process 

takes place, meaning is produced through management and business practices, techniques 

of marketing and advertisement and public relations that have become central processes 

in the commodification of symbolic goods (Negus, 2002). Ingrained in this process of 

production of meaning is the particular habitus of the executives as cultural 

intermediaries, in which they reproduced the broader social hierarchies, lifestyles, values 

and beliefs based on their own tastes’ classification (Bourdieu, 1984).  

As I pointed out, Azteca America’s strategies of identity and marketing have 

different intended recipients: primarily affiliates, sponsors and viewers.  Even though all 

of them are players in the Latino television market, they are not segments of the same 

demographics and do not share the same social, economic and cultural capital.  The 

executives and creative people from TV Azteca and Azteca America who design, 

produce and execute the strategies of the networks presumably share some of the same 

economic, social and cultural capital. Even though this is not a homogeneous group, the 

contexts of their work environment, education, and social skills needed to perform their 

jobs may position them in a particular situation of social and cultural capital.  

Bourdieu prompts us to think about the specific social, cultural and linguistic 

capital that the participants within the Spanish-language television field assumed were 

the most valuable (1993). The Latina/o identity and its representation for the Hispanic 

market have been built using ideas about the amount of social, economic and cultural 

capital specific social groups and demographics are assumed to possess.  Images of 

Latina/os have been constructed by advertising agents and creative personnel from the 

media under assumptions of certain combinations of racial, class, gender, age, linguistic 

and ethnic markers, and these markers can provide the best vehicle for commercial 
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purposes. Through such acts of construction, audience demographics and characteristics 

are rated as commodities with different values.  

Following Arlene Dávila (2001), this figure illustrates the corporate dynamics that 

situate the experts in a structural institutional circuit that shapes and reinforces ideas 

about the audiences that these experts claim to know. This schematic synthesis shows the 

different players in the Hispanic market, in which ad agencies, marketing research 

agencies, television networks, and corporate America set the institutional space, as 

structural constraints, upon the interaction of their executives, producing a circuit of 

legitimate knowledge  about an audience that is absent in the circuit. The circuit provides 

to the network professionals the elements that allow them to function as cultural 

intermediaries through data from marketing research on viewers’ preferences and 

consumers’ behavior, and through the constant interaction and reinforcement of 

preconceived formulas of success (Du Gay, 1997) between Latina/o audiences and the 

rest of the television professionals.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Dynamics of the production of culture/cultures of production 
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What is the place of Mexican images and network identity within this specific 

market? How the very Mexicannes of Azteca America is imagined within these corporate 

dynamics in relation to notions of Latinidad? Also, assumptions of possible social, 

cultural and economic capital are used to assess professionals’ possibilities within the 

production field.  Specific national and ethnic identities have a relative weight and 

position in relation to the assumed symbolic power gained akin with the specific rules in 

the social field (Bourdieu, 1990). Specifically, the long history of the relationship of 

Mexican television companies within the U.S. Latino industry determines how people 

assess the network identity in the first place because of the familiarity of the images 

(Straubhaar, 1991). Also, the idea of the nation as a brand in marketing terms (Havens, 

2002) has positioned Mexico as prestigious, and this prestige in turn relates to desirable 

programs such as telenovelas. Given the notion of the field, I reflect upon the different 

symbolic capitals associated with players using Mexico’s identity as a brand in the 

context of the Spanish-language Latino television field. 

 

IDENTITY  
The building of an identity for the new network Azteca America is one of the 

most challenging things that Azteca’s team has faced in its pursuit for success in the 

Hispanic market and with Latina/o viewers. By using a combination of the names 

“Azteca” and “America” for the new network, TV Azteca showed the nature of its 

international plans as well as the business and marketing strategy that the company is 

trying to pursue. Within the cross-national strategy of targeting different groups 

(audiences, sponsors and affiliates), the name Azteca America stands for a combination 

of different geographical, political and cultural spaces, and this name reveals a strategy of 

pursuing a flexible meaning that allows the new company to accommodate the possible 

different perceptions and readings of multi-layered Latina/o populations (Straubhaar, 

Pinon, Rojas, & Fuentes, 2007b). The identity of the network would then be understood 

differently, depending of the targeted audience.  Some would view it as an exercise of a 

Mexican company passing as Hispanic for its sponsors and American affiliates; others 
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might describe it as a company flexibly transfiguring Mexican-ness into Latino-ness for 

the majority of the Latina/o audience with Mexican heritage.  Also, it might simply have 

a hybrid identity, one which targets Latina/os as a multilayered mixture of different 

identities within the fluid and complex multi-national, multi-racial, multi-ethnic, and 

multi-lingual U.S. Latina/o universe. Thus, passing, transfiguration and hybridity seem to 

be institutional resources used in the discourse and institutional communication and 

promotions of the new Azteca America network.  

My approach to the network’s process of building its identity is guided by four 

main corporate-cultural processes: the organizational culture, the process of Azteca 

America’s branding, the impact of the cross-border nature of the corporation, and the 

imagined class/racial/ethnic/national identity of Spanish-speaking U.S. Latina/os and the 

social and cultural dynamics associated with them. I am using an institutional approach to 

understand how these different moments of identity building relate to each other. I 

consider Azteca’s organizational culture and corporate practices as a dual source of the 

network’s identity as an institution: first, the organizational culture guides the executives’ 

decisions on building the network’s identity; and second, the corporate practices 

themselves have become identifiers of the corporate identity.  

 

1) Organizational Culture and Identity 
Paul Du Gay (1994, 1996, 1997, 2002), Sean Nixon (1997), Kevin Robins (1997), 

and Graeme Salaman (1997), within a Cultural Economy perspective, provide a 

theoretical framework through which to understand the organizational culture and its 

impact on the network’s identity.  Du Gay (1997) refers to this process as the 

culturization and aesthetization of the economic process.  Executives conceived as 

cultural intermediaries are central to the process of building the network’s identity. The 

organizational structure in which they operate, their career profiles and positions in the 

industry, and their working practices and economic transactions are part of the discourse 

that represents them producing an identity with economic value in the market (Du Gay, 

1997).  
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The most important point to note about our term 'cultural economy' is therefore 
the crucial importance it allots to language, representation and meaning -to 
‘culture’- for understanding the conduct of economic life and the construction of 
economic identities (Du Gay, 1997: 4). 
 

Du Gay (1994) describes how the contemporary managerial culture stresses the 

importance of “enterprising,” autonomous, productive, self-regulating, responsible 

individuals (Du Gay, 1994). The new culture of executives thinking as “consumers” has 

sought “the market,” the matrix of its reasoning.  Graeme Salaman (1997) argues that 

management produces the culture and roles that allow professionals to make sense of 

their activities and transactions, helping them to organize, define and locate their work 

experience (Salaman, 1997: 237).  The culture of the entrepreneurial executives then 

produces meaning as an economic value using the very a set of institutional activities that 

executives understand as good business practices that aim to please imagined consumers 

The interwoven institutional relationship between TV Azteca and Azteca America may 

produce tensions based on their distinctive identities and markets because transferring the 

management style, organizational culture and executives’ profiles from TV Azteca would 

be at odds with a U.S. corporate style management or with Latino  identities. Depending 

on one’s perspective, Azteca America’s management style became either an asset or a 

weakness to be taken into account in judging the network's success. An analysis of 

executives’ profiles based on their social, cultural and linguistic capital and their decision 

making style within the corporation is central to understanding the strategies regarding 

the network’s identity, promotion and marketing. 

2) The Process of Branding and Identity 
Within the realm of television, a brand name can be the name of the network, the 

television station or the names of programs themselves (McDowell and Batten, 2005: 23). 

As a business strategy TV Azteca has decided to rely on what Walter McDowell and 

Allan Batten (205) call “brand equity.” From a marketing perspective, TV Azteca is a 

brand that has achieved an added value. When the corporation decided to name the new 
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network Azteca America, as a name or brand, it then “contributed to a product's 

performance in the marketplace. For television broadcasters “performance means ratings 

and revenue” (McDowell and Batten, 2005: 8).  The branding strategy used in this 

naming differentiated the new network from its competitors by associating it with TV 

Azteca.  Its corporate culture and institutional communications continued 

“communicating to consumers what the brand stands for” (McDowell and Batten, 2005: 

9). Ironically, this association with TV Azteca allowed the network to grow because it 

was quickly identified by audiences and corporate affiliates, a strategy that has also 

provided the bigger challenge for the network’s identity and future. The perception of 

Azteca America as a brand will be the result of the performance of its brand elements 

conceived as the marketing mix: its programming qualities (product), the price of its 

commercial slots vs. ratings (price), its accessibility (distribution), and the advertising of 

either itself or its programs (promotion) (McDowell and Batten, 2005: 13).  

The corporate culture expresses the ideology at the core of the intended network 

identity. According to Tony Apéria and Rolf Back, corporate culture expresses the 

“sharing of meanings, assumptions, understandings, norms, values, and knowledge 

among group members” (2004: 35). The primary elements of the corporate culture are the 

mission, vision and values the network declares (Apéria and Black, 2004). These textual 

devices are intended to inform the employees and business partners of the network’s 

purpose and its future goals and values, and thus such material functions as a guide for 

employees’ perceptions, behavior, and verbal and written expressions. The corporate 

culture informs the brand communication strategy through its promotional effort base on 

on-air promos, advertising, public relations and product usage (McDowell and Batten, 

2005: 19).  The corporate culture can be understood as the ideological guide for 

employees’ conceptions, attitudes and behavior. Michel Foucault’s notion of discursive 

formation allows for understanding the development of a repertoire of thematic choices, 

concepts and statements that the company’s corporate culture provides for the employees 

that is then reproduced through the different communicative outlets (Du Gay, 1997b: 

299). These repertoires are reproduced through the communications and representations 

used to build Azteca America’s identity and brand that systematically follow some 
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“correlations, positions, and functioning transformations,” allowing us to refer to them as 

a particular discursive formation (Du Gay, 1997b).  

Thus, the purpose is to analyze the particular discursive formation surrounding the 

construction of Azteca America’s identity. By doing so, one can trace the value given to 

some representations in contrast to others. This activity also reveals the assumptions that 

Azteca America’s executives have in relation to their different intended publics. 

Executives play a central role in the particular discursive formation of Azteca America’s 

identity.  

 

3) The Impact of the Corporation’s Cross-Border Nature on Identity  
The extraordinary amount of Mexican immigration to the U.S. and the historically 

complex cultural relationship between Mexicans and Latina/os because of the long-

shared border between the two countries has resulted in processes of cultural hybridity 

and practices of cultural deterritorialization. Nestor García Canclini (1989) refers to the 

cultural process of hybridation and deterritorialization in the context of modernization 

and immigration. Hybridity results from the clash, blending and negotiation of traditional 

national cultures with modern structures and traditions through the interwoven blending 

of folklore, popular culture, mass culture, and fine arts. This hybrid phenomenon is 

reinforced by immigration because flows of peoples and their local and national cultures 

create enclaves of deterritorialized identities and social practices (García Canclini, 1989).  

Azteca America may count as an interesting television space of de-territorializing 

Mexican-ness into the Latino U.S. territory. The predominant presence of Mexican 

audiences within the Latina/o population may allow the network to retain its own 

transnational identity to some extent as a way to connect the homeland to populations in 

the U.S. The cross-border dynamics of Azteca America can be conceived in the contexts 

of new global spatial proximity and business deterritorialization that bring a new 

landscape of connectivity (Tomlinson, 1999), in which, according to Paul Hirsch (2000), 

corporations across boundaries have developed relations of “interdependence and 

interconnectivity” (Hirsh as quoted in Bielby and Harrington, 2004). Du Gay refers to 
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this new globalized trade as the effect of “dislocated economies,” in which discrete 

sectors are still defined by the boundaries of national states, but are becoming sites in 

which capital and goods flows internationally (Du Gay, 1997b). Du Gay uses the concept 

of dislocated identity from Lauclau (1990): “an identity depends upon an outside which 

both denies that identity and provides its conditions of possibility at one and the same 

time. This means that every identity is an ambiguous achievement” (Lauclau as quoted in 

Du Gay, 1997b: 289).  Following Joseph Straubhaar’s (2001) concept of cultural 

proximity, the process of building the network can be framed in relation to its intended 

audiences in whom the hybrid and multilayered identities of Latina/os in the U.S. can be 

prompted through different cultural settings at local, regional, national and transnational 

levels (Straubhaar, Pinon et al., 2007b).  

 

4) The Imagined U.S. Latino Audience and Identity 
In the process of building the Azteca America identity, decision over names and 

labels to identify the network or its audiences as Hispanics, Latina/o, Chicana/os, 

Mexicans, or Mexican-Americans are loaded with commercial and political implications.  

Arlene Dávila (2001), Suzanne Oboler (1995), América Rodríguez (1999), and John 

Sinclair (1999) explain the different political implications of these terms which I 

discussed in the previous chapter. Businesses and government agencies prefer the term 

Hispanic, while academics and others favor Latina/o. The use of terms such as Chicana/o 

or Niuyoricans illustrates the historical, social and political struggles of different 

Latino/as groups who have embraced them. These groups have criticed the use of the 

Hispanic label because it emphasizes Spanish heritage, thereby erasing the indigenous 

and African component of the Latin American population (Dávila, 2001).  Even though 

within different national social groups hyphenated identities, such as Mexican-American, 

Cuban-American, Salvadorian-American, and Colombian-American seems to be the 

preferred terms for self-definition, the term Latino comes just after the preferred term to 

use for self-definition (Rodríguez, 1999).  
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Suzanne Oboler (1995) points out that ethnic label, even though social 

constructions, are a necessary resource for the administrative life of a plural and complex 

society. However, while naming is necessary, there are stigmas and stereotypes linked 

with the process of naming that need to be combated. Oboler describes the twofold 

consequences of the use of the terms Hispanic or Latino since the 1970s. On the one 

hand, the term has a homogenizing effect that erases ethnic, racial, national, linguistic, 

historical and cultural differences within the different national social groups, giving an 

unreal account of the nature of this population (1995). But on the other hand, the term has 

given a visibility that allows the different social groups of Mexican Americans, Chicanos, 

Puerto Ricans, and so on to come together in a political battle for their recognition as 

citizens with full rights. The battle over ethnic names is the battle for the needed social, 

political and economic resources and opportunities within the context of the U.S.  

As Oboler (1995) explains, just as the politics of labeling relate directly to the 

struggle for getting different economic, social and political resources, so to is the building 

of a network’s identity also linked with strategies of accessing the needed resources in the 

context of struggle with the different players in the Spanish language television industry 

and the Hispanic market.   The way Azteca America defines its own identity as Mexican, 

Mexican American, Hispanic, Latina/o, Chicana/o or Latin American may reveal its 

assumptions and dynamics related to particular ethnic labels within the context of the 

Spanish-language television business.  At the core of defining Azteca America’s 

audiences and identity using an ethnic label resides the connection of that identity to 

particular attributes related to race, class, gender, or language (Oboler, 1995).   

My analysis of the formation of the network’s identity will be assessed through 

the combined factors of branding, organizational culture and the ethnic labels that define 

the network and its imagined audiences. However, the stages of production, offered 

representations and distribution are part of the network’s ongoing process of creating a 

suitable identity for its incursion into the Hispanic market. The identity of the network 

can not be separated from the other communicative stages; furthermore, in the process 

they reinforce, reinvent or transform the network’s personality.      
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PRODUCTION  
Richard Peterson (2004) suggests examining the interior of the production site to 

understand the way business practices produce meanings with economic values through 

the study of the following: the occupational careers of the professionals involved in these 

practices, the structure of the industry, the organizational culture, and the market and its 

technology (Peterson & Anand, 2004). According to the institutional approach, Todd 

Gitlin (1994, 2000), William Bielby and Denise Bielby (1994, 2003), and Thomas 

Streeter (1996) suggest examining the corporate institutional environments in which the 

decisions are made and the routines and practices followed by executives.  Thomas 

Schatz (1996), following an industrial approach, suggests examining the site of 

production through the study of production operations, corporate structures, management 

systems and marketing strategies.  Richard Caves (1987) calls for understanding the site 

of production by examining the industrial organization and the structure of the market.  

Accordingly, using a globalization approach, Joseph Straubhaar (2007) and Jean Chalaby 

(2005) call attention to the different production and programming strategies followed by 

media corporations in the contexts of transnational ventures.  

I construct my analysis by borrowing elements from the different institutional, 

industrial and global approaches to analyze the different dimensions that Azteca America 

offers, while following a cultural economy perspective that stresses the importance of 

management practices as economically relevant objects (Du Gay & Pryke, 2002:  332).  

This approach “focuses on how the symbolic elements of culture are shaped by the 

systems within which they are created, distributed, evaluated, taught and preserved” 

(Peterson & Anand, 2004).  My dimensions of analysis on the production site are: a) 

organizational culture and managerial decisions; b) production routines and industry 

practices; c) corporation and transnational settings; and d) network performance and the 

structure of the field. 

 

1) Organizational Culture and Managerial Decisions  
Todd Gitlin (2000) offers a critical approach to management by describing the 

very ideological nature of executive decision making in programming areas; he describes 



 35 

the dynamics of such decision making as the process of a “revolving door” in which 

executives make decisions based on their preconceptions which are then confirmed by the 

constant circulation of the same information discussed by the same people (executives, 

writers, directors, producers and critics), participants in the same social circles that 

reaffirm their preconceived ideas of television’s success (2000).  By stating that “nothing 

succeeds better than success,” executives use tactics of production and programming that 

are linked to the repetition of formulas, genres, actors and plots leading to the 

reproduction of the already sanctioned “taste” for success (Gitlin, 2000), and the logics of 

the “right subjectivity,” in which numbers and research for the next successful show tend 

to follow the preexisting judgment of the executives.  

Following Gitlin’s thought, William and Denise Bielby (1994) unveil executive 

strategies in highly institutionalized environments that legitimize these executives’ 

decisions in programming and production (Bielby & Bielby, 1994). The authors argue 

that in the process of making decisions about what is produced or programmed, 

considerations about the programs occur in three different dimensions, that of 

“commercial commodity, an aesthetic endeavor, and a social institution” (Bielby & 

Bielby, 1994: 1290). These characteristics influence the executives’ decisions which go 

across business strategies, taste preferences and the kind of values that these decisions 

deliver regarding the identity of the institutions. Because the future success of executives’ 

programming decisions is unpredictable, they use rhetorical strategies to frame their 

decisions and hold themselves accountable in conditions ruled by ambiguity and 

uncertainty. 

Keith Negus (1997) refers to culture in the broader sense as a way of life that is 

embedded in the practices and meanings in which symbolic products are created and 

circulated (Negus, 1997: 69).  Negus (1999, 2002) draws our attention to managers and 

their operation as cultural intermediaries in the music industry, particularly rap.  He 

describes how professionals scouting for rap music talent are situated in the street as a 

way to appear to be in touch with consumers, but this strategy obscures the fact that these 

experts are left out of the offices in which senior managers and accounting personnel 

make decisions. The author denounces the executives in the music industry, as they 
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represent privileged, small elite made up of upper middle- class white men (Negus, 2002: 

512). Then, Negus argues that by shaping tastes and decisions, managers are in fact 

widening the gap between production and consumption (2002).  Negus’s analysis gives 

us a model by which to interrogate how class, race, race, gender, language, ethnicity and 

nationality operate within the organizational structure of Azteca America and how these 

elements shape its production and programming routines and decisions.  

Table 2.3 shows a common television organizational chart that categorizes areas 

and specific functions. Following Negus (2002), within this aseptic division of labor, 

demographic hierarchies emerge, expressed as professionals’ desirable social, cultural 

and economic capital. At horizontal levels each organizational department has a 

differentiated position within the space of the institution, and a different weight and 

impact in the context of the overall structure of the company considered as a micro social 

space (Bourdieu, 1990). Then there is a differentiated impact in the process of decision 

making that is illustrated by the demographic profiles of the executives from each 

department. The vertical organization of the network also reveals the professional 

profiles, racial, class, linguistic, ethnic and national markers that characterize top and 

middle rank executives and low rank personnel. The logic of choosing the most suitable 

for the various rank positions works as an invisible under whose guidance the 

reproduction of demographic hierarchies are seen as a natural, not ideologically 

mediated, byproduct of the selection of whom are deemed best equipped for the post. It is 

this much assumed naturalness that reproduces the assumed values required to fit the 

expectations of the Hispanic market and the Latina/o audiences which in turn shape the 

whole circuit of production.   
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Figure 2.3 Organizational structure and its demographic component 

2) Production Routines and Industry Practices  
Using an industrial approach allows me to situate the discussion within the 

specific site in which media goods are made. The main goal is to describe the diverse 

factors that take place in producing a program shaped by the specific organization of the 
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programs in terms of their aesthetic appeal, formats, genres, and common narratives. The 
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producers, sponsors and marketers over “style and authority -creative expression and 

creative control” (Schatz, 1996: 5). Schatz suggests examining the relation of power and 

hierarchy and authority, their division of labor and their production process to make sense 

of the underlying characteristics that may describe the mode of production (1996).  

I apply these processes of observation and analysis to find the specific industrial 

logics and specific mode of production that best describe Latino television. The dynamics 

of the established hegemonic production and programming practices are deeply 

interrelated to codes of acceptable content, aesthetics, and technical narrative conventions 

within the network (Schatz, 1996: 198). In his analysis of the studio system in Hollywood 

filmmaking, Schatz argues that each studio had its own identity based on the aggregated 

pattern of production choices and programming tastes (1996: 7). I here apply this idea to 

Azteca America's development of its identity as a network.  

Christopher Anderson (1994) analyzes and describes the structural factors and 

conditions that led to the entry of the film industry into the production of television 

programs and the further commingling of both industries.  This integration shaped the 

mode of production of American television, in which networks controlled programming 

strategies and negotiated with sponsors, while Hollywood studios, independent producers 

and major financial institutions dealt with the risks of production (Anderson, 1994; 

Schatz, 1990, 1996). The encounter between these industries created a way of production 

which affected formats, narratives, genres and aesthetics, and series with tight production 

schedules arose as one of that encounter’s most important outcomes.   

In the case of U. S. Latino television, because of market conditions, production 

has usually been done on videotape rather than film, as is the case with many U.S. 

primetime series. The Spanish-language television networks are the main source of 

production; the film industry did not play a role in this field. Following Latin American 

modes of production, certain genres, narratives, and talent have been privileged over 

others mainly for economic and cultural reasons. However, today the production that is 

designed to target U. S. Latina/os is also conceived as aimed at the whole imagined Latin 

American audience. Under this conception of a Pan-Latin American audience, 

programming production for Latinos in the U. S. is reshaping that for Latin America.  An 
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important segment of the programming constitutes fiction, generally telenovelas, whose 

hegemony is still in the hands of Latin American networks. However, the increasing 

importance of the Hispanic market for Latin American networks has led to the presence 

of more international and multicultural casts and narrative forms within these telenovelas.  

The mode of production of U. S. Latino television needs to be contextualized 

given the very transnational characteristics of the players, and at the same time we need 

to recognize the specificities of its Spanish-speaking national audience and preferences.  

The mode of production approach allows me to analyze the different human, financial, 

technological, material and aesthetic factors that interplay in the way a program is 

produced for U.S. Latina/os.  In the case of Azteca America, production resources are 

still minimal; thus, the network must rely heavily on TV Azteca’s programming 

resources.  One must therefore analyze two different realms: first, there is a need to take 

into account the Mexican television mode of production from which the programming is 

coming, and second, the strategies of production of Azteca America located in Los 

Angeles with its programming oriented exclusively to Latina/os need to be studied, along 

with how these strategies are inserted within the larger mode of production of U.S Latino 

television that in contrast has its production resources in Miami. 

 

3) Genre, Telenovelas and Production Routines  
The logics of programming decisions, production routines and marketing 

strategies are also shaped by conceptions about the characteristics and properties of the 

different genres within the programming lineup.  Telenovelas, comedy, sports, newscasts, 

variety shows, talk shows, and reality shows have a differentiated television business 

value based on the perception of their possible appeal to particular desirable audiences. 

The face value ascribed to certain genres actually governs the way these programs are 

marketed to sponsors, their position within the schedule, and the amount of resources 

invested in their production.  Jason Mittell (2004) looks to forego the textually-centered 

genre theory that has stalled the evolution of generic discussions in terms of accounting 

for the fluid and flexible genre challenges television offers.  He suggests looking at the 



 40 

intertextual properties of genre, in which social practices in the context of production and 

reception have shaped the way genres are conceived, produced, evaluated and marketed 

(Mitell, 2004).   Mittell argues for taking into account the process by which genres are 

conceived:  

We need to look beyond the text as the locus of a genre and instead locate genres 
within the complex interrelation among texts, industries, audiences and historical 
contexts (Mittell, 2004: 173). 
 

Mittell proposes relying on Foucault’s notion of discursive formation, or the social 

practices through which genres become relevant cultural objects. This step allows the 

author to connect the genre’s discursive formation in the context of Bourdieu’s notion of 

social practices, guided by cultural and social capital, and hierarchies of taste 

demonstrated by producers and consumers within the social space.  Particularly telling is 

the complex discursive formation surrounding the production and consumption of 

telenovelas in the contexts of Latin American and Latino television. While at the site of 

production, telenovelas are considered a hot commodity to sell to sponsors, occupying 

prime time spaces in both Spanish and Portuguese language television from Chile to the 

U.S., in the contexts of consumption the genre has historically been the object of disdain, 

conceived as a mass product by educated middle and upper class audiences. 

 The centrality of telenovelas as a cultural product and as a hot commodity to be 

sold globally has attracted different scholars to the analysis of this genre. Even though 

telenovelas came from U.S. soap operas, they traveled from Cuba to Latin America, 

becoming a particular cultural hybrid (La Pastina, Rego and Strabuhaar 2003; Paxman 

2003).  Telenovela scholarship developed into the kernel of studies of the processes of 

identity formation and modernization in Latin America. From a Latin American 

perspective, some of the most salient studies of telenovelas as culturally and socially 

relevant products are the works of Jesús Martín Barbero (1983, 1998), Jorge González 

(1998), Nora Mazzioti (1996), and Elizabeth Fox (1997).  The scholars explored 

questions about telenovelas and national identity, cultural authenticity and their relation 

to every day life using a cultural approach. Martin Barbero states that telenovelas need to 

be considered along with modernization (Martín Barbero in Allen: 1965, 276). One of the 
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most salient features of this process is the phenomenon of rural populations immigrating 

to cities. The melodrama as a trope is a way of making history in Latin America that 

speaks to what Martín Barbero called primordial sociability: “melodramazing everything 

to take their own form of revenge on the abstraction imposed by cultural dispossession 

and the commercialization of life” (Martín Barbero as quoted in Allen, 1995: 276). Jorge 

González worked in telenovelas which he considered cultural fronts. Gonzales says that 

the concept of hegemony works very well when one thinks of something large scale such 

as a state or society; however, this concept seems to lose its applicability when we see 

our loved ones or acquaintances suffer in the practical sense (González, 1994: 14). 

Cultural fronts are considered to be the boundaries of interpretation in the arena of 

finding the legitimate definition of what is contingent and transcendent, what is urgent 

and what is necessary, and what is useful and useless (González: 1994, 17). Telenovelas 

are read in the context of the family and all the cultural implications of that arena.  Nora 

Mazzioti (1993) points out the challenges of a genre that in its trans-Latin American 

boom is threatening local portrayals. The neutralization of accents in telenovelas and 

their movement away from addressing very local problems and issues are making the 

genre a hybrid product divorced from individual nations (Mazzioti: 1992: 162).    

Robert Allen, in the tradition of U.S. TV criticism, published Speaking of Soap 

Operas in 1985 and To be Continued in 1995 to underscore the growing interest in the 

genre. Even though research on soap operas dates from the early seventies (Brunsdon in 

Allen, 1995: 58), Allen’s work reveals academic milestones and future trends for 

research. Allen (1985) pointed out that “soap opera” is a term that was coined in the 30s, 

arguably by Variety’s critics. The term itself is ironic in that it combines a so-called 

authentic and high form of art, opera, with the lowest cultural products the dramas 

advertise, household’s products like soap.  Since the beginning, studies of women 

audiences deemed them an emotionally based group with some kind of psychological 

dependency and cultural deficits who could easily be manipulated by such advertising 

(Allen, 1985: 25). However, soap operas’ viewing has been compared with the “reading 

of a romance novel” described by Janice Radway as cultural practices that empowers 

women in the contexts oppressive dialy routines (Brunsdon, 1995). Also, the soap opera 
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genre was reinvented in Latin America as a new hybrid televisual product with global 

appealing: telenovelas. 

The presence of global flows of Latin American telenovelas has also called the 

attention of U.S. scholars such as Everett Rogers (1985), Emile McAnany (1994), 

Antonio La Pastina (1994, 2003), and Joseph Straubhaar (2003), among others. While 

scholars in the U.S. situate the power of the genre in the contexts of the everyday lives of 

Latin Americans, a discussion of the hybrid nature of the genre and the programming 

flows of telenovelas at regional and global levels has opened a study on the relations 

between the practices of production and the cultural settings of consumption.  Joseph 

Straubhaar (2007) stresses how the production process of adapting genres and formats to 

local narratives, cultures and tastes produces hybrid products. Buying scripts and formats 

from successful telenovelas to be localized to local tastes has also fit this trend of 

hybridization. It is within this process of localizing programs for the specific production 

routines based on audiences’ anticipated preferences that the telenovelas as a genre take 

shape. Quoting Armand Mattelart, Joseph Straubhaar defines Brazilian telenovelas as 

“open genres” due to the constant process of feedback during their production coming 

from professionals from television, film, theater, advertising, marketing research 

companies, different social groups, institutions and the government (Straubhaar, 2007). 

TV Azteca also follows the “open genre” dynamics in the production of its 

telenovelas by working from a marketing programming approach in which different 

institutional players bring input about the possible success or failure of various projects. 

The executives address their positions as authorized sources of knowledge about 

successful telenovela routines over the different sites of production, distribution, and 

consumption. This corporate routine of feedback produces a particular institutional 

discursive formation about telenovelas.  Following Jason Mittell’s (2004) position on 

genre, I contend that the way executives and producers conceive, produce, evaluate and 

promote telenovelas not only supports specific programming strategies, but also shapes 

the genre from the production site in relation to its intended audiences. 
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4) Corporate Production Strategies in Transnational Settings 
Joseph Straubhaar, in World Television from Global to Local, offers a holistic 

approach to understanding the complex television industrial dynamics interwoven at 

local, regional and global levels, meeting multilayered and hybrid audience’s identities 

that frame the conditions of programming reception (2007). Straubhaar dwells on notions 

of cultural hybrid production “in which substantially new cultures are synthesized out of 

the elements of previous cultures” (Straubhaar, Pinon et al., 2007b).  To avoid any 

deterministic positions on patterns of cultural production within the television industry, 

the scholar uses Anthony Giddens’ notion of structuration to assess the level of agency 

played out by producers (Cassell, 1993). Giddens developed a notion of structuration that 

acknowledges the presence of constraints in the structure that have power over the 

agency of the individual (Giddens in Cassell, 1993). The same structure that sets limits 

also provides resources for making something out of those limits. Giddens stresses 

agency: “we can say the following: to be a human agent is to have power, to be able to 

‘make a difference’ in the world […] the most seemingly powerless individuals are able 

to mobilize resources wherever they carve out spaces of control in respect to their day to 

day lives and in respect to activities of the most powerful” (Cassell, 1993).  

This notion reinforces Straubhaar's position on how the flow of programming, 

format and ideas at global levels does not reproduce a solely homogeneous global culture, 

but rather offers possibilities for the creation of new products through localization and 

adaptation that result in new hybrid television genres, formats and narratives:   

The global creation and flow of television genres and formats should be thought 
of as a complexly articulated, fluid process of hybridity whose integrative effects 
do not simply eliminate cultural differences and diversity but rather provide the 
context for the production of new cultural forms marked by local specificity 
(Straubhaar, 2007: 139).  
 

In the context of global flows and the expansion of transnational television media, 

Jean Chalaby (2005) offers some insights on the process of localizing cultural production. 

This author has discussed the failure of some European networks in getting the attention 

of audiences at transnational levels prompted by the lack of local flavor for specific 

national audiences across borders (Chalaby, 2002). In order, Chalaby (2005) identifies 
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several possible ways of adapting to be successful overseas. Chalaby describes something 

particularly important in understanding the Azteca America model: the tendency of 

international media to go local by creating networks that affiliate local channels “around 

a core broadcasting philosophy” (Chalaby, 2005: 3):  

Above all, the main majority of cross-border TV channels are pan-regional in 
scope serving a geo-cultural region, and its diasporic groups living in its 
geographical contours (Chalaby, 2005: 5). 
 

In turn, Joseph Straubhaar (2005) reminds us that part of the economic business 

logic is avoiding spending too many resources in overseas markets, and rationing 

resources is also limiting opportunities of localization, and such resources are deployed 

by big media only if it is ultimately necessary.  Straubhaar (2005) points out that the  

national or regional media players are the ones that have a deeper commitment to 

localization while global firms take a very conservative approach, unwilling to invest in 

unstable markets, and instead these firms choose “marketing the most minimal 

adaptations they felt they could get away with” (Straubhaar, 2005: 224). 

Decisions on production strategies of localization are made based on cultural 

assumptions about local preferences and tastes. Since the 1970s, increasing research 

found that audiences preferred local or national programming when available (Hoskins & 

McFayden, 1991; Straubhaar & Campbell, 1992). Joseph Straubhaar (1991) suggests that 

audience preferences for national or local programs when they are available can be 

explained by the “cultural proximity” factor. Cultural proximity is the reason “most 

audiences seem to prefer television programs that are as close to them as possible in 

language, ethnic appearance, dress, style, humor, historical reference, and shared topical 

knowledge as possible” (Straubhaar, 2007). Colin Hoskins (1988), in contrast, describes 

the opposite phenomenon called “cultural discount,” that is, the diminished market appeal 

which a television program has for audiences who speak a different language, or who 

"find it difficult to identify with style, values, beliefs, institutions, and behavioral patterns 

of the material in question" (Hoskins & Mirus, 1988: 500).  Dwelling on notions of 

“cultural-linguistic markets” unified by language (Wildman & Siwak, 1993), John 

Sinclair coined the notion of “regional linguistic markets,” which are regions that shared 
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common values primarily by language and then by culture, historical past, religion, etc., 

allowing cultural products and particularly television programs to flow easily (Sinclair, 

2000: 132). Transnational media corporations have developed different brand and 

marketing strategies to attract consumers overseas. These strategies involve efforts to add 

local flavors to global products through a cultural process of localization of them in their 

discourses and narratives (Weber, 2003).  

However, the transnational nature of Azteca America also sets a provocative case 

in which assumptions about the lure of the local as a site of cultural proximity 

(Straubhaar, 1991) competes with the appeals to immigrants from part of the homeland, 

in which diasporic audiences live through trans-local cultural experiences (Kumar, 2006). 

Shanti Kumar conceives of television as an electronic vehicle within the capitalist 

dynamics that produces narratives of consumption and identity for diasporic populations 

(Kumar, 2006).  Thus, the narratives are aimed at diasporic audiences to promote global 

aspirations in the contexts of idealized notions of the nation, and unimagined global 

audiences experience trans-local realities in their everyday lives through the connection 

to their homeland made possible through postcolonial “electronic capitalism” (Kumar, 

2006: 2004). 

5) The Field: Network Performance and the Structure of the Industry. 
 I situate Azteca America as a newcomer within the Latino media field, 

particularly within Spanish-language television. To understand its relative position, I will 

reconstruct the history of the Spanish-language television field, the position of the 

different networks as players, and their struggles to control the different resources as 

legitimate contenders or rulers of the field (Bourdieu, 1993).  The structure of the field is 

mirrored by the structure of the institutions through the profiles and activities of their 

participants.   

 In the case of the Latino television field, one needs to study the different elements 

that make up the structure of the industry at national levels, while taking into account the 

transnational economic, social and cultural elements that have been historically tied to its 

development.  In the case of the structure of the industry, Richard Caves analyzes the 
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media business using an approach that he calls "industrial organization” which examines 

the market structure and market performance (1987). Industrial organization refers to the 

engagements of a group of individual business sellers and buyers with their markets in 

defining the way the product is going to be offered for sale (Caves, 1987). These 

engagements are shaped by the structure of the market formed by the following elements: 

seller concentration, production differentiation, barriers of entry, buyer concentration, 

height and fixed cost, barriers to exit and growth rate of market demand (Caves, 1987: 5). 

Overall market performance is also affected by the nature of the structure of the industry 

whether an oligopoly, monopoly or purely competitive (Caves, 1987: 7).   

The logics of the Spanish-language Latino television field and its transnational 

industrial dynamics have been shaped by trade conditions defined by Michael Porter as 

“competitive advantage” (Hoskins & McFayden, 1991).  Porter’s analysis of domestic 

markets includes the concepts of economics of scale, first move advantage, and 

comparative advantage as factors favoring the geographic concentration of an activity 

(Hoskins & McFayden, 1991: 209). John Hoskins and Stuart McFayden, following 

Porter’s model, used these concepts to explain the predominance of the American media 

industry on the basis of its competitive advantages as it has the biggest domestic market 

in the world. Additionally, the approach of the “competitive advantage” within the 

economics of scale gives us some insights into how Latin American networks have 

enjoyed a privileged position within the U. S. Hispanic market (Hoskins & McFayden, 

1991). In an economy of scale logic, the advantage is that if the cost of the production of 

the first unit, a television program, is recovered in the original domestic market, the cost 

of the following copies is residual, making it favorable to export the copies in pursuit of 

pure profit (Hoskins & McFayden, 1991). This advantage allowed the Mexican network 

Televisa to make an early move into U.S. territory as the Spanish International Network 

(SIN) and enjoy the first move advantages defined as cost and product differentiation 

(Porter in Hoskins & McFayden, 1991). Product differentiation is the result of learning 

curve efficiencies; by being the first mover, the network has developed products that have 

achieved better design, and it has a greater knowledge of markets and tailors its offerings 

to audiences’ tastes and demands (Hoskins & McFayden, 1991).  



 47 

Economic factors, the industry’s structure and market performance cannot be 

overlooked in understanding the logics of U. S. Latino networks. The U.S. Latino 

television field is possible due to the economics that involve the industry with Spanish-

language industries and audiences abroad. The divide in production cost and purchasing 

power of Latin American markets and the U. S. Hispanic market produce an economic 

interdependence of the transnational industries involved in this field.  For the U. S. Latino 

television, the programming produced by Latin American companies has proven to be 

cheap and successful with audiences. For Latin American media, the selling of 

programming to their U.S. Latino television counterparts has become an important source 

of income.     

However, Caves, Porter and Hoskins and McFayden often fail to recognize the 

political and social nature of the industry and the ideological characteristics of many 

decisions that impact industrial performance in their economic approaches to the 

structure of the industry. But they provide useful tools to build on for industrial 

categories and pure economic dynamics in order to recognize the different players, rules 

of the market, structure and the overall performance of the media industry.  As I have 

pointed out, however, there are struggles over power among participants. At the core of 

such struggles are the habitus of the professionals and the different resources of the 

institutions embedded with particular social, cultural, and political symbolic recognition 

that reflect the very symbolic violence exercised within the different transactions.  

Toby Miller’s (et al, 2005) reflection on the New International Division of 

Cultural Labor (NICL) in media, reveals the way transnational corporations operate 

globally, thereby unveiling the role of race, class, gender, nationality and ethnicity in the 

distribution of positions between the so-called above and below the line production 

positions (Miller, Covil, McMurria, Maxwell, & Wang, 2005: 122).  Miller (et al., 2005) 

articulates the policies of industrial structure in relation to space and society, via 

networks, flows, groups, and sites across and between nations, locations, firms, civil 

society, states and global concerns. The entrance of Azteca America in 2001 as the fourth 

Spanish-language television network within the U. S. market can also be thought of as a 

challenge against the longstanding aspirations of Latina/os in having a greater ownership 
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role within Latino media. Furthermore, the presence of a Mexican network in the context 

of Latino media reminds us about the particular division of labor operating in the larger 

hemispheric context of that industry.  The Latin Americanized idea of U.S. Latina/os 

produced by marketing agencies and the networks is linked to a television industry that 

first flourished robustly in Mexico and Brazil at regional levels but that has been 

changing over the last decade, offering new industrial dynamics and interdependencies 

among its players. Latin American television corporations have a history of media 

ownership in the U. S., having effects on the division of labor, production facilities, 

access and representation since Televisa started its initial dominion of the screen in the 

early 1960s (Rodríguez, 1999; Sinclair 1999).  However, the rise of TV Azteca and the 

incursion of Azteca America into the U.S. are also linked to the changes of an industrial 

order that has seen the rise of South American countries as new sources for ideas, scripts 

and television formats between the North and the South American regions.   The 

interdependency of the U.S. Spanish-language television industry with its Latin American 

counterparts underscores the transnational nature of the U.S. Latino media.   

Figure 2.4 illustrates this interdependency within the Spanish-language television 

media and the new dynamics at industrial levels. The figure shows the interconnected 

influence and differentiated television division of labor in the regions of the Americas. 

The dynamics, diversity and number of different production houses and networks in the 

South American region has set the conditions for the rise of the region as a provider of 

creative resources through the flow of scripts, format, talent and professionals. Mexico in 

the Northern region of the continent keeps its position as a massive television industrial 

manufacturer with Televisa and TV Azteca; but relying more everyday on the South 

American creative influx of narratives and professionals, while the U.S. Latino television 

industry is growing in importance in the context of the Hispanic market and the increased 

visibility of the Spanish-language networks. The dual role of U.S. capital and the 

commercial needs of corporate America, along with the diverse demographic of Latina/o 

audiences, have made the participation in the Latino television industry crucial for any 

transnational aspirations within the region. The scheme shows as division in which the 

South American regions have become the supplier of creative resources, Mexico still 
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keeps its status as a massive programming factory, and the U.S. Latino television field 

becomes a way to reach the valuable Hispanic market and to test programming in the 

context of its multicultural and multiracial Latino demographics.    

     

      

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4 New order of division of labor within the Spanish-language television 
industry. 
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concentration that capitalism requires has become the biggest threat to a democratic 

society (2004).   

Today’s trend of globalization, characterized by the growing power of 

corporations at international levels into giant transnational conglomerates, can be 

analyzed given the complicity between corporate media power and political power.  Toby 

Miller’s analyses (2005) allow us to understand how TV Azteca’s concentration of power 

and organizational decision-making may pose a challenge to the full participation of 

Latina/os in the process of decision-making. By maintaining the Mexican-ness at the core 

of the network's identity, it is possible that executives and professionals from Mexico or 

familiar with Mexican culture would be in an advantageous position.  At the same time, 

the network risks reproducing a lack of diversity and plurality, and a lack of democratic 

values and barriers to freedom of speech based on long-established practices in electronic 

media in Mexico. This possibility allows me to think about the way in which the presence 

of Azteca America mirrors the corporate power of Mexican media elites to the possible 

detriment of Mexican-American or wider U.S. Latina/o interests in media participation 

and control. 

 

REPRESENTATIONS 
Scholars and activists alike have denounced the lack of Latina/o representation 

and opportunities for access to mainstream media and the portrayal of Latina/os based on 

negative stereotypes as a persistent phenomenon in the film and television industries 

(DeSipio et al., 1998; Noriega, 2000; Pachón et at., 2000; Ramírez-Berg, 2000, 2002). 

However, Latino media and particularly Spanish language television pose a different 

challenge to the politics of representation. Latina/os are not absent but rather represented,  

though represented based on assumptions about language, culture and moral values 

linked to ideas of Latin American-ness that in many cases perpetuate negative 

representations of race, class, gender and ethnic background.  And U.S. English-speaking 

Latinos remain off the screen.  
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1) Marketing and television logics of representations  
Latina/o representations on U. S. Spanish-language television pose an interesting 

and complex challenge in relation to media structures and institutionalized practices of 

marketing, programming and production with the resultant representations of Latinos. 

Arlene Dávila argues (2001) that Latina/o identities in the U.S. provided by the Spanish 

TV networks are based on images and conceptions of Latin Americans as the “authentic 

Hispanics,” erasing Latina/os and making them “second class” citizens (2001: 38). Dávila 

suggests that the difference between the aforementioned denunciation of a lack of 

representation and stereotyping in mainstream media is that this process of seeking 

Latino authenticity comes from the very media that are supposed to represent Latina/os in 

this country (2001:28).  Dávila describes the Latin look and “Walter Cronkite Spanish” 

constructed in the Hispanic marketing industry and considered as universal that has been 

taken for granted by the advertising industry, from producers to creative and casting 

directors (2001: 109).  This look has been institutionalized and includes images of whiter-

looking, Mediterranean Latina/os. In a paradoxical process of de-stereotyping Latina/os 

in the U.S., the generic look has become whiter and thus less representative of the typical 

Hispanic consumer (2001: 111).  

América Rodríguez suggests the construction of a Pan-Latino identity based on 

the erasure of the national origins of recent immigrants and born again Hispanics.  The 

conflicts and tensions that may arise between immigrants of very different classes, races 

and national backgrounds are decreased by an imagined process of denationalization, and 

re-nationalization as a unitary community of Hispanics (Rodríguez, 1999: 49).  A 

network promoting such an identity looks to maintain its first core audience of Spanish-

speaking recent immigrants and to add the Hispanics born in the U.S. with a higher 

income in a path of getting them in touch with their roots as born again Hispanics 

(Rodríguez, 1999: 67). Univision has made efforts to erase national identities of Latina/os 

with the purpose of building imagined Pan-Latino images (Rodríguez, 1999), while 

Telemundo has pursued a more multicultural and multinational representation of 

Latina/os (Mato, 2005).  
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Silvio Waisbord argues that the persistent flow of images from Mexico to Latin 

American countries and the U. S. since the 1960s is what has converted the Mexican 

accent into the lingua franca in Latin America television “because Spanish speaking 

audiences are generally used to Mexican accents, production in any other accent sounds 

foreign” (Waisbord, 2004: 376).  Nancy Morris suggests that “accent… is perhaps one of 

the strongest ways to establish a local identity” (Morris as quoted in Waisbord, 2004: 

375). In the case of Latina/os, the different Spanish accents provide notions of national or 

ethnic identities (Waisbord, 2004). Waisbord suggests that the accent presented as the 

Pan Latino one is actually a softened version of the Mexican accent displayed by the 

middle and upper middle classes in Mexico City (2005).  However, Rodríguez and Dávila 

recall that this pan-Latin construction, or “Latin look and Walter Cronkite Spanish,” was 

not only fashioned for Anglo advertisers and agencies, but was also shaped by the upper 

class Latina/os who have ruled Spanish-speaking television networks and Hispanic-

oriented advertising agencies and market research firms (1999, 2001). For business 

purposes, the fact that the Mexican and the Mexican-American population represents 

around 65% of the Latino population, added to the “naturalized” position of Mexican 

programs in the U. S. targeting other Latina/o nationalities, particularly Central and South 

Americans, still gives Mexican networks a privileged position in the market of which 

Azteca America has certainly been aware.  

2) Genre, Narrative and the Politics of Stereotyping  
Charles Ramírez Berg (2002) recognizes a pervasive discursive system called 

“Latinismo” within the U.S. film industry which is a source of Latina/o stereotyping 

regarding the assumed superiority of America’s “middle-upper class, white, Protestant, 

hetero-normative” values as opposed to Latin Americans’ and U.S. Latina/os’ values.  

Ramírez Berg proposed to analyze media structures to understand how standardized 

notions of what are considered “good practices” in production contribute to the building 

of negative representations of Latina/os (2002:5).  Ramírez-Berg argues that stereotyping 

follows from the values, beliefs, and attitudes considered to be mainstream at the center, 

in opposition to all that deviates from the norm, and established models of values that 
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became marginal. The relationship between the center and the margins is situated within 

the normalized, institutionalized and legitimized structure of social values; in the shaping 

ofwhich the media has played an important role.  This scholar proposes analyzing the 

stereotyping process in film in the poetics of stereotyping using cinematic language such 

as framing, mise-en-scene, camera angle and camera movement, editing, make up, music, 

sound effects, scripting, lighting and acting conventions (Ramírez-Berg, 2002).     

 The Spanish-language television industry in Latin America, first through films 

and later television, has not been immune to this process of stereotyping that signals a 

universe divided into who embodies moral rightness and who does not. Televisa crafted a 

successful formula in telenovela production since the early 1960s and has been rewarded 

with high ratings and blossoming sales overseas for decades. Televisa’s melodramatic 

formula includes the division of the world between good and bad: the composition is 

psychologically driven by the idea of this benevolent principle, and the formula includes 

the use of racial, class and gender stereotypes in characters, the audiovisual 

representation as spectacle with the support of elaborate mise en scene, and the use of 

music for dramatic effects, with an ultimate ideological lesson in social morality. As 

Cawelti puts it, “this type has at its center the moral fantasy of showing the essential 

rightness of the world order” (Cawelti, 1976: 45).  

 TV Azteca has also developed a particular set of production routines regarding 

telenovelas to compete with Televisa’s successful formula. This study interrogates 

Azteca’s institutional production practices that set particular narratives and casting 

decisions at face value regarding the construction of the genre. These decisions have a 

direct impact on the reproduction of stereotypes and the particular representations 

telenovelas offer in prime time.    

 

DISTRIBUTION  
A crucial task of Azteca America has been its growth from a local television 

broadcast station in Los Angeles to a national network.  The process of adding new 

affiliates’ TV stations to broadcast the Azteca America signal across the U.S. was the 

main goal to achieve to become a visible player until 2006.  My theoretical position is to 
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consider the study developed by Timothy Havens (2002, 2006) on the process of program 

distribution in the contexts of international television trade markets as similar to the very 

dynamics which Mexican TV Azteca, through its filial Azteca America, has gone through 

by negotiating the distribution of its programming through new affiliates in the U.S.  The 

study of the process of distribution is guided by: a) dynamics of distribution and the 

negotiation process; and b) identity and the commodification of race and nationality.   

1) Dynamics of Distribution and the Negotiation Process 
Timothy Havens argues that the importance of distribution has been neglected in 

critical studies that have focused their attention on a binary relationship between the sites 

of production and consumption (Havens, 2002: 379).  

The term distribution implies a one-off behavioral transaction, the mere handing 
over of TV shows to the highest bidder. This obscures the extreme stratification, 
fierce competition, and basic brutality of the marketplace (Havens as quoted in 
Harrington & Bielby, 2005: 904).  
 

The way meaning is produced from organizational practices and strategies 

becomes apparent during the trade process of circulation and distribution of television 

programs at the international level.  Havens explores the site of circulation of such 

programming and how institutional strategies and executives’ cultural practices are 

central to the process of commodification of symbolic goods in the international trade of 

television programs (2002). The intensifying of that process has resulted in a more 

homogenized idea of what audiences want, which is “confirmed” by the process of 

“forced-choice decisions among available options” (Meehan as quoted in Havens, 2002: 

380). 

Havens (2003), and Lee Harrington and Denise Bielby (2005) stress the 

importance of global television fairs as sites with business and cultural functions (Bielby 

& Harrington, 2004; Harrington & Bielby, 2005). Havens (2003) describes their 

functions as “facilitating efficient networking, concretizing power relations among 

participants, differentiating otherwise similar products, and providing the terrain on 

which distribution constructs their corporate brand identities” (Havens, 2003: 19). From 

Havens’ analysis of discursive strategies in these sites for international distribution, he 
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found that the promotion of a program as a brand to sell has proven successful in the 

combination of genre and nationality (2003, 30).   

The way executive negotiations take place shows the conflicts, tension, revolts, 

assumptions, and negotiations within the field. The process involves the deployment of 

different social, economic and cultural capital on the part of the professionals (Bourdieu, 

1990).  These struggles show the lack of a monolithic cohesion within the institution, but 

may reveal the institutional forces that ended up shaping the outcomes of these tensions 

(Gitlin, 2000; Streeter, 1996). It also shows the routines of negotiations, marketing offers, 

programming strategies and production routines that illustrate the complex different 

dimensions of what the entrance of a Mexican network would mean within the Hispanic 

market (Dávila, 2001; Rodríguez, 1999; Valenzuela & Hunt, 2002). 

How do social and cultural capital displayed in business practices by the 

intervening Mexican and/or Latina/o professionals produce symbolic value that is 

translated into economic value?  Arlene Dávila (2001) points out that the imagined 

executive for Spanish-language television is constructed not only by ideas of authentic 

knowledge about Latino/Mexican audiences, but also by conceptions of social and 

cultural capital that allow these professionals to face and persuade their U.S. clients: 

affiliates and sponsors.  This combination of Hispanic market comprehension and social 

skills are deployed within negotiations in attractive ways that should persuade and please 

corporate clients. It is in this setting of negotiations that the figure of Latina/o cultural 

intermediaries and institutional practices and cultural organizations become relevant.  

What are the practices, and the social, cultural and economic capital conceived through 

notions of class, race, ethnicity, gender, nationality and language considered the most 

valuable within the process of these negotiations? How does one understand the 

organizational culture of the institution in the context of these negotiations?  

These questions become all the more complex if one considers the fluid process 

of negotiation that makes it difficult to think of Azteca America without considering the 

role of its parent. The conception of TV Azteca as the site of production in Mexico, and 

of Azteca America primarily as the site of distribution in a neighboring country leads to 

an odd institutional position in which local broadcasters are basically trading with a 
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foreign company, and the executives involved in this process of negotiation deal 

secondarily with new affiliates and sponsors. Since executives are hired for their assumed 

expertise about Latina/o audiences, they are expected to display the proper social and 

cultural skills as they negotiate with executives at the corporate level, which leads to the 

following questions: what is it that makes an executive a reliable source through 

corporate America’s eyes? What are the skills that allow for dealing successfully with 

clients?  What are the practices and the executives’ profiles that can be understood as a 

central part of the discourse Azteca America displays in its process of penetration into the 

Latino field? 

2) Identity and the Commodification of Race and Nationality 
The identity of the network also plays a central role in the process of getting the 

signal distributed through adding new affiliates. The identity and representations 

produced by Azteca America in entering the Hispanic market also need to be analyzed for 

the way “Latina/o,” as a marker of race, is imagined. Timothy Havens explores the 

hierarchies, assumptions and meaning given to programs based on race, class and gender 

markers. By centering his study on race, Havens unveils the way symbolic products 

(television programs) are re-imagined and reconstructed as products based on common 

assumptions that constitute a hegemonic discourse between buyers and sellers at the 

institutional level (2002). Havens exposes the discourse that governs international flows 

in which the idea of “universal” vs. “ethnic” characters and plots is central (Havens, 

2002: 386). The white Anglo-Saxon persona has been naturalized as the racial norm, and 

buyers and sellers have interiorized it as the “neutral standard” of racial representations 

so that anything other than that becomes a deviation from the norm (Jhally & Lewis, in 

Havens, 2002:  388). Havens argues that “international programming markets, then, are 

wholly imagined and a discursive construct” in which race is commodified as well as 

class, nationhood and gender (Havens, 2002: 384). From here, the scholar examines the 

discourse on “Blackness,” regarding how race is imagined, how it is represented and how 

it is connected with genres and commercial viability within hierarchies of promotion, 

sales and values. Following Havens’ analysis, there are assumptions in the complex 
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realities of Latina/os in the U. S. about what works, what travels and what sells in the 

Hispanic market, and for Latina/o audiences, taking into account that the category of 

“Hispanics” is made up of multinational, multicultural and multilingual populations.  In 

the context of the international distribution of television programs, in this case for Latin 

America and the U. S. Latina/o population, assumptions about genre and success are 

linked to notions of nationality, ethnicity, accent, class, race and gender. Within the 

context of the Spanish-language television, “Mexican-ness” has traditionally been 

constructed as the norm, from which other nationalities and Spanish accents may deviate. 

However, how Azteca America's “Mexican-ness” in conjunction and contrast with how 

“Latinidad” is imagined, promoted and sold on the basis of a particular organizational 

culture coming from the institutions, and how executives who perform their actions as 

surrogates of audiences’ preferences, all obscure the the reproduction of class, race and 

language hierarchies. The way race is commodified within the process of circulation of 

television programs, in Havens’ work, provides the grounds upon which to analyze the 

way Azteca America is promoted as a source of Mexican programs and the values in the 

discourse of its promotion in the contexts of Latino U.S. programming and audiences.   

The study of the incursion of Azteca America in the Latino television media field 

seeks to recognize some of the assumptions about the Latina/o audience and the Hispanic 

market that are operative, reproducing social hierarchies through media production 

routines and television products. My analysis draws in institutional and industrial 

approaches, cultural studies, representations and globalization approaches under the 

umbrella of the relational thought of the Logic of Practice of Pierre Bourdieu. While the 

different approaches give me tools to question the different dimensions that constitute the 

network sites of identity creation, production, representation and distribution; the 

concepts of habitus and field allow me to thinks about the network as a social institution 

which is a site of struggle that mirrors the larger battles taking place in the larger social 

space.   



 58 

 

Chapter Three: Methodology 

The institutional analysis of Azteca America is a case study. The data collection for 

this study required the use of two separate but closely related methodologies: in-depth 

interviews and textual analysis.  

IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS :  
Semi-structured interviews: the interviews followed a semi-structured questioning 

style with a free format. For that purpose a protocol for the interviews was prepared, but 

in the process of the interview there was room for the interviewer to ask follow-up 

questions about particular aspects that were important to the study’s objectives. Even 

though interviews developed in a way that may resemble a conversation, they were 

controlled by the interviewer, ensuring that the different issues addressed in the interview 

protocol were covered during each session. The semi-structured interview format allowed 

the informants to articulate their own answers and to avoid the possibility that the 

researcher might ask leading. Additionally, this technique helped the researcher to obtain 

a more complex and insightful picture that later helped to develop a richer system of 

categories for the analysis (Deacon, Pickering, Golding, & Murdock, 1999: 64). The 

interviews started with a round of grand-tour questions followed by mini-tour questions, 

in other words, example and experience questions that allowed the interviewer to go from 

more general, comfortable question to more specific ones about Azteca America 

(Spradley, 1979: 86). 

Guiding Themes in the Questions 
a) Grand tour questions (demographic information, professional and academic 
background)  
b) How would you describe the network’s corporate culture and its managerial 
decision-making style?  
c) How would you describe its identity? 
d) What is its target audience?  
e) What are its programming and production strategies?  
f) What are its sales and marketing strategies? 
g) What are its programming distribution strategies? 



 59 

h) What role do race, class, gender and nationality have in the following: 
i) the definition of the target audience?  
ii) the representations offered in the programming? and  
iii) the selection of executives?  

 

The informants participating in this study were selected from different 

departments, business entities, and international locations of Azteca America in the 

United States and Mexico.  Azteca America has its headquarters offices in Los Angeles, 

but also has important offices in Mexico City and New York. The Mexico City Azteca 

America office’s main purpose is to help the U.S. Latino network with its operations 

related to the administration of resources from TV Azteca, such as programming, 

production, and promotion. The office in New York holds the Network President of Sales 

office and his team of executives. Thus, these three cities constitute the main decision 

centers for Azteca America, even though the network has a team of representatives and 

sales people in several other cities with a significant Latina/o population. While Azteca 

America’s affiliate stations are integrated by different corporate groups of television 

stations and independents, their affiliates do not have a central bureau to represent them 

because their relationship with the network has been crafted through different and 

separate business agreements.  Azteca America takes care of all the affiliates’ business 

through the offices of Luis Echarte, Azteca America’s Chairman, and Hector Romero, 

Director of Distribution and Affiliate Relations, both located in Mexico City. However, 

different Azteca America affiliates have a common single front through the marketing 

function of Azteca America Spot Sales. The Spot Sales division, also known as National 

Sales, is a New York RepFirm that concentrates and promotes the different affiliates’ 

commercial time around the country. Then it is important to take into account that 

interviews in Mexico City were held with executives of both TV Azteca and Azteca 

America, as well as with sales executives in New York involved in two different business 

entities, the Azteca America Sales Network executives and the Azteca America Spot 

Sales executives, the former an entity of Mexican Azteca America, and the latter an 

independent business entity that represents the affiliates’ interests.    
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Informants 

A Theoretical Non-Random Sampling  
The selection of the Azteca America and TV Azteca employees as a sample 

follows a non-random sampling, known as a theoretically convenient sample that does 

not fulfill the requirements of a representative sample.  The selection of the interviewees 

is not random and seeks to produce interviews with targeted informants; the amount of 

interviews continues until informants start to reiterate issues that have been addressed by 

other informants, which is the moment during which the saturation point is reached 

(Deacon et al., 1999: 52).  

The Sample  
I conducted 22 in-depth interviews with professionals working in the 

programming, production, and sales areas in TV Azteca and Azteca America network, 

TV stations and Affiliate Sales teams. These interviews helped to explain how executives 

exercise their symbolic power and how they negotiate their own identities with the 

projects that they are proposing. Such interviews also helped to shed light upon how their 

positions shape the Latino television industry and its outcomes. The informants’ 

geographic location, organizational position, rank and seniority were important criteria in 

defining the ideal informant for this study.  Mexico City, Los Angeles, and New York 

clearly emerged as the sites for interviewing since important decision-making processes 

take place in those locations.  Mexico City is still the main decision-making center for top 

Azteca America executives. The majority of them still have their business addresses 

there. Mexico City is also where executives working in Los Angeles come for business 

meetings.  Table 3.1 shows the locations where the interviews were conducted:  

Geographic Distribution   
Mexico City 10 
Los Angeles  6 
New York  5 
Chicago 1 
Total interviews 22 

Table 3.1 Geographic distribution of informants  
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To analyze the organizational positions, I interviewed executives coming from 

programming and production, sales and marketing, and operation areas. The rank and 

position of my informants were particularly important within their organizations, because 

the interviews tried to elicit the assumption underlying the different processes top 

executives and their working teams undertak. For that reason, the majority of the 

informants came from the middle to higher ranks within the organization. The top 

positions in this sample are combined, including executives with appointments at the 

levels of CEO, President, and Vice President within their respective areas. The middle 

rank positions include executives with positions as Directors and Managers within such 

areas.  Table 3.2 shows the hierarchical distribution of the informants. 

 

Personnel Institutional Hierarchy  
Top executives  6 
Middle rank 13 
Specialized personnel  3 
Total 22 

Table 3.2 Ranks of informants 

Ethnicity and national origin, per se, were not criteria for selecting informants 

within the sample. However, the facts that (a) Azteca America is a Mexican network, (b) 

that it is located in Mexico City and Los Angeles, and (c) that it is a Spanish-language 

network resulted in a sample that mainly included Mexican informants.  Particularly 

obvious is the fact that more than two thirds of the interviewees (16 out of 22 people 

interviewed) were born in Mexico and lived there at least until high school.  Table 3.3 

shows the national origin of the informants. 

 

National Origin  
Mexicans  16 
Anglo 5 
Cuban American  1 
Total 22 

Table 3.3 National origin of informants  
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Similarly, gender, per se, was not a selection criterion for the sample. 

Nevertheless, the final sample has a similar number of women and men. It is important to 

say that this study did not target personnel coming from the engineering or technical 

support areas in which the presence of men is historically predominant. However, it is 

important to note that all the top executives whom I interviewed were men. Also, beyond 

the possible limits of my sample, there was not a single woman appointed as top 

executive in the Azteca America network in its first six years. This situation just changed 

in May 2007 with the inclusion of a woman in a Marketing Research position. Table 3.4 

shows the gender distribution of my informants.  

  

Gender  
Male 12 
Female 10 
Total 22 

Table 3.4 Gender distribution of informants 

  

The structural dependency of Azteca America on TV Azteca, and the different 

business entities that comprise the network required looking for informants that voiced 

the perspective of the different parties.  Table 3.5 shows the business entities from where 

the informants come.  

 

Informants’ Business Entities  
TV Azteca 6 
Azteca America Network 
& KAZA 54 

12 

Azteca America Spot Sales 
(Affiliates) 

3 

Chicago Affiliate 1 
Total 22 

Table 3.5 Business entities of informants 
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The main advantage of the sample is the value and significance of the information 

its members provided. All of them are valuable insiders within their areas with strong 

familiarity with the institutional processes of decision making and organizational culture. 

However, access and opportunity to talk to these key industry executives was a great 

challenge since the study’s inception.  The access to these executives was possible 

through two combined processes: networking and snowballing.  The very first challenge 

was to meet the proper interviewee that would open the door of TV Azteca in Mexico and 

Azteca America in the U.S. I used two combined strategies to find the proper gatekeeper: 

the first was formal communication by email and phone calls; the second was the search 

for a relative or friend who knew personnel within the industry. After the first interview 

other factors played out regarding the possibility of getting to know more people within 

both networks in Mexico and in the U.S. Some of the most important were the legitimacy 

conferred by my long standing position as Professor at the Instituto Tecnológico y de 

Estudios Superiores de Monterrey at Mexico City in the case of TV Azteca; for Azteca 

America, the name of the University of Texas at Austin resonated with a former 

Longhorn, an executive who decided to open the door for me in the first place. I also 

should recognize that my appointment as Assistant Professor at New York University 

opened doors that were closed.  If my academic status gave me the needed recognition to 

talk to top executives, it was my background in television production that provided me 

legitimacy for middle rank executives, particularly in creative areas. 

Ethical Principles  
The informants had the right to know both the purpose of the research and my 

aims. I was obligated to safeguard the rights, interests and emotions of the informant, as 

well as to maintain their anonymity (Spradley, 1979). The value and key positions of 

these executives also were strong elements in my decision to keep the interviews 

anonymous. Following protocols required by the University of Texas at Austin’s 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Subjects (IRB), I am not using their 

names in my study; instead I refer to them as subjects coming from general 

organizational areas in order to contextualize their comments.   
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Data Collection  
I carried out the 22 interviews in an eight month period: from August 2006 to 

March 2007.  With the exception of 1 interview, I conducted all of them in the offices 

and work environment of the interviewees. I interviewed the exception at the home of 

one executive, primarily due to time constraints. The interviews lasted between 1 and 2 

hours, and 17 were conducted in Spanish, the other 5 in English. All but one was 

recorded on mini audio tapes. In all the tape-recorded interviews I received informed 

consent to be taped from the interviewees. Two interviewees were re-interviewed to 

examine further some themes that I thought were crucial.  Informants’ responses brought 

new questions or different perspectives to the forefront that was taken into account in 

further interviews. The scope of time spent in getting these interviews  was based on 

three main factors: (a) first, the time to get the first interview; (b) second, my own time 

constraints as  a Ph.D. student with obligations as a Teaching Assistant; (c) and third, the  

expense of flying from Austin, Texas, to Mexico City, New York and Chicago, although  

I did receive partial economic support from the Department of Radio Television and Film 

at the University of Texas at Austin for my trips to Los Angeles and Chicago.   

Data Analysis  
Following Spradley (1979), I rely on notions of a relational theory of meaning: 

the significance of any symbol is in its relationship to other symbols (1997: 97). 

Spradly’s method develops a system of semantic relationships within cultural terms in the 

boundaries of domains. Domains are analyses which can form taxonomies that produce, 

within the established semantic relationships, different levels of meaning including all the 

terms from the domain. This process leads to the discovery of cultural themes through 

asking structural questions and finding recurrent themes through the different domains. 

The cultural themes that emerge allow the ethnographer to have a meaningful picture of 

the cultural scenes and then to write a summary overview (Spradley, 1979).  

All the interviews were transcribed: the interviews conducted in Spanish were 

transcribed in that language, and likewise the interviews conducted in English were 

transcribed in English. I did not generally translate the Spanish material into English. 

Thus the texts were maintained in their original languages while I generated the themes; 
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however, when I needed to use a quotation, I translated that single comment into English. 

I also analyzed the material using a process of triangulation: I understood the interviews 

in the contexts of institutional communications, the AzA Gazette brochure and the 

specialized and trade press.   

 

TEXTUAL ANALYSIS  

Deep Industrial Texts. Texts produced by the network through material and non-

material artifacts provide information about the institution, its products, the cultural 

organization and the routines “that reflect how the industry makes sense of itself” (John 

T. Cadwell as quoted in Harrington & Bielby, 2005: 904). Deep industrial texts are 

available as corporate material such as brochures, press conference, flyers, daily 

briefings, gazettes, and self-evaluations (Harrington & Bielby, 2005). These documents 

allowed me to discover the discourse devices used by Azteca America to frame their 

promotional and marketing efforts.  I used the AzA Gazette, a brochure aimed at the 

network’s affiliates and sponsors. These documents, available as PDF documents on 

Azteca America’s website, present the organizational culture of the networks, the 

executives’ profiles, the local strategies of promotion, as well as every issue of the TV 

stations and their owners.  As Lee Harrington and Denise Bielby (2005) argue, these 

documents are prepared for the buyers and clients on the site’s circulation and 

distribution nodes, and they are not intended for general audiences. 

These promotional documents allowed me to understand how the institution 

thinks about itself, the kind of cultural organization that it is promoting, along with 

considerations and representations of race, class, gender, ethnicity and nationality of the 

people involved in the distribution and circulation process.  

Other sources that allowed me to produce a better picture of the industry’s 

structure were specialized business reports, industry-oriented documents, and scholarly 

works. These sources allowed me to know the data, history, announcements and 

evaluation of the players and products within the Latino television field. Table 3.6 shows 

a general picture of the different texts available for this research: 
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Information Categories Sources 
 

Institutional communications  
(Deep industrial texts) 

AzA Gazette 
Sales brochures 
Annual reports 
Institutional home page 

Network self-representation Network bumpers 
 

Programming Programming grid 

Press Trade magazines 

 Table 3.6 Data collection   

Reflexivity and Vigilance 
Since the beginning of my study, I have faced some challenges as well as 

opportunities given my own position in the U.S. social space and my relationship with the 

field of Spanish-language television. Throughout the research process I have remained 

conscious of my own social construction as a middle class foreign-born Mexican.  I have 

kept in mind the kind of pre-conceptions, common sense and taken- for- granted 

knowledge I brought to the table while conducting my interviews and analyzing the 

resulting data. All of my informants were located in positions of power within their 

industry. Some of them showed a genuine interest in my work since the beginning, while 

others were a little more doubtful about my own position as a legitimate enquirer. 

However, the aggregate of the different layers of my national and ethnic identity and my 

academic and professional careers combined in different ways to make me look favorable 

in the eyes of these informants. 

I have to admit that I struggle with my own social identity and the symbolic 

power I have acquired and exercised during the research process. My foreignness, class 

and racial identity may situate me as part of the problem because I may reproduce the 

same thinking pattern of other mainly middle and upper class, male, educated, and Latin 
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American-born television executives, already criticized in the Latina/o media literature 

(Dávila, 2001; Rodríguez, 1999). My consciousness of my own position within the social 

space and the Spanish-language television field allows me to be aware of my particular 

perspectives and to de-naturalize what I would consider to be common sense. This 

epistemological rupture is in line with Bourdieu’s vision of social science methodology 

(Bourdieu, Chamboredon, & Passeron, 1990). As a Mexican, and a Latina/o in the U.S., I 

was able to connect in terms of nationality or ethnicity with the majority of my Mexican 

and Latina/o interviewees. Particularly, my life in Mexico City allowed me to understand 

common cultural codes and notions shared among the highly concentrated television 

community operating from that city. A great majority of informants were born or have 

lived and worked in Mexico City. For top executives my academic position gave me the 

legitimate symbolic power to interrogate them over their managerial decisions. However, 

for mid-rank executives, such as producers, my credentials as a former Programming and 

Production Manager gave me the legitimate position to question them over their creative 

process. In general it was not only my Mexican-ness but also my Latino-ness that gave 

me the empathy of Mexicans, Mexican-American, and Cuban-American respondents in 

the interview process.  Some of the middle- rank employees in Azteca America showed 

genuine satisfaction at being interviewed and were thrilled to know that someone was 

doing research on Azteca America.   

Being a native Spanish speaker allowed me to conduct interviews in my own 

language as well as in English. Even though I don’t consider myself fully bilingual, I did 

not have any problem interviewing the Anglo executives in New York who appeared to 

be comfortable with the interview process. Aside from the issues of class, ethnicity and 

education, I am also fully aware of the patriarchal society in which my maleness gives me 

access to power that sometimes I am not looking for but is offered to me. From my 

position, I perceive a reification of the patriarchal hierarchy in the Spanish-language 

television field. Patriarchy is enacted at different institutional levels in the network, 

naturalizing gender differences in the institutional organizational chart in which all the 

top executives but one were male. Gender analysis within a patriarchal system is still a 

pending task in the analysis of Azteca America’s personnel.  
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Chapter Four: TV Azteca and the Mexican Television Field 

To examine the launch of Azteca America, one needs to understand TV Azteca’s 

position in Mexico within the television industry, the institutional and industrial 

dynamics of the market, and its early plans for internationalization. I will use Pierre 

Bourdieu’s field concept to characterize Mexico’s television structure and market (1990).  

As we have seen, for Bourdieu the field is a structured space of positions. (Bourdieu, 

1990b: 135). The individuals and institutions involved in programming, production, 

broadcasting, marketing, selling, researching, and viewing television in Mexico can be 

recognized as part of a particular social space in which these activities are assigned 

particular social, cultural, and economic values proper to the field, power is unequally 

distributed among participants in this field.  This field is also a site of struggle because of 

this inequality. 

To examine the position of TV Azteca in the field is to examine the struggles that 

this relative newcomer has undergone in its efforts to be recognized as a valued player. 

This examination demands the identification of how Mexican television was built as a 

particular social space, one in which individuals and/or institutions participate under 

assumed, consensual rules. The history of this television field is the history of the 

struggle of television networks, the government, sponsors, advertising agencies, 

executives and personnel using their different economic, social, and cultural capital to 

position themselves and their institutions as valued players within the field. 

Industrial organizational theory also provides useful tools, and Richard Caves 

suggests examining market structure and market performance (Caves, 1987).  The 

elements that define the structure of the market are seller and buyer concentration, 

production differentiation, barriers to entry, height, fixed cost and barriers to exit, and 

growth rate of market demand. However, Caves recognizes that overall market 

performance is deeply shaped by the nature of its monopolistic, duopolistic, or 

competitive structure (Caves, 1987: 7).  Michael Porter’s concept of competitive 

advantage allows understanding industry performance at the national, international, and 
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global levels (Hoskins & Mirus, 1988). Hoskins and McFayden, using Porter’s models, 

have analyzed the international dominion of some national industries over others, and 

determined that concepts of economics of scale, first move advantage, and comparative 

advantage were factors leading to the geographic concentration of an activity (Hoskins 

and McFayden, 1991). 

 

THE MEXICAN TELEVISION FIELD  
The structure and power relationships established in the Mexican television field 

were mostly defined long before the first television program aired in 1950. The 

development of the radio industry largely set up the tacit and legal rules for the emergent 

industry. I will argue that seven factors from the early radio era were vital in creating the 

scenario in which Mexican broadcasting developed.  

First, ther scarcity amateur’s radio participation in the debates over the legal 

status and use of the new technology, possibly due to the Mexican Revolution that started 

in 1910 (Alisky, 1954, November). Second, there was an early adoption of the 

commercial format of the U.S. Third, the premature withdrawal of the Mexican 

government from having an important role and presence in the production of an 

alternative format contributed to the scenario. Fourth, strong links were forged between 

the new radio broadcasters and the international electronic industry, American 

broadcasting networks, and transnational sponsors. Fifth, the early use of radio to attract 

Spanish-speaking audiences either in Latin America or the U.S helped produce the field. 

Sixth, the particular profiles of the owners and professionals in the industry were 

connected to American media interests. Seventh, increasingly close relationships were 

forged between Mexican media moguls and political elites.  Understanding these events 

illuminates the structure that allowed the premature appearance of a television media 

monopoly and its subsequent consolidation through the years, eventually leading to the 

present condition of an effective television duopoly.  

In 2005, the duopoly of Televisa and TV Azteca captured more that 95% of the 

television market’s advertising revenue or audience in Mexico. The Federal Competition 
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Commission revealed that Televisa held 68.5% of the audience and TV Azteca attracted 

28.3%. The rest of the television channels have only around 3% of the audience (Trejo, 

2007 February). Televisa calls itself the largest Spanish-language media corporation in 

the world, while TV Azteca prides itself at being the second largest. The size of these 

corporations in television can be explained by their privileged duopolistic position in 

Mexico, which itself is the largest Spanish-speaking domestic market in the world 

(Mosco, 1998).  

The huge media weight and power of these players within the Mexican television 

field needs to be understood in the context of both their vertical and horizontal 

integration. The players have increasingly expanded in different media and non-media 

related businesses at local, national, regional, and global levels (Fox & Waisbord, 2002; 

Sinclair, 1999; Toussaint, 1998). Together both media corporations have interests which 

include  cable, satellite, pay-per-view, radio, film, music, publishing, internet, theater, 

and wireless communications, as well as non-media related businesses such as banking, 

insurance, retirement funds, retail, gaming, professional sports properties and venues, live 

entertainment, and airlines (Televisa Annual Report, 2006; TV Azteca Annual Report 

2005). Even though TV Azteca started operations in 1993, the company has been 

following a strategy of horizontal business expansion similar to that of the giant Televisa. 

The media model tactics long used by Televisa to grow seem to have been rapidly 

learned by the younger TV Azteca, including in its uniting with Televisa in to craft a law 

that largely prevents competition and the networks’ opposition to the opening of a third 

(O’Boyle, 2006, December 17).  

Historically the dynamics of the Mexican television field have largely defined 

been by the overwhelming dominance of Televisa, a company which is the result of the 

mergers, acquisitions, and consolidation of private, commercial interests. Within the 

television field its position has been enabled by its tactics of competition, coercion and 

blackmail in national and local markets. At the national level, the process started in 

television when Emilio Azcárraga’s channel 2, Rómulo O’Farril’s Channel 4, and 

Eduardo González Camarena’s Channel 5 merged to form Telesistema Mexicano in 

1955. In 1973 Televisión Independiente’s Channel 8 merged with Telesistema to create 
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the powerhouse Televisa (Mejía Barquera, 1998). At the local level, Televisa used its 

national power to co-opt affiliates across the country or eliminate competition through 

predatory strategies (Aceves, 1998).  

There are other players in the field, owned either privately or by the state, which 

have played a minor role. Among the most salient examples are the state-owned 

educational Canal 11 (1958), the state television system Imevisión Canal 7, Canal 13 and 

22 (1985-1993), the reborn cultural channel Canal 22 (1993), privately owned Televisión 

Independiente Canal 8 (1968-1973), and the first privately owned Corporación Mexicana 

de Televisión Canal 13 and Canal 52 Multivisión.  Some of them started as private 

independent television networks and have been co-opted by Televisa, which was the case 

with Televisión Independiente Canal 8, or Corporación Mexicana de Televisión Canal 13 

that became part of Imevisión which itself later became TV Azteca. A similar process 

occurred with CNI Canal 40 that started in 1995 and today has been taken over by TV 

Azteca.    

 The position of TV Azteca as the television rival of Televisa within a duopolistic 

scheme has been cemented because of the role played by both Ricardo Salinas Pliego as 

TV Azteca’s chairman and by its major stockholder Grupo Salinas. The Salinas’ holding 

company includes several companies such as TV Azteca, Azteca America, Grupo 

Elektra, Unefón, Todito.com, Movil@ccess, Banco Azteca, Iusacell, Seguros Azteca, and 

Afore Azteca.  Even though Salinas Pliego’s management style has been characterized as 

confrontational, too bold, and too risky, which have sometimes triggered accusations of 

fraud or corrupt corporate strategies (SEC, 2005, December 17), Grupo Salinas has 

blossomed as a money maker for its stockholders (Tegel, 2003, May 26). Salinas Pliego 

has been listed in 2007 as the third richest man in Mexico with a fortune of $4.6 billion 

coming from his different companies; while Emilio Azcárraga, major stockholder of 

Televisa, was listed as the fifth richest Mexican with a fortune of $2.1 billion, less than 

half the amount of the Salinas fortune (Forbes Special Report, 2007, March 8).  Since 

1993, TV Azteca has been backed by cash flow from Salinas Pliego’s Elektra Group, one 

of Mexico’s leading retailers of home appliances and consumer electronics, and later 

from the Grupo Salinas’ holding company created in 2001.   
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In spite of the economic success and growth of Grupo Salinas through the last 14 

years, TV Azteca has showed limited success against Televisa in the realm of broadcast 

television. In 2005 Televisa reported having a 71% audience share, and broadcast 24 of 

the 25 highest rated shows (Televisa Annual Report, 2005). Televisa was deemed the 

ninth biggest company in Mexico (Forbes Special Report, 2007, March 29); the third 

biggest television network in Latin America; and it is considered to be part of the second 

tier of the largest media conglomerates globally (McChesney, 2001). In many ways TV 

Azteca’s strategies have been used within the struggle to gain resources, audiences and 

prestige against the still dominant Televisa.  

Antecedent: the Years of Radio Broadcasting 
 The Mexican Revolution, which started in 1910 lasted almost an entire decade, 

ravaged the country to such an extent that delayed a widespread adoption of the radio 

technology by amateurs as happened in the U.S. However, there is documentation that 

experimental radio started in 1919 in Mexico City, and slowly the activity spread during 

the 1920s (Sosa Plata, 2004). By 1923 the government had already authorized 

commercial broadcasting. The relevance of this historical fact is that the arrival and use 

of radio broadcasting was framed under a well-defined and conceived commercial form. 

It is important to remember that this business model was developed in the U.S. through a 

fierce battle among commercial radio owners and advertisers from corporate America on 

the one hand and radio amateurs on the other.   This conflict produced heated legal 

debates and the gradual extermination of the nonprofit organizations on the dial 

(McChesney, 1993).   

In Mexico, there was no such struggle; the radio industry grew directly from the 

relationship among the commercial interest of broadcasters, the electronic manufacturers 

and the advertisers and sponsors.  The interests of commercial broadcasting largely 

defined the agenda of the new medium’s legal status and its regulations. The Azcárraga 

family also played a central role in the building of a robust radio industry that would 

define the ground from which the television industry would be developed.  
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Raúl Azcárraga Vidaurreta, the owner of La Casa del Radio, founded the CYL 

radio station in a joint venture with the newspaper El Universal.  In 1930 Emilio 

Azcárraga Vidaurreta, a distributor and affiliate of the Radio Corporation of America 

(RCA), inaugurated XEW, "The Voice of Latin America," which was affiliated with the 

National Broadcasting Company (NBC), the radio division of RCA in the U.S. The next 

step was the creation of chains of networks, and Azcárraga negotiated affiliation 

agreements with other stations within Mexico’s interior. Azcárraga in 1938 also 

inaugurated XEQ, this time under the affiliation of the Columbia Broadcasting System 

(CBS). Besides the two large networks, CYB, backed by French capital, was in operation 

during the 1930s and the early 1940s throughout the country.  In 1942 Radio Mil was 

created, presenting strong competition to Azcárraga’s radio networks.  

In 1947 XEX was founded. The station was acquired by Rómulo O'Farrill, owner of 

Novedades, a newspaper. He eventually worked with Azcárraga in the television business 

(De Noriega & Leach, 1979).  The close relationship the radio commercial broadcasters 

had, many of whom came from American universities (Fernández and Paxman, 2001), 

with American networks and capital was also influenced by the entrepreneurial ideology 

of corporate liberalism that calls for the elimination of a real free market in favor of the 

pursuit of bigger profits with few big corporations (Streeter, 1996).  The best example of 

this ideology was the Azcárraga family, owners of the XEW, “La voz de la América 

Latina,” a corporation with continental aspirations. It represented a corporate model 

followed by the television broadcast industry, the creration of a powerful network with 

national and transnational presence.  

Development of the Mexican Television Field 
 I shall underscore some of the decisive factors that shaped the structure of the 

field of Mexican television, as well as the power relationships established between its 

participants. The decision came from the President of Mexico to develop a commercial 

television model inspired by the U.S. system instead of following the public model from 

Great Britain. In 1955 there was a quick move to a regulated television monopoly model 

under which Telesistema/Televisa attained its uncontested position until the appearance 



 74 

of TV Azteca in 1993. The radio and television law gave the Ministry of the Interior the 

authority to oversee and regulate the content broadcast by the network under the guise of 

protecting national security and the public interest. Another element was the political role 

played by the television monopoly in its relationship with the official political party and 

the close relationship between the higher levels of the political elites and the television 

owners. Emilio Azcárraga set a programming paradigm of formulaic narratives with a 

conservative approach to content that has largely defined Mexican television production 

at the national and global levels. The appearance of TV Azteca disrupted the monolithic 

logic of the field, and produced a new, duopolistic structure. 

The Televisa Group 
The company reports that the broadcasting activity from its four networks is at the 

core of the conglomerate’s business, representing 53.8% of net total sales.  The company 

also reported broadcasting 83 of the top 100 programs (Televisa Annual Report, 2006). 

Sky Mexico, the direct satellite television service, has around 1.4 million subscribers and 

accounted for 19.1% of the company’s total net sales. In the publishing business, Televisa 

named itself the largest Spanish language magazine publisher with an annual circulation 

of 155 million in more than 20 countries, representing 7.4% of total net sales. Televisa 

exports programming to more than 60 countries around the world, and this activity 

represents 5.4% of its total sales. Cable makes up 5.1% of its total net sales with 96,000 

broadband and 496,000 pay-TV subscribers. The rest of the total net sales came from its 

26 pay television channels, radio networks, 65 gaming locations, soccer team America, 

Azteca Stadium, Videocine, a film production company, and its Esmas electronic portal 

with more than 7 million unique visits per month (Televisa Annual Report, 2006).  

Televisa’s programming represents 42% of Univision’s programs and 19% of 

Telefutura’s line-up. Televisa’s telenovelas are consistently situated as the most watched 

programs within the U.S. Spanish language television market. Televisa’s telenovelas 

broadcast by Univision have allowed the Latino network to challenge the overall 

audience rating supremacy of Fox, ABC, NBC and CBS in several markets (Televisa 

Annual Report, 2006).  
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Building a Monopoly 
In 1948, after a commission met to define the television model that Mexicans 

would follow, whether commercial or publicly oriented, then president Miguel Alemán 

opted for the commercial model. In 1950, Mexico became the sixth country in the world 

to establish commercial television (De Noriega & Leach, 1979).  Mexico followed the 

principle of media responsibility, the commission stated the constitutional precept that the 

airwaves are public property, and allowed use by private interests only with state 

permission, so long as they would be used in a productive manner (Toussaint, 1998: 24). 

In 1951, Televisión de México, Channel 4, was born and was owned by Rómulo O’Farril 

who was the owner of the newspaper Novedades.  In 1951, Televimex Canal 2, XEW-

TV, was started by Emilio Azcárraga Vidaurreta.  In that same year Televisión González 

Camarena Canal 5 began transmission, a concession given to Eduardo González 

Camarena, who transferred the concession to Othón Vélez Jr., a man from the Azcárraga 

family (Fernández & Paxman, 2001: 63). These television channels started making 

programming agreements with the American networks NBC, CBS and ABC. In 1955 the 

initial competition and the poor domestic Mexican advertising market triggered the 

grouping of the three channels under a single television company: Telesistema Mexicano. 

Unlike the U.S.’s commercial model, the Mexican model did not promulgate sufficient 

regulation to prevent monopolies; rather, the dominant political interests actually 

supported the trend toward them, effectively establishing a system more similar to the 

regulated monopoly of phone giant AT&T than the U.S. television system, albeit a 

loosely regulated monopoly as compared to the closely regulated AT&T. 

This merger shows a very early monopolistic position of one company in the 

scope of Mexican national TV.2  By 1955, Mexican television was already in the hands of 

an absolute monopoly that would remain virtually untouchable for decades to come.  For 

the government this monopoly functioned as a private and natural one that allowed a 

uniform state and industry effort to develop a national system of television. Telesistema’s 

                                                 
2 The arguments for that merger were the costs of production and the little available audiences in the TV 
Mexican market. This event had paramount consequences in the next 40 years of Mexican television. Even 
though the move was in flagrant violation of the law’s antimonopoly, the merger was allowed under the 
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growth during the late 1950s and 1960s was allowed by the government’s construction of 

a national infrastructure and its total dominion over the Mexican market. In the early 

1960s this monopolized growth allowed the company to pursue a well defined 

transnational strategy through exports in programming and investing assets in television 

stations overseas.  

In 1961, Telesistema bought two television stations in San Antonio and Los 

Angeles (Mejía Barquera, n.d.). This move prompted the creation of the Spanish 

International Network (SIN) that eventually grew to become a national U.S. network 

which is now Univision.3  In 1962 Teleprogramas de Acapulco was created with the 

purpose of promoting the industrial exportation of programs from Mexico to the U.S. and 

Latin America. Former President Miguel Alemán was a partner in the newly created 

Teleprogramas.   

When the government allowed the formation of Telesistema in 1955, it implicitly 

decided to have a single source of discourse to control and use for its political goals.  

Having several television broadcasters would have been more complicated, as that would 

fragment the discourse that was meant to reach the country as a whole.  It was also in the 

best interest for the government to have a national medium that would not appear to be 

connected to it. Thus, both it and Telesistema benefited. The PRI (Institutional 

Revolutionary Party) needed to communicate its ideological agenda to the mass of 

people, and Telesistema-Televisa needed more audiences to ensure the highest possible 

profit through economies of scale. The integration of Alemán to Telesistema, throught 

Teleprogramas de Acapulco in 1962, sealed the relationship and subsequently the trio of 

familiar powers that ruled the television monopoly for decades to come emerged: 

Azcárraga, O’Farrril, and Alemán. This action also made evident the close relationship 

and shared business interests between the political and economic elites in Mexico. 

                                                                                                                                                 
deceiving presumption that the concessions of channels 2, 4 and 5 did not changed from the original hands 
(Fernández & Paxman, 2001:66). 
3 SIN operated until 1986, when a U.S. Court asked Televisa to divest their interests of it stations. In the 
operation Univision was born as a new entity. Televisa preserved the right to continue providing 
programming. The Network was acquired by Hallmark, which later sold it in 1992 to Joseph Perenchio, 
who became major stock holder in Televisa-Venevision (Rodríguez, 1999). 
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Television in Mexico thus became PRIista, supporting the PRI in its monopoly over 

national governmental power.   

In 1968, a new private commercial channel called Televisión Independiente Canal 

8 (XHTM-TV) was created by a group of northern Mexican entrepreneurs, in San Angel 

Inn in the south of Mexico City.  The success of Canal 8 created fierce competition 

between Telesistema and Televisión Independiente which lasted five years (Osorio, 1996: 

49). The government of President Luis Echeverría in the early 1970s showed that the 

relationship between PRI and Televisa was not a monolithic one. There was tension 

among different political factions within the PRI –government, and some always looked 

with suspicion upon the political and economic power enjoyed by Televisa. Commercial 

television was highly criticized by prominent intellectuals in Mexico, and threats of 

nationalizing the television industry were heard in political circles.  

In 1973, these two television private companies unified against this threat and 

decided to merge, thus giving birth to a new juggernaut called Televisa—an acronym 

meaning Television Vía Satellite.  Televisa’s relationship with the PRI-government 

allowed it to grow as a conglomerate, both vertically and horizontally (Toussaint, 1998).  

Since the 1980s, Televisa’s telenovelas reached global audiences, achieving 

astonishing success in Eastern Europe, Asia and Africa.  Televisa’s success with 

telenovelas has depended on their melodramatic, stereotypical formula, which mainly 

consists of the continual re-adaptation and transformation of the “Cinderella” Myth.  In 

the mid 1990s, Televisa formed a partnership with Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation, 

together with O’Globo from Brazil and with Tele-Communication International (TIC) 

from the U.S., to launch its direct to home digital service: SKY Latin America.   

Canal 11  
 Canal 11 started broadcasting in 1958 in Mexico City, launched at the request of 

the Ministry of Education.  Canal 11 was the property of the National Polytechnic 

Institute and was educational in nature (De Noriega & Leach, 1979). Channel 11 is the 

oldest public television network in Mexico and Latin America. The channel was part of a 

massive education effort called Telesecundaria for impoverished Mexican populations. In 
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its efforts to produce quality programming, it broadcast documentaries and classical films 

which won it the preference of smaller audiences with higher education levels and refined 

cultural tastes.  The channel has won several international awards (La Crónica de Hoy, 

2005 July 1). However, because of Canal 11’s non-commercial nature and lack of 

resources, it was never a threat to the private consortium (Osorio, 1996: 48). In 2004, 

Channel 11 reached an agreement with Satmex (Satélites Mexicanos) and Direct TV to 

offers its signal across the U.S. with Once Mexico to U.S. Latinos (Canal 11 homepage)  

 From Canal 13 to Imevisión 
 In 1968 XHDF Canal 13 was launched under the management of Corporación 

Mexicana de Television owned by Francisco Aguirre, who also owned Organización 

Radio Centro. Some of the economic support for the Channel came from Somex, a state-

owned bank. Due to financial problems in 1972, the government took over Canal 13 

through Somex (Osorio, 1996: 55), inaugurating a new trend with the Mexican state 

participating in the television field, beyond the marginal role played by Canal 11.   

 The Mexican government tried to have an outlet to fight back the power of 

Televisa. However, Canal 13 never presented real competition to Televisa (Toussaint, 

1998). By 1983, Canal 13 became the backbone of Instituto Mexicano de Televisión 

which represented a more aggressive approach by the Mexican state in entering the field 

of television.  In 1985, the state-owned television system was renamed Imevisión and 

consisted of VHF channels 13 and 7, and the relatively newer UHF channel 22 in Mexico 

City. Outside of the metropolis, its holdings consisted of channels 2, 8, and 11 in 

Chihuahua, Monterrey, and Cd. Juárez, respectively (Robina, 1987). This new-state 

owned television network was promoted by sectors within the Mexican government that 

opposed Televisa’s television dominance and tried to build the presence of the state as an 

active player in the television field (Olmos, 1998).  

 Televisa was ironically in deep complicity with the same state that was trying to 

contain the media growth in its cultural, social and political influence. However, in a 

wave of privatization and commercialization to obtain sustainability, while it was 

marginal in contrast to Televisa, Imevisión used commercial programming strategies to 
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attract clients and sponsors. Because the network was unable to compete against 

Televisa’s overwhelming superiority, Imevisión developed a double strategy of importing 

successful American series such as Alf, Family Ties, or Moonlighting, in combination 

with the development of production teams with strong personalities in the realm of live 

television formats, such as variety programs, sports and newscasts. Many of the 

professionals who started in these teams are well known names in the contemporary 

television landscape, such as José Ramón Fernández, Sergio Bustamante, Javier Alatorre, 

and Jorge Garralda among others.  

 Ironically, these commercial strategies that the company employed to survive 

were harshly criticized by the intellectual community in Mexico, who saw them as a 

deviation from the initial motive of becoming an alternative to Televisa. Javier Esteinou 

pointed out how the neoliberal project of the Mexican state, with its systematic 

withdrawal from the cultural and communication fields, left Imevisión at the mercy of 

market forces (Esteinou, 1991: 109). The state’s adventure in TV ended in 1990 with the 

announcement of the privatization of Imevisión (Olmos, 1998).  

 Canal 22 
 Canal 22 was first launched in 1982 as a piece of Televisión de la República 

Mexicana (TRM) and later integrated into the Imevisión system. The Channel was 

offered over to private hands within the privatization process. However, the channel was 

not sold because of a massive request from the Mexican artistic and academic 

communities who asked that it avoid privatization. Canal 22 was taken over by the 

National Council for Arts and Culture in Mexico (CNA).  In 1993, Canal 22 was reborn 

as culturally oriented channel broadcasting in Mexico City. Through agreements with 

Satmex, Canal 22 can be seen via satellite both in Mexico and several cities within the 

U.S (Canal 22 homepage).  

 MVS 52 Multivisión  
 Multivisión started broadcasting in 1989 from Mexico City. However, the group 

has its roots in radio with the launch of Stereo Rey in 1967, FM Globo in 1972, and the 

foundation of Telerey, an independent television production house in 1976 (Multivisión 



 80 

homepage). Multivisión transmissions in television started through Super Ultra High 

Frequency (SUHF), which is considered restricted television in Mexico. So in the strict 

sense, MVS Multivisión was never part of the open air television market in Mexico. 

However, its presence in the 1990's made the company the only serious threat to 

Cablevisión, the long standing monopoly in cable owned by Televisa (Toussaint, 1998)  

From CNI Canal 40 to Proyecto 40 
 In 1995, Televisora del Valle de México, known as CNI Canal 40, also launched 

it signals in UHF, showing programming characterized by heavy doses of news, 

journalistic work, and political, social and cultural interviews, panels and round tables. In 

1999, CNI Canal 40 signed an agreement with TV Azteca about programming and sales 

support that led to a heated dispute between the two television players that triggered the 

takeover of CNI by Salinas’ television company and the broadcasting of the signal 

renamed as Proyecto 40 from TV Azteca’s facilities.     

 TV Azteca  
   When compared to Televisión Independiente and Imevisión, the emergence of 

Televisión Azteca has been seen as the most serious effort to bring real competition into 

the realm of Mexican TV. This competition took place under very different political and 

social conditions in Mexico: the rupture of PRI’s hegemony, in 1988, and the emergence 

of several states ruled by the opposition parties the PAN or the PRD; the Zapatista 

Movement; the visibility of gay and lesbian movements; the impoverishment of the 

population; the war on drugs; the rise of a sense of insecurity; the privatization of the 

economy; the 1995 monetary crisis; and the North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA). 

 Ricardo Salinas Pliego owns approximately 61.22% of the capital stock of TV 

Azteca (Annual Report, 2005: 25). It produces more than 9,000 original hours of 

programming a year (TV Azteca Investors Relations Website). More than 8,000 

programming hours are produced for the Mexican domestic audiences, while around 

1000 programming hours are produced for Azteca America. TV Azteca has seven 

subsidiaries, which are Azteca International Corporation (AIC) from Delaware that 
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controls Azteca America along with six Mexican companies. Those are Television 

Azteca, Azteca Novelas (formerly Azteca Digital), Grupo Azteca, TV Comercializadora, 

Red Azteca Internacional, and Estudios Azteca (TV Azteca Annual Report, 2005).  

TV Azteca operates two national networks (Azteca 7 and Azteca 13) through 555 

TV Stations located across Mexico. Azteca 7 is aimed at middle income and high income 

adults between 18 and 44. Azteca 13 is aimed principally at middle income families (TV 

Azteca Annual Report, 2005: 64). Among Azteca’s local stations, 44 broadcast local 

programming. TV Azteca also operates regional Channel Proyecto 40 that broadcasts in 

Mexico City through UHF. TV Azteca operates Azteca America, the fourth Latino 

television network in the U.S. with presence in 55 markets. It also owns the first division 

soccer team Monarcas, Azteca Music, a promotional company for events, and operates 

Azteca Internet that is the result of the fusion of Todito.com and TV Azteca.com (Grupo 

Salinas homepage).  

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE NETWORK  
Television Azteca was launched in 1993, when the government announced the 

sale of Imevisión to the Ricardo Salinas’ Group.  The sale of TV Azteca to 

Radiotelevisora del Centro, the group led by Salinas Pliego, was for $645 million, $200 

million more than their competitors Medcom, Cosmovisión, and GeoMultimedia 

(Toussaint, 1998: 133). Salinas Pliego, owner of Elektra, and its 247 branches, is the 

grandson of the founder of Salinas y Rocha stores. In the beginning TV Azteca was 

backed with the money coming from the Elektra Group. However, in less than three 

years, TV Azteca was able to start making a profit for its investors, and Salinas Pliego’s 

businesses blossomed. Through its combined activities, it generates $ 5 billion dollars in 

annual revenue, which is equivalent to 0.6% of Mexico’s GDP (Azteca America Press 

Release, homepage)  

The newborn TV Azteca clearly faced competition from Televisa. When TV 

Azteca started operations, Salinas Pliego declared that he was not interested in 

production, but he soon reversed his decision, and in 1996 the network launched its first 

telenovela production, Con Toda el Alma.  Salinas Pliego knew that the only way to 
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become a real competitor against Televisa was to produce the popular telenovelas.  

Telenovela production became one of TV Azteca’s battlegrounds against Televisa’s 

dominance. TV Azteca set ambitious production plans, opening the network to the 

participation of independent producers from Mexico, and later from Latin America. The 

network was also open to finding personnel and talent from Televisa who were looking to 

improve their fortunes. As a result, from 1994 to 1997 the network was able to increase 

its production with success in the realms of soap operas, newscasts, sports, variety shows, 

games, and general entertainment. TV Azteca steadily increased its in-house 

programming production until the level reached a point of equilibrium in 2000 (TV 

Azteca Annual Report, 2001).  

The number of hours of telenovelas produced by TV Azteca yearly dramatically 

increaseed from 180 hours in 1996 to 1100 in 1999, and from five telenovelas in 1997 to 

eleven in 1998, and nine in 2000. However, these numbers decreased when an 

equilibrium among cost, number of hours produced, and number of projects produced 

was reached.  Since 2000 TV Azteca has produced around 1000 hours of telenovelas, 

while the scope has been scaled back from ten to around five telenovela projects per year.  

 
Year  Hours 
1996 180  
1997 400 
1998 900  
1999 1100 
2000 1010  
2001 1000  
2002 970 
2003 996 
2004 991 
2005 998 

Table 4.1 TV Azteca’s telenovela production in hours 

Source: TV Azteca Annual Reports 1997, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2004, 2005,  
TV Azteca Investor Relations homepage www.irtvazteca.com <http://www.irtvazteca.com> 
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Year  Number 
1997  Five 
1998 Eleven  
1999 No data available 
2000 Nine  
2001 No data available 
2002 Seven 
2003 Five 
2004 Six 
2005 Five 
2006 No data available  

Table 4.2 TV Azteca’s yearly telenovela production 

Source: TV Azteca Annual Reports 1997, 2000, 2004, 2005, and  
TVA 4 Quarterly Report 1997 TV Azteca Investor Relations homepage www.irtvazteca.com  
  

The total in-house programming production hours in 1996 were 5,280, and these 

hours reached their zenith in 2000 with 9270 hours. From then the production has 

decreased, and it stabilized to around 8000 hours produced yearly from 2001 to 2006. 

However, the number has increased a thousand hours to reach an average of 9000 hours if 

one takes into account the 1000 hours that TV Azteca currently produces for Azteca 

America. 

  

Year  Hours 
1996 5280 
1997 8100 
1998 No data available 
1999 9, 553 
2000 9,720 
2001 8,100 
2002 8,110 
2003 No data available 
2004 No data available  
2005 8000 
2006 8000 

Table 4.3  TV Azteca’s hours of in-house production 

Source: TV Azteca Annual Reports 1999, 2000, 2001, 2002 
TV Azteca Investor Relations homepage www.irtvazteca.com <http://www.irtvazteca.com> 
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In spite of the stabilization of hours produced, TV Azteca has grown steadily in 

terms of programming distribution. Since 1997, when TV Azteca was able to export 

5,500 programming hours, the amount of exports reached its peak with 20,644 hours in 

2003. The numbers have since stabilized at around 18,000 hours of programming sales 

overseas. However, these numbers exclude the 6,467 hours of programming that TV 

Azteca sells yearly to EchoStar in the United Status.  

Year  Hour 
1997 5,500 
1998 8, 800 
1999 10, 130 
2000 No data available 
2001 No data available  
2002 13,940 
2003 20,644 
2004 17,438 
2005 18,046 
2006 No data available  

Table 4.4 TV Azteca’s hours of programming exported 

Source: TV Azteca Annual Reports 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2002 
TV Azteca Investor Relations homepage www.irtvazteca.com <http://www.irtvazteca.com> 

 

TV Azteca was able to grow from a 9.6% audience share in 1993 to a 30% share 

in 1997 (TV Azteca, 2003). In 1998 and 1999 the network seemed to reach a point of 

critical mass when its growth in ratings and audience share stopped. From 1998 to 2001 

TV Azteca showed a gradual decline in audience shares and ratings points. Since 2001 

TV Azteca started to regain the lost terrain and reached a stabilized position in relation to 

Televisa. In 2006 the networks share the pie with TV Azteca having around 30% of the 

audience against Televisa’s 70% (Bensinger, 2005, April 4).  

Based on the information given by IBOPE AGB, the company that provides the 

rating for the television Mexican market, TV Azteca started to report since 1998 its 

audience share in terms of commercial audience share. This audience category includes 

the number of viewers classified as ABC+, C, and D+ (TV Azteca Annual Report, 2005: 

9).  In 2005 the Mexican commercial share audience accounted for 72% of the Mexican 
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population but controlled 94% of household income (TV Azteca Annual Report, 2005: 

78).   This strategy of reporting the commercial audience share gave better numbers to 

TV Azteca compared to the ones showing the general audience share. For instance, TV 

Azteca’s average share audience in 2003 was 26.2%, in 2004 27.9%, and in 2005 28.3% 

(TV Azteca Annual Report, 2005: 77), while its commercial audience share was 37% in 

2003, 39% in 2004, and 40% in 2005 for midweek prime time (TV Azteca Annual 

Report, 2005: 79).  TV Azteca has also reported again a 40% of commercial share 

audience (TV Azteca, Presentación 2006). But also for TV Azteca, the commercial 

audience share was used to show more desirable demographics to sell to advertisers as 

these numbers represent more upscale Mexicans. Thus the marketing and sales strategy 

followed by TV Azteca since 1998 has been to show higher audience share numbers 

while also offering upscale audiences to sponsors.  

The following table is a comparison of the last five years of TV Azteca’s 

performance in share measurements of average audiences and commercial audiences. For 

commercial audiences TV Azteca takes into account people 19 years of age and up during 

midweek prime time.  

 

Year  Average Share Commercial Share 
2002 26.3% 38% 
2003 26.2% 37% 
2004 27.9%, 39% 
2005 28.3%, 40% 
2006 No data available 40% 

 

Table 4.5 TV Azteca’s comparative average and commercial share 

Source: TV Azteca Annual Report 2004, and 2005  
TV Azteca Presentation 2006 March 2007 www.irtvazteca.com <http://www.irtvazteca.com>   
 

TV Azteca started a bold marketing strategy and introduced innovative production 

tactics to battle Televisa’s dominance. To fight back, Televisa’s French Plan in 

advertising asked sponsors to pay one year in advance for their commercial spots; TV 

Azteca then launched the Mexican Plan that offered to set the cost of the ads based on a 

point rating system with flexible payment deadlines. In August 1997, TV Azteca said it 
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“has won a large part of Mexico’s U.S. $1.3 billion television advertising market with its 

innovative pricing and payment plans” (TVA 3Q, 1997). In 1998 TV Azteca reported 

attracting around 33% of the television ad market (TVA 4Q, 1998).  It reports that around 

95 % of the net sales come from selling screen advertising. In spite of its stagnation in its 

average audience share at 30%, since promoting its Mexican Plan, the network has grown 

in sales every year. In ten years the growth has been exponential, from $269 million 

dollars reported for 1996 (TVA 4Q, 1997) to $895 million dollars for 2006 (TVA 1Q, 

2007). 

   
Year  Millions  
1996 US $269 
1997 US $451 
1998 US $456 
1999 US $433 
2000 US $562 
2001 US $632 
2002 US $644 
2003 US $648 
2004 US $739 
2005 US $797 
2006 US $895 

 

Table 4.6 TV Azteca’s Annual Net Sales 

Source: TV Azteca Investor Page, TV Azteca Quarterly  
Reports, TVA’s 4Q 1997, 4Q 1998, 4Q 1999, 4Q 2000, 4Q 2001, 4Q 2002, 4Q 2003, 4Q 2004, and 4Q 2006. 
 

TV Azteca’s Production Performance  
Even though TV Azteca officially identifies 1996 as the year when the company 

entered into the telenovela business, the telenovela area’s records show that independent 

producers were already working on telenovelas for TV Azteca since the year when the 

network started operations. In 1993, there was a telenovela called El Peñón del 

Amaranto4, as well as Bodas Negras produced by Juan David Burns in 1994 (The 

                                                 
4 Marcos Muñoz and Rossana San Juan participated in El Peñón del Amaranto (Cueva, 2005) 
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Internet Movies Data Base). This lack of records is congruent with the premature 

decision of TV Azteca of not entering into the business of telenovela production but into 

their distribution was the racionale for the broadcasting of Marielena, produced by 

Telemundo (TV Azteca, 2003: 60). Eventually, by 1994, TV Azteca had an audience 

share of 14% (TVA 4Q, 1997).  

In 1995 an economic crisis hit Mexico, and peso devaluations stopped the 

Mexican economy, so many projects were delayed. TV Azteca carried its debt in dollars 

which affected the finances of the company. However, TV Azteca kept growing in clients 

from 15 in 1993 to 200 at national levels in 1995. In addition, during that year the 

company grew in its number of affiliates. The most important event in programming was 

the production of Ciudad Desnuda, a newscast with an aggressive format that sought to 

denounce corruption (TV Azteca, 2003). The program inaugurated a format that 

combined yellow journalism with the denunciation of authorities’ dishonesty and 

corruption. The ratings success of such programs reinforced a journalistic style that had 

an impact on the network’s overall newscast production.  

In 1996 Elisa Salinas and Juan David Burns formally started the production of 

telenovelas in TV Azteca with Con Toda el Alma.5 This first telenovela inaugurated a 

tough realistic aesthetic approach in the network (Cueva, 2005). In spite of the production 

resources employed and investment in it, it did not meet the expectations placed upon it. 

TV Azteca signed an agreement for co-production of telenovelas with Telemundo in 

1996 (Olmos, 1998: 136).  The agreement committed the networks to the production of 

eight telenovelas per year (Toussaint, 1998: 136). TV Azteca, in the context of this 

agreement, started a relationship with independent producer Argos (Toussaint, 1998: 

138). The Argos production team was led by Epigmenio Ibarra, Carlos Payán, Hernán 

Vera, María Auxiliadora and Marka Bernand, and the director was Antonio Serrano (TV 

Azteca, 2003: 132). Nada Personal was the telenovela that positioned TV Azteca on the 

radar in telenovela production in Mexico and later in the U.S.  

                                                 
5 Con Toda el Alma was produced by Juan David Burns, Elisa Salinas, Alejandra Hernández and directed 
by Hector Bonilla. 



 88 

This team was destined to become a machine of TV Azteca production during the 

following four years.6  TV Azteca grew following Televisa’s model.  In 1996 it entered 

the music business by starting Azteca Music, which sold 100,000 copies of Armando 

Manager’s song Nada Personal.  Azteca Music worked with Warner and Telemundo 

(Toussaint, 1998: 136). Estudios America film sets sold with the Imevisión package was 

now part of Azteca Digital with which the company produced telenovelas. Also in 1996, 

Comarex, a TV program distributor, became TV Azteca’s distributor for its programming 

overseas, initiating an intense strategy of selling programming internationally (Video Age 

International, 2004, June).  

 1997 was the year when TV Azteca had success in telenovelas that largely 

defined the style and future of the network up until now. The network broadcast, among 

the most salient examples, Al Norte del Corazón produced by Elisa Salinas,7 and Mirada 

de Mujer and Demasiado Corazón produced by Argos.8 The most remarkable success 

was Mirada de Mujer whose 27 rating points were at one point better than Televisa’s 

María Isabel in Mexico City (Paxman, 1997 October 29). Mirada de Mujer threatened 

Televisa’s monopoly in audience’s preferences for telenovelas for the first time. With the 

entry of TV Azteca, Televisa saw its dominance fall from over 90% of the audience to a 

so-called mere 75% (Toussaint, 1998: 148). TV Azteca reported in 1997 that its ratings 

for their news program Hechos were 8.6, their crime newscast Ciudad Desnuda were 

13.4 and Mirada de Mujer 21.3 (TV Azteca Annual Report, 1997), while 24 Horas (24 

Hours), Televisa’s flagship newscast fell from 15% in 1994 to 8.6% in 1997.  This drop 

in the ratings forced Televisa to change the newscast’s longtime name, format, and 

image, and the network eventually ousted long-time news anchor and director Jacobo 

Zabludovsky (Toussaint, 1998: 148).   

                                                 
6 Also in 1996 TV Azteca broadcast A Flor de Piel produced by Hugo O’Farril with Mariana Garza, and 
that was the last telenovela produced by O’Farril for TV Azteca (Cueva, 2005; Alma Latina Mexican 
Telenovelas Database). 
7 The production team for Al Norte del Corazón included Juan David Burns, Rubén Galindo, Santiago 
Galindo and Elisa Salinas. 
8 Also in 1997 Rivales por Accidente was produced by Juan David, Elisa Salinas and Michel Strauss; Tric 
Trac was produced by Juan Carlos Muñoz. 
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During 1998 TV Azteca suffered a setback in ratings when it made a bold move 

by pursuing a programming strategy that used both networks 7 and 13 to broadcast its 

successful telenovelas. The assumption was that by using both channels, TV Azteca 

would have a greater capacity to capture more audiences, but this assumption proved to 

be faulty, said Ricardo Salinas Pliego (TVA 2Q, 1998).  In the first quarter of the year the 

network’s national ratings in prime time decreased 12% to 15%, in comparison with the 

17 points obtained the year before, and the Mexico City ratings in prime time fell 10%, to 

18 from an average of 20 in 1997(TVA 1Q, 1998). The ratings kept plummeting. In 

general in 1998, the ratings fell from 40% to 23% of the audience share (Serafinin, 1999, 

May). TV Azteca reframed Channel 13 as its family-oriented flagship, while Channel 7 

targeted younger viewers (TVA 2Q, 98). The decline in ratings directly affected its 

revenues from advertisers because the network’s advertiser contracts are under the 

company’s cost per rating point pricing option (Financial News, 1998, April 21).  At the 

end of 1998 TV Azteca signed a formal deal with Warner Bros International Television 

Production and HBO Independent Production to produce 26 episodes of Martin that 

would be translated and adapted in Spanish (Electronic Media, 1998, November 09).  

In telenovela production, in 1998 TV Azteca suffered the most well-known failure 

in its production partnership with Argos with the telenovela Tentaciones. “People felt 

offended regarding their religious beliefs” pointed out a TV Azteca programming 

executive. The telenovela depicted a priest who falls in love with a woman, and it 

triggered the anger of the Mexican church. Salinas Pliego supported its production in 

spite of the heated reaction from conservative sectors of Mexican society. However, after 

mounting pressure from sponsors, the telenovela was pulled out of programming. That 

year also saw release of the telenovela La Chacala that prompted initial interest because 

it was a Christian Bach and Humberto Zurita production debut, former Televisa stars. 

However, the telenovela had a cold reception, and was moved from the schedule because 

of these poor ratings (Toussaint, 1998 October).  

By the third quarter of the year there was a need to replace these telenovelas with 

three new ones: Azul Tequila, El Amor de mi Vida, and Tres Veces Sofía. This 

substitution resulted in a modest recovery in ratings. Azul Tequila was a co-production 
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with Zuba-Productions. Its “historical epoch style” was praised for its production values.  

It started with 9 points in the ratings but in the long term still gained poor ratings. El 

Amor de mi Vida, a co-production with Argos, started with 11 points in contrast with the 

6 points of its antecessor. And Tres Veces Sofía, produced by star Lucía Méndez, 

achieved better results with its initial 13 points (TV Azteca, 2003).9  

The network started looking at American sitcoms that could be adapted for 

Mexican audiences. This was the basis of its co-production with Telemundo of Una 

Familia con Ángel, based on the 1984 sitcom Who’s the Boss (Sutter, 1998, Sept 28). 

That year TV Azteca produced at a very low cost the telenovela Perla with Silvia 

Navarro and Leonardo García that garnered good audience reactions. This telenovela 

marked the initiation of Silvia Navarro’s stardom, which was perhaps the first truly long-

lasting TV Azteca star that came from the corporation’s acting school, giving the network 

moderately good ratings.   

TV Azteca sought to increase its sales revenues by increasing its advertising 

prices by 20% under the concept of "An Intelligent Purchase” (TVA 3Q, 1998). In spite 

of its decrease in ratings, this strategy allowed TV Azteca to capture 34% of all television 

advertising money (Serafinin, 1999, May). Also in the context of a process of careful and 

strict control of the company’s expenses, 60% of the creative personnel involved in 

production had free-lance contracts (TVA 4Q, 98). TV Azteca produced in-house 

programming up to 8,800 hours (TVA 4Q, 1998), and the rights to this programming 

allowed Comarex to expand its international sales to $17 million dollars, an increase from 

$5 million dollars the previous year (TVA 4Q, 1998).  Some of the offerings to audiences 

overseas by Comarex were Azul Tequila and El Amor de mi Vida (Sutter, 1999, January 

25).  

In the first half of 1999, TV Azteca showed unstoppable ratings drops (TVA 2Q, 

1999).  However, during the fourth quarter TV Azteca reported that IBOPE measures 

showed a slight recovery to 14% in ratings, rising from 13.2 to 15.1 points from the same 

period in the previous year (TVA 4Q, 1999). By the third quarter, it was reporting a 

                                                 
9 Also in 1998 the network produced Yacaranday and La Casa del Naranjo by Elisa Salinas with poor 
results. 
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“21% drop in net sales to 995 million pesos ($102 million), compared with the same three 

months of 1998” (TVA 3Q, 1999). However, based on the idea of capturing the 

commercial audience, TV Azteca reported reaching 33% of this specific prime time 

audience in 1999. This strategy allowed the network to close its advertising contracts at 

higher prices based on the perception that it was attracting more valuable audiences. Luis 

Echarte, then TV Azteca’s Chief Financial Officer, pointed out “we are solving income 

problems by a substantial raise in ad prices and closing almost all the contracts on the 

basis of the Mexican Commercial Audience” (TVA 4Q, 1999) 

 In 1999, TV Azteca produced Catalina and Sebastián, with Silvia Navarro and 

Sergio Bazañes in the leading roles.10  This telenovela’s moderate success cemented the 

newly achieved fame of Silvia Navarro and Sergio Bazañes as a leading couple. After 

this telenovela, both were partners in Cuando Seas Mía, La Calle de las Novias and La 

Heredera.   Argos produced La Vida en el Espejo, a production that again gave TV 

Azteca the reputation for cutting-edge fare (Tegel, and Sutter, 1999, November 8). The 

telenovela included an openly gay young character in a Mexican middle-class context.  

This characterization gained good reviews from critics and attracted a moderate number 

of middle-class viewers. That year, also in co-production with Zuba productions, El 

Candidato appeared, which was considered the network’s most successful telenovela, 

with 15 to 19 rating points at the end of 1999 (Morales, 1999, December). El Candidato 

gained momentum in 2000 by basing its plot on a fictional narrative about a politician 

looking to win the presidential race during the actual 2000 Mexican elections (Tegel, 

2000, June 5). However, in spite of the momentum of Zuba productions, a telenovela 

from Televisa, Siempre te Amaré, was considered the most watched telenovela with 24.3 

rating points (“Sustituye Arturo Peniche a Eduardo Carrillo,” 2000, June 4).  

 Elisa Salinas also produced Besos Prohibidos, but it was canceled after Fernando 

Allende, the leading actor, left the production, arguably over bad ratings (Álvaro Cueva 

homepage).11 This occurred in 1999 when TV Azteca produced 9553 hours, and the 

                                                 
10 Catalina y Sebastian was a production of Elisa Salinas. 
11 Also in 1999 TV Azteca broadcast Háblame de Amor with José Ángel Llamas produced by Rossana 
Arau and Luis Vélez; and Romántica Obsesion with Plutarco Haza produced by Juan David Burns and 
Elisa Salinas; and Hablame en Silencio produced by Elisa Salinas. 
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network started claiming its position as the second largest Spanish language producer in 

the world (TVA 4Q, 1999). The network also reported having 80% of its prime time 

produced in-house, while it produced 50% of the daytime schedule. The exports from the 

network continued to grow with 10,130 programming hours sold overseas (TVA Annual 

Report, 2000) 

In 2000, TV Azteca was affected by the peso’s instability and the penalty 

extracted in the settlement reached with NBC after the cancellation of Azteca’s contract 

with it (TVA 2Q, 2000). However, by the middle of the year, the net sales started rising 

(TVA 2Q, 2000). The network was able to capture a total commercial audience share of 

34.1% (TVA 4Q, 2000). This audience share, according to the network, was the highest 

in three years (TVA 4Q, 2000) and signaled the recovery of TV Azteca’s ratings since 

their fall in 1997.  

 In 2000 Argos produced Todo por Amor, which became its last production in 

association with TV Azteca. The relationship between the network and the independent 

producer ended in 2000, arguably in part over a dispute over international sales rights 

(Sutter, 2000, October 16).12 By this year TV Azteca was working in an accelerating 

process of transnationalization with its plans to launch the U.S. network Azteca America 

with Papas Telecasting Company. The rights to telenovelas were now very important to 

its success.  Ironically, the fame overseas that TV Azteca enjoyed as a producer of 

cutting-edge telenovelas came from Argos.13 This status had allowed TV Azteca to 

access overseas markets.  

 Argos started working directly with Telemundo (Sutter, 2000, October 16), taking 

a first global step of its own. This time Argos’s telenovelas were broadcast in the U.S., 

fighting for ratings against Televisa’s telenovelas broadcast by Univision, and against its 

former partner TV Azteca, with its telenovelas broadcast by Azteca America. In 2000, 

TV Azteca produced ten telenovelas (4Q01), and the Azteca network positioned itself as 

                                                 
12 This year was also produced the telenovela Golpe Bajo by Maricármen Fernández and Elisa Salinas with 
poor ratings. 
13 Also TV Azteca broadcast La Calle de las Novias in 2000 with Silvia Navarro and Sergio Bazañes, 
produced by Elsa Salinas and Zuba producciones; while Roxana Arau and Luis Vélez produced Tío 
Alberto. 
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a provider of quality telenovelas worldwide, gaining an important foothold in the 

European market that constituted 20% of its global telenovela sales in countries such as 

Portugal, Spain, Greece, Cyprus, Turkey, the Central European countries, the Baltic 

states, the Balkans, and Russia (Beyerle, 2001, July). 

In 2001, TV Azteca followed a strict expenditure-cutting program that included a 

decrease in programming production. Azteca co-produced seven telenovelas in 2001, in 

contrast with the ten produced in 2000 (TVA 4Q, 2001). This strategy brought savings 

and cash to the network that declared an increase of 19% in net income to 199 million in 

comparison with the 167 million of 2000 (TVA 4Q, 2001).  Its telenovelas 

simultaneously did well in terms of audience response. The telenovela Como en el Cine14 

achieved 20 rating points in August. This success gave the network a reason to celebrate 

(“Las telenovelas a muerte lenta,” 2001, August 22). But it was the telenovela Cuando 

seas Mía,15 the remake of the Colombian Café con Aroma de Mujer, that gained good 

levels of audience share, and its distribution overseas reached the largest number of 

countries ever.16 However, it was a telenovela from Televisa, Amores y Rivales, from 

producer Emilio La Rosa that had the highest ratings with 28 points and a 50.9 share in 

June 2001 (Cabello, 2001, Junio).  

In the fourth quarter the network reported having 36% of the entire day’s 

commercial audience share, an increase of 6% in comparison to the same period the year 

before (TVA 4Q, 2001).  Also, it claimed to have hit 41% of the prime time commercial 

audience share, the highest reported rate since 1997 (Tegel, 2002, January).  

 Also in 2001, TV Azteca launched Lo que Callamos las Mujeres, a dramatic 

series, which had the purpose of addressing a variety of women’s social problems.17 The 

program is based on real cases but uses a dramatic format that allows the spectator to 

engage in the case (TV Azteca, 2003: 272). The idea was to use this genre to provide 

information and education to Mexican women, particularly disempowered ones (García, 

                                                 
14 Como en el Cine was produced by Elisa Salinas and Antulio Jiménez Ponz. 
15 Cuando Seas Mia was produced by Rafael Gutiérrez y Fides Velazco. 
16 In 2001 TV Azteca also offered Amor es Querer con Alevosía produced by Rossana Arau and Luis Vélez 
and Lo que es el Amor produced by Alicia Carbajal and supervised by Elisa Salinas. 
17 Lo que Callamos las Mujeres was produced by Elisa Salinas and then taken over by Genoveva Martínez. 



 94 

2007, Marzo 13). Lo que Callamos las Mujeres has proven to be a successful production 

that also sells well internationally. Silvia Pinal, a well-known actress in Mexico, claimed 

that the program was an imitation of her famous program broadcast by Televisa, Mujer: 

Casos de la Vida Real (“Demandará Silvia Pinal a productora de TV Azteca,” 2003, 

September 26).  

 During the first quarter of 2002, TV Azteca started to show a higher income due 

to its reduction in programming costs, attaining a net income of 202 million that 

represented a 79% increase in relation to the same period in 2001 (TVA 1Q, 2002). The 

network claimed to have secured one third of the national audience share, with a 34.5 

commercial audience share (TVA 2Q, 2002).  In 2002 it broadcast La Duda, with Silvia 

Navarro and Omar Germenos in the leading roles, and the program earned around 12 

rating points regularly (Hernández, 2003, March).18 The telenovela Agua y Aciete, 

produced by Zuba, was pulled off the air arguably because of differences between Zuba 

and TV Azteca executives (Guzmán, 2002, February). After its production, Humberto 

Zurita and Christian Bach abandoned TV Azteca (Cueva, 2005) and moved to Miami to 

continue producing programs.  

 The most important programming event of TV Azteca’s history was the launch of 

the reality show La Academia, a star-maker program. In August 2002, La Academia 

obtained 21 rating points and a 39% share, against 12 rating points and a 31% share for 

the reality program Operación Triunfo from Televisa (Ramos, 2002, August). Endemol, 

which franchised the Televisa program, took legal action against TV Azteca, accusing it 

of copyright infringement (Tegel, 2003, February 21). There was also a jump of 8% in 

TV Azteca’s advertising rates due to the possibilities that its show offered to sponsors 

such as product placement (Tegel, 2002, October 28). The strong numbers La Academia 

earned and the solid performance of La Duda allowed TV Azteca to increase its 

programming sales across Latin America and Asia (Tegel, 2002, October 28). TV 

Azteca’s programming exports were 13,940 hours in 2002 (TV Azteca Annual Report, 

2004). Its profits increased 15% for the full year to 95 million (TVA 4Q, 2002). 
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 In 2003, TV Azteca’s in-house production costs increased. In the first quarter, TV 

Azteca reported a drop in earnings due to the production of more telenovelas and a weak 

peso (TVA 1Q, 2003). Also there was an impact on costs during the year due to the 

production of La Academia and the need to produce programming for Azteca America 

(TVA 4Q, 2003). These things made the network report a 20% drop in earnings of 595 

million pesos ($53.8 million) from $67.4 million the year earlier (TVA 4Q, 2003). In 

2003, the production of Mirada de Mujer El Regreso,19 the sequel to the famous Argos 

production, triggered great expectations. The cast was the same, with the aesthetics of the 

Argos telenovelas, but in spite of the good acting, the script did not work, and the 

telenovela did not meet expectations. In the opening week, the telenovela from Televisa 

Amor Real outperformed The Sequel of Mirada with 26.5 points in ratings in contrast to 

22.9 points for Mirada. However, in Mexico City, Mirada did better with 30.5 points, 

while Amor Real obtained 26.6 points (Bernal and Hernández, 2003, June).  Later 

Televisa’s Amor Real would dominate the ratings, reaching an average of 25 points, and 

in the last weeks showing a 35 point average rating (Cuellar, 2003 October). Mirada de 

Mujer plummeted, showing 12.5 point ratings in the last week of October 2003 (Bernal, 

2003, November).  

 TV Azteca also broadcast La Hija del Jardinero20 that became a strong rival for 

its sister telenovela Mirada de Mujer, reaching highs of 12.5 rating points in the last 

week of October (Bernal, 2003, November). La Hija del Jardinero introduced a new 

couple to stardom, Mariana Ochoa and Carlos Torres. This couple worked together again 

in Amor sin Condiciones in 2005.21  That year TV Azteca also broadcast Enamórate22 

                                                                                                                                                 
18 Fides Velasco and Elisa Salinas were the producers of La Duda. Also in 2002 TV Azteca broadcast El 
País de las Mujeres produced by Juan David Burns; Súbete a mi Moto produced by Antulio Jiménez Ponz; 
and Por ti with Leonardo García produced by Rafael Gutiérrez and Fides Velasco. 
19 Mirada de Mujer El Regreso was produced by Elisa Salinas and Myrna Ojeda and directed by Raúl 
Quintanilla. 
20 La hija del jardinero was produced by Igor Manrique. 
21 Also Un Nuevo Amor was produced by Rafael Gutiérrez, Emilia Lamothe, Julio Fons and Fides Velasco. 
Velasco pointed out that the ratings were low at 6 points because the leading role was not accepted by the 
audiences, the actress was changed and the telenovels performed with an average of 10 to 12 point ratings 
(Hernandez, 2003, June). 
22 Enamórate was produced by Elisa Salinas and Gerardo Zurita. 
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with Yahir and Dos Chicos de Cuidado23 with Víctor Pérez and Raúl Sandoval. These 

telenovelas used the fame earned by Yahir, Víctor and Raúl who were young participants 

in the network’s reality show La Academia. The network capitalized on the recognition 

obtained by La Academia’s participants, and it used them in telenovelas, musicals, tours 

in Mexico and the U.S., and spin-offs from La Academia such as El Desafío de Estrellas. 

La Academia concerts produced a solid national 17.3 point rating (Hernandez, 2003, 

March). Televisa performed more strongly with the most watched programs throughout 

the year, but TV Azteca was able to get 5 of the weekly most watched programs with the 

broadcast of the final games of Mexican Football (“En 2003 refrendó su éxito Televisa, 

2004,” January 4).  

 TV Azteca’s net sales for 2003 were $680 million (TVA 4Q, 2004). Comarmex 

International’s sales contributed to counter-balance the deficit from the higher production 

costs. La Academia was bought across Latin America and Asia. La Duda and Enamórate 

were sold in Asia (TVA 1Q, 2003). Meanwhile, the telenovela Mirada de Mujer El 

Regreso was sold in Europe and La Hija del Jardinero in Latin America (TVA 3Q, 

2003).  The network’s programming sales continued to soar to a historic height with 

20,644 hours sold overseas (TV Annual Report, 2004).      

In early 2004, the Securities Exchange Commission (SEC) from the New York 

Stock Exchange (NYSE) initiated an investigation of TV Azteca and Ricardo Salinas 

Pliego. The SEC alleged fraudulent behavior with its sister company Unefón (TVA 4Q, 

2004). In spite of this investigation, 2004 was a year of good numbers for TV Azteca. 

During the first quarter of the year it reported an increase of 135% in profits as compared 

to the same period the year earlier (TVA 1Q, 2004). By the second quarter the company 

claimed to have achieved an all-time second quarter net sales of 173 million dollars, up 

5% from the same period of the last year (TVA 2Q, 2004).  The increase continued in the 

other two quarters which led to full year net sales of $739 million, reported as a 9% 

increase over the last year's $680 million (TVA 4Q, 2004). The network’s airing of the 

Olympic Games contributed to this increase (TVA 3Q, 2004). International sales 

continued to grow, driven by telenovelas (TVA 4Q, 2004).   

                                                 
23 Dos Chicos de Cuidado en la Ciudad was produced by Carlos Márquez. 
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 In 2004 TV Azteca broadcast La Heredera,24 with Silvia Navarro and Sergio 

Bazañes, and Los Sánches.25 This more comedic take on the traditional telenovela with 

actor Luis Felipe Tovar became the network’s highest-rated telenovela (Solange, 2004, 

December).26 Guillermo Alegret, a TV Azteca executive, pointed out that TV Azteca 

accomplished what they were looking for by reaching a 40% share of the commercial 

audience when compared to Televisa (Solange, 2004, December). The programming 

sales decrease started to stabilize with 17,438 programming hours sold overseas (TV 

Azteca Annual Report, 2004) 

  In 2005, the most remarkable telenovela success for TV Azteca was Amor en 

Custodia27 with 20.1 point ratings at the national level and 23.5 in Mexico City (Cano, 

2005, October).28 However, Televisa’s Apuesta por un Amor was the leading telenovela 

with 25 points in ratings at the beginning of the year (Hernandez, 2005, January). 

Televisa’s telenovelas Alborada with 24.8 points (Cano, 2005, October) and La Esposa 

Virgen with 30 points both outperformed Amor en Custodia. But in the realm of reality 

shows, TV Azteca was able to outperform Televisa (Hernandez, 2005, November).  La 

Academia 5 beat Televisa’s Big Brother with 22.5 national point ratings while Big 

Brother VIP only reached 14.3 points (“El `rating` de Big Brother VIP sigue abajo,” 

2005, Mayo 31).  

The network reported sales of programming to other countries of 22 million in the 

fourth quarter (TVA 4Q, 2005). TV Azteca reported exporting La Vida es Una Canción 

and Lo Que Callamos las Mujeres to Latin American markets, as well as La Hija del 

Jardinero and Cuando Seas Mía, sold primarily in Latin American and European markets 

(TVA 4Q, 2005). Exports increased slightly in relation to 2004, to 18,046 programming 

                                                 
24 La Heredera was produced by Gerardo Zurita. 
25 Los Sánchez was produced by Meiling Ley Rodríguez and Ángel Mele and directed by Martín Luna and 
Carlos Moreno. 
26 In 2004 TV Azteca also produced Las Juanas by Fides Velasco and Emilia Lamothe; Soñarás produced 
by Eloy Ganuza. Tan Infinito como el Desierto produced by María Eva Hernández, Martín Luna and 
Genoveva Martínez and Belinda, produced by Igor Manrique. Belinda was considered a mistake in the 
programming grid by Guillermo Alegret National Director of TV Azteca’s Local Channels. 
27 Amor en Custodia was produced by Emilia Lamothe and Claudio Meilan and directed by Martín Luna. 
28 Other telenovelas produced in 2005 were Top Models with Mariana Ochoa, La Otra Mitad del Sol 
produced by Elisa Salinas and Machos produced by Carlos Márquez. 
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hours sold overseas; this number excludes 6,467 programming hours per year sold to 

EchoStar for distribution in the U.S (TV Azteca Annual Report, 2005).   

In 2005, Mario San Román, director of content, claimed that TV Azteca had 

reached 40% of the commercial audience for the full day (TVA 4Q, 2005). In the first 

and second quarter of 2005 there was an initial net sales growth of 4% and 7%, 

respectively. However, during the second half of the year, there was a decrease of 1% of 

$797 million, down from $803 million in 2004 (TVA 1Q, 2Q, & 4Q, 2005). 

 2006 showed strong numbers for TV Azteca. For the first two quarters, it reported 

having two all-time high revenue levels (TVA, 1Q & 2Q, 2006). The 2006 World Cup 

was an important factor in this increase, and the rising revenue from Azteca America was 

another factor. Also, sales in the second part of the year were helped by La Academia 5 

and the telenovela Montecristo29 (TVA 4Q, 2004). The telenovela Amor sin 

Condiciones30 achieved 26 point ratings (Las Noticias Mexico Website).31 Mario San 

Román pointed out that revenue from the Mexican and the Hispanic market had been the 

main factor of a growth trend that started in 2001 (TVA 1Q, 2006). Also, the executive 

claimed that TV Azteca was reaching above 40% of the commercial audience in Mexico 

(TVA 1Q, 2006). The network reported strong domestic audience levels as the result of 

pre-primetime and prime time shows such as Montecristo, La Academia 5, Lo que 

Callamos las Mujeres and Ventaneando (TVA 3Q, 2006). About international sales, in 

the first quarter of the year, La Hija del Jardinero sold in Africa, and Lo que Callamos 

las Mujeres sold mainly in European markets (TVA 1Q, 2004). 

In 2007, TV Azteca began broadcasting Se Busca un Hombre, produced by 

Genoveva Martínez, and Mientras Haya Vida, produced by Argos. TV Azteca produced 

Disco de Oro that showed 6 points in ratings (Silva, 2007, February). Disco de Oro was 

pulled off the air because of poor ratings in the middle of the year.  

                                                 
29 Silvia Navarro, Diego Olvera and Omar Germenos had the leading roles in Montecristo. 
30 Amor sin Condiciones was produced by Igor Manrique. 
31 Also in 2006 TV Azteca co-produced Amores Cruzados produced by Pedro Luevano and Feliciano 
Torres; Angel, Las Alas del Amor produced by Carlos Márquez and Director Martín Luna; Deja que la Vida 
te Despeine with María Rene Prudencio; and Campeones de la Vida produced by Carlos Márquez which 
was cut down 30 episodes because of low ratings performance (Silva, 2006, October). 
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TV Azteca’s Internationalization 
 Since 1994, when NAFTA took effect, TV Azteca allied with NBC, giving the 

U.S. network the rights to acquire from 10% to 20% of TV Azteca shares, and to give 

technical, commercial, and administrative advice and support in programming.  However, 

NBC announced its decision to buy just 1% of TV Azteca’s shares.  This decision 

triggered the ire of Salinas Pliego, who settled an international controversy against NBC 

in the Trade Commerce Chamber in Paris (Olmos, 1998: 136).   

 In 1996 TV Azteca signed a programming co-production agreement involving 

particular telenovelas with Telemundo.  The agreement between TV Azteca and 

Telemundo committed the networks to the production of eight telenovelas per year 

(Toussaint, 1998: 136). This agreement is the context is in which TV Azteca asked Argos 

to produce telenovelas and engaged in the ratings battle that the network started with 

Televisa. 

TV Azteca initiated its expansion to the South with the 1996 announcement of 

buying stock in channel 12 in El Salvador and its intention to participate in the licenses of 

channels 5, 7 and 13.  Part of TV Azteca’s interest was also the expansion of its Electra 

branches into Central America (Olmos, 1998).  In 1997 itacquired 60% of the shares of 

Channel 35 from Guatemala and 50% of Channel 13 from the Dominican Republic. In 

December of the same year, it bought 75% of the Chilean Channel 4 (Olmos, 1998: 136).           

In 1997 TV Azteca reached an agreement with Columbia Tri-Star International 

Television (CTIT) in order to launch sitcoms and game show programs in 1988. The idea 

was to air these programs on Telemundo, of which CTIT had acquired 25% of the shares 

(De la Fuente, 1997).  At the same time, Salinas Pliego raised his ownership of the 

Azteca network from 65% to 72%.    

Since TV Azteca failed to buy shares in Telemundo, it started thinking about 

launching a third Spanish-speaking network in the U.S. Salinas Pliego thought that since 

it was producing programming for two networks in Mexico, it would be easy to put the 

programs together for one in the U.S. The idea was to launch the network across 60 

stations in areas where Mexican-Americans had an important presence, like California, 

the Southwest and Chicago (Paxman and Suttter, 1998).  The Mexican network was 
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willing to produce programs to be aired “over a network of television companies from 

Toronto to Tierra del Fuego” (Financial News, 1998, February 11). That same year 

Azteca was willing to undertake investments in Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, the 

Dominican Republic, Chile and Peru (La Prensa On Line, 1998).    

TV Azteca sealed a new agreement with Telemundo in April 1999.  The idea was 

that those less dominant networks would find a way to compete against 

Televisa/Univision’s programming.  Azteca was to produce three hours of prime time 

programming for Telemundo, and Telemundo was to acquire properties from Azteca 

(Donohue, and Lafayette, 1999, April, 26).   

 Telemundo continued losing ratings in 1999.  TV Azteca’s internationalization 

press sources say Telemundo dropped 2 points to a 7% weekday primetime share, versus 

93% for rival Univision (Paxman, 1999, March 17).  However, Mirada de Mujer had 

done well in its prime time position.   Telemundo claimed that there were a lot of issues 

with Nielsen because increases in audiences at the local level are not reflected in the 

national measures.  Also Telemundo pointed out that its audience is more educated and 

less Spanish-speaking than Televisa’s (Paxman, 1999, March 17).     

In September of 2000 TV Azteca announced its joint venture with Pappas 

Telecasting Companies to launch Azteca America, the Spanish speaking network, 

planned for 2001.  80% of the network was to be owned by Pappas Telecasting and 20% 

by TV Azteca (Pappas Telecasting, 2000, November 14). 

  Azteca also formed a joint venture with CTIT to produce films. Azteca would be 

able to air these programs on Azteca America.  The agreement between TV Azteca and 

Telemundo ended this year, and Azteca suspended its sales to the U.S. given the launch 

of its U.S.  counterpart. Argos sealed a deal with Telemundo as part of Telemundo’s 

strategy to compete against Univision (Sutter, 2000, October 16).  Telemundo was 

acquired by NBC.  

Pappas Telecasting gave up its ownership stake in Azteca America giving TV 

Azteca 100% ownership of the new network.  Pappas would only be an owner of the 

affiliated stations.  Given this change, TV Azteca was now able to affiliate with other TV 

stations besides Pappas’ (Consoli, 2001, October 29).   On July 1, 2002, Azteca launched 
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KAZA-TV in Los Angeles with operational and qualified personnel to sell and enhance 

marketing plans (Finances News, 2003, October 22).   

 Azteca America’s 2001 launch was a paramount step in the network’s 

internationalization, in its challenge of Televisa’s dominance in Mexico and of Univision 

in the U.S.  Azteca America started with only one station in Los Angeles, reaching 18% 

of the Hispanic market, and has grown to reach 63% of the Latino population in 26 

markets (TV Azteca, 2003, July 1). Azteca America is a network that is entirely owned 

by Mexican capital with agreements with U.S. TV station affiliates. It follows a simple 

formula: TV Azteca provides the programming and the stations the facilities to broadcast 

the signal.  As a result, Azteca America is a Mexican network operating in the U.S. that 

broadcasts a stream of Mexican programming that appeals to Mexicans and Mexican-

Americans in particular within the broader Hispanic market. The latter feature makes this 

Mexican network culturally different than its Latino television counterparts such as 

Univision, Telefutura, Telemundo, Mund2 and STVN.  In 2003, TV Azteca buried the 

last example of its former international strategy that consisted of acquiring assets in 

television stations in Central and South America by announcing the sale of El Salvador 

12 for 6 million (TVA 4Q, 2003). 

CONCLUSIONS 
 The industrial structure of the television field in Mexico was largely established 

given the background of the radio broadcasting industry.  The close connections between 

Mexican radio broadcasters and U.S. corporations and capital affected the Mexican 

adoption of the American private commercial model. However, in Mexico a television 

monopoly was set up with the complicity of media entrepreneurs and the Mexican 

government. This monopolistic structure allowed the rapid growth of Televisa (formerly 

Telesistema Mexicano) within the largest Spanish domestic market in the world. This 

position allowed the company to develop mass scale production programming that since 

the early 1960s was exported to Latin America, and its signal was distributed to the U.S.  

 The power of this company was timidly challenged by the Mexican state with a 

series of attempts that ended in the launch of Imevisión in 1983. However, the state-
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owned television project failed in the wave of neoliberal thought and privatization of 

government-owned institutions at the end of the 1980s. From that failure, TV Azteca was 

born as the second private commercial network in Mexico. Its position as a challenger to 

Televisa’s dominion has deeply permeated all its programming, production and 

marketing strategies.   

 The Mexican market has changed from a monopoly to a closed duopoly, in which 

Televisa and TV Azteca received 100% of the advertising designated for the open air 

national television market. In 2007 the market is divided with 70% for Televisa and 30% 

for TV Azteca. The Salinas Pliego network performed remarkably within the first three 

years of its operation. Strategies of programming, production and marketing quickly 

called the attention of sponsors, clients and audiences that did not find what they were 

looking for in Televisa. In 1997 the network reached a prematurely high audience share 

and ratings levels, particularly due to telenovelas and newscasts, but later it suffered a 

couple of years of plummeting ratings. From there the company learned how to be 

profitable within its position as the second-rated television company with some degree of 

success. Even though ratings largely do not favor TV Azteca, the network has built 

aggressive strategies in its areas of strength such as its lower ad cost, its flexible payment 

plans, its upscale audience shares, and its international ventures.  Today TV Azteca 

claims a 40% share of the Mexican commercial audience and the more upscale part of the 

audience. That number is higher than the average audience share achieved by TV Azteca, 

which remains below 30%, but at the same time, the economic status of its claimed 

audience has allowed the network to raise it costs. The Mexican Plan and the Azteca Plan 

allowed airing advertising from a bigger segment of sponsors. The production of bold 

telenovela narratives has attracted more male, educated and upper class audiences. In 

contrast, its newscast has made its name as denunciatory of authorities and a watchdog 

against their corruption.   

 The stagnation in the network’s average ratings from 1997 has pushed the 

network to design a strategy under the concept of an intelligent purchase that has allowed 

the network to grow in sales steadily during the last decade. Accordingly, the mission of 

TV Azteca is to bring value to the shareholders of the company, and the network has to 



 103 

conduct business with a strict control of cost in operation, production and programming 

acquisition at many different levels to deliver more profits to its investors.  

 Since 2001, the company seems to have reached an equilibrium point in 

programming hours produced in-house and later in 2003 in exporting programming 

hours. After the departure of Argos Communications from TV Azteca in 2000, the 

network’s production strategy seems to resemble Televisas’s more than it did before. 

Since 1998 the rating points from Argos telenovelas did not challenge Televisa’s 

production as Mirada de Mujer did. It appeared that the audiences were not as hungry for 

the once bold Argos narratives, or Argos started to intellectualize its production with a 

lower impact upon a mass audience. The experience with the telenovela Agua y Aceite 

co-produced with Zuba Production, that also touched sensible social issues but delivered 

poor ratings, seemed to convince the network to step back from its once famous position 

of producing bold, socially-oriented telenovelas. TV Azteca started to look more like 

Televisa. Later, TV Azteca looked for new formatting options in Latin America and 

particularly in Argentina for its new telenovelas.  

 The exports of TV Azteca have grown consistently since 1997 and reached an 

equilibrium point of 18 thousand programming hours a year. Even thought the net sales 

from programming exportation are still marginal in relationship to advertising sales, the 

intent of exporting the programming was always to position the network as a high quality 

producer. And also its exports allowed TV Azteca to enter to the Hispanic market when it 

came time to launch Azteca America.  

 The international strategy of TV Azteca has followed two moments, the first the 

initial expansion into Latin America by acquiring assets in television stations in 

combination with the agreement on programming with Telemundo. The second was a 

change of strategy in which TV Azteca sold its assets in Latin America but pushed for the 

distribution of its programming in the continent by cable and satellite television, while 

also defining the Mexican and U.S. markets as the most important ones for TV Azteca. 

That definition led to the launch of Azteca America in 2001.  

 TV Azteca has defined in its mission its commitment to its investors. The 

network’s logic of the operation with strict cost control in operation, production and 
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programming acquisition, along with strategies of marketing and selling have all paid off 

with the increase of sales and profits for TV Azteca year by year. This performance 

coupled with the fact that, although he is not considered an orthodox entrepreneur, 

Salinas Pliego was ranked by Forbes Magazine as the third richest man in Mexico are 

both conditions that certainly keep investors interested.  The process of learning how to 

be a second rank network and to be profitable and Salinas Pliego’ prominent presence are 

assets that were widely used in the promotion, selling, and marketing of the U.S. 

newcomer Azteca America. 
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Chapter Five: TV Azteca’s Mode of Production  

This chapter examines the process of TV Azteca/Azteca America’s development 

of a particular production style that defines the network’s own identity and promotional 

efforts.  The goal of this chapter is to analyze the elements that have shaped the Azteca 

production mode through TV Azteca/Azteca America’s programming production history, 

as this has provided a very recognizable look to the networks. I will follow historical 

accounts of institutional settings that have converged to produce the hybrid nature of the 

programming, which was first recognized as an alternative visual style for TV Azteca 

against Televisa’s visual paradigm.  

Using an institutional/industrial approach I describe the different factors that take 

place in the historical contexts that shaped the televisual aesthetic of a program. The 

logics of the market, the relative position and performance of the institution, its 

organizational culture, the logics of the production teams within the company, the 

positions of power of certain creative individuals and their relationship with the 

programming executives are among the factors that shaped the aesthetic outcome for a 

specific program.  

The description of TV Azteca’s operations, in conjunction with logics of its 

programming production, marketing and sales strategies reveals the nature of its 

particular mode of production.  At the core of this mode there is a war of “style and 

authority -creative expression and creative control” (Schatz, 1996: 5). This war is also 

waged over assumed notions of what can be considered the best programming decisions.  

Schatz suggests examining the relation of power and hierarchy and authority, its division 

of labor, and its production process to make sense of the underlying characteristics that 

may describe the mode of production (1996).  

The mode of production has its roots in programming decisions. Todd Gitlin 

offers a critical reflection on the ideological nature of programming decision-making 

(Gitlin, 1994, 2000). Gitlin shows how the integration of alternative views and social 

conflicts in onscreen narratives is a discursive strategy that on the one hand attracts 



 106 

audiences promoting the innovative character of a network, while in the other, 

incorporates sensitive issues under the larger umbrella of hegemonic notions of social 

order which effectively downgrades such programming’s possible revolutionary effects 

(Gitlin, 1994). However, the elusive notion of programming innovation seems to be 

overshadowed by the need for ratings certainty. The television business has relied heavily 

on proven genres, narrative styles that reinforce certain production practices and visual 

formats. Creative ideas in television production are shared by producers and executives 

within the already closed community of professionals that repeatedly restates the success 

of the same production styles (Gitlin, 2000). The ratings, audience shares, focus groups 

and market research seem to reinforce the logics of the “right subjectivity.” This 

corporate culture results in tactics of production and programming that are linked to a 

process of repetition of formulas, genres, actors, plots, leading to the reproduction of the 

already sanctioned “taste” for success (Gitlin, 2000).  William Bielby and Denise Bielby 

(1994) described the rhetorical strategies that executives use to frame their decisions and 

assume liability in the context of the uncertain landscape or programs’ ratings 

performance (Bielby & Bielby 1994).  

Thomas Streeter provides a critical approach to overall media content production 

and aesthetic style by recognizing that within monopolistic and oligopolistic market 

structures there are periods of competition that affect the industry’s performance which 

allows for a surge of television innovation (Streeter, 1996). He provides a more complex 

view than the monopolistic view offered by political economists by describing the impact 

of smaller independent and peripheral companies in the overall logic of the media 

industry (Streeter, 1996). 

As discussed earlier, Bourdieu provides the notion of habitus to describe an 

internalized structure that organizes an industry’s practices and representation (Bourdieu, 

1993). In the field of production, the structure privileges particular individuals’ capital 

given differentiated opportunities for the individuals’ access to capital shaped by notions 

of class, race, gender, language, ethnicity and nationality. The trajectory of particular 

individuals and their specific positions as independents agents, either as producers or as 
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talent switching from one company to another within the production field have had a 

tremendous impact on the production strategies followed by the network. 

I argue that TV Azteca’s institutional production strategies are the product of 

several intertwined conditions. Some of the most decisive factors in defining TV 

Azteca’s production strategies were the following:  first, the programs, personnel, and 

talent that the network inherited from Imevisión; second, the incorporation of personnel,  

talent and creative people from Televisa; third, the opening for the participation of 

independent producers; fourth, the agreement and co-production with networks beyond 

Mexico’s borders; and fifth, the increasing trend of relying on Latin American scripts, 

producers and talent, particularly those from Argentina. The TV Azteca mode of 

production, then, is the result of the adaptation and integration of these different 

approaches to make television reflected by its staff’s backgrounds and the blend of its 

approaches. 

However, in the case of telenovelas, the result is paradoxical. I argue that in TV 

Azteca’s later years, in the process of localizing South American productions, it has gone 

through a balancing act by softening either the social and political approach of some of 

the programming, or decreasing any overtly sexual overtones within the series narratives. 

The effort to Mexican-ize these telenovelas, a decision prompted by the fear of losing the 

bulk of the audience, have resulted in a largely hybrid product.   

Joseph Straubhaar (2007) describes the hybrid nature of cultural production in the 

contexts of the television localizing process. Straubhaar refers to the process of hybridity 

as one in “which substantially new cultures are synthesized out of the elements of 

previous cultures” (Straubhaar et al., 2007b). Nestor García Canclini (1989) sees the 

production of hybrid cultures in his understanding of the social processes that emerged 

from the clashes between what was culturally considered modern as opposed to 

traditional. García Canclini points out that the interaction, blending and dialogic 

transformation of folklore, popular, massive and high cultures, and deterritorialized 

socio-cultural spaces produce largely hybrid cultures (García Canclini, 1989), while 

postcolonial theorists such as Homi Bhabha (1990) find in the collision of two different 

cultures the production of new hybrid culture and a third space of identity (Bhaba, 1990). 
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Joseph Straubhaar points out that television programming flows, and localizing 

production is part of this complex process of cultural encounters and hybrid cultural 

production. Particularly in the case of localizing a television program, the imported ideas 

or formats are brought to life as hybrid products through the local or national cultural 

idiosyncrasies of producers and executives within in the context of their inner 

institutional, technological and industrial constrains when such imports are reproduced 

(Straubhaar, 2007). Straubhaar uses Anthony Giddens’ notion of structuration to avoid 

any deterministic positing regarding the institutional and industrial constraints within 

which executives perform. In television’s genre productions, Straubhaar (2007) sees 

constraints upon the television industry as enablers of executives’ possible alternative 

production strategies. The scholar proposes to think about global processes of television 

production and programming as a “complexity articulated, fluid process of hybridity” 

where variety and heterogenous cultural production prevales over cultural 

homogenization (Straubhaar, 2007). 

Bielby and Harrington (2005) refer to the dynamic process through which 

telenovelas have gone.  Their wide popularity around the world, reaching audiences 

within very different cultural settings, in combination with their relatively low production 

costs have extensively increased their globalization. In particular, in Latin America the 

adaptation of the genre to particular national logics has produced a “cultural syncretism” 

that continually affects the genre, producing changes and creating new conventions 

(Bielby & Harrington, 2005). Hugh O’Donnell divided the narrative styles of telenovelas 

into two major paradigms, one which “engages primarily with emotions and melodrama” 

and one which engages with political and social issues (O’Donnell as quoted in Bielby 

and Harrington, 2005). Following a similar taxonomy, Omar Hernández (2001) divides 

the formats of telenovelas into blanda and dura. The telenovela blanda revolves  around 

love and the obstacles facing the leading couple as they seek happiness; the telenovela 

dura “goes beyond the individual psychological makeup of the characters” by integrating 

political and social events as an essential part of the plot that become relevant to local or 

national cultures (Hernández, 2001).  
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However, genres are not fixed constructions; they change, overlap, and evolve. I 

would argue that the resources of comedy, satire and farce have taken over structures that 

were once governed entirely by melodrama or drama. The comedy elements provide 

entertainment in melodramatic situations, while satire expands the narrative power with 

the depiction and critique of social realities without allowing the drama to take over the 

entirety of the plot. Clear examples of these new telenovelas are the Colombian Yo Soy 

Bety la Fea and Pedro el Escamoso, and the Argentinean Los Roldán and Campeones de 

la Vida.  Particularly central to the TV Azteca mode of production is the integration of 

comedy and satire to telenovela production, resulting in the ultimate hybrid narrative 

structure that it ended up adopting over the last four years.   

STRATEGIES OF PRODUCTION  
Salinas Pliego first declared that he was not interested in production, stating that 

in contrast, the company would be focusing on the distribution of telenovelas. That was 

the spirit that made TV Azteca broadcast Marielena, a telenovela with Televisa’s 

Mexican star Lucía Méndez, produced by Telemundo (TV Azteca, 2003).  This initial 

reluctance to engage in production very soon proved to be wrong, though it is consistent 

with strategies of newcomers in the television industry worldwide (Straubhaar, 2007). 

There is a pattern in Latin American television in which newcomers, due to their lack of 

production funding, start with programming substitution, primarily with American 

programs.32 With the profits thus gained, networks slowly start building the infrastructure 

for production. The next step for the networks is to gradually substitute the imported 

programming with in-house programming (Straubhaar et al., 2003). However, this 

process needs to be understood in the context of the very different factors that have 

shaped TV Azteca’s production strategies, capacities and style. 

When the Elektra Group took over TV Azteca, the company had 1700 employees. 

Francisco Borrego, a TV Azteca executive thought that the number of employees found 

in the former Imevisión was the result of populist, politically-oriented management (TV 

Azteca, 2003: 54). Borrego remembers that due to Azteca’s financial situation, the 
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company decided to lay off more than 800 employees, keeping just what they considered 

the “truly valuable” (TV Azteca, 2003: 54). The network then started a process of 

restructuring the different departments including the resources of its video library. From 

1993 to 1995 TV Azteca started defining its own production strategies. 

The Enduring Mark of Imevisión  

When Salinas Pliego took over the network after Imevisión became TV Azteca, 

he not only received the license but the installations, the personnel and the programming 

line-up. Some of the decisions made in the programming area by Imevisión actually 

worked very well for TV Azteca. The neo-liberal economic policies in the Mexican state 

pushed Imevisión to take a more market-oriented approach in its programming to attract 

sponsors and audiences (Esteinou, 1991). One of the strategies followed by the state-

owned network was in the programming lineup, as the company broadcast American 

sitcoms and imported series from the U.S. that already had proven success. The use of 

imported programs has been a historical strategy of new television networks to avoid 

high production costs and rely on the cheap and competitive characteristic of American 

programming (Chalaby, 2005; Straubhaar, 2007).  

The personnel that worked here [Imevisión] had a great experience and 
identification with what they were doing, they had great achievements in genres 
such as telenovelas, teleteatros, coverage of sports and cultural events, 
entertainment programming, and some periods of excellent newscasts, where a lot 
of actors, anchors, producers were formed who until today have an outstanding 
role in all the television stations (Luis Felipe Macías in TV Azteca, 2003: 54) 

 

I argue that there were three areas in which Imevisión left a profound mark on TV 

Azteca’s strategies of production: sports, entertainment and newscasts. The relatively 

low-cost of live programming allowed Imevisión to acquire fame and some degree of 

success against Televisa with a strong team of sports anchors and critics. José Ramón 

Fernández was the head of the sports team that hurt Televisa’s dominance several times 

before the network was privatized. The whole concept of a critical view from Imevisión’s 

                                                                                                                                                 
32 American programs are always the cheaper alternative to feed the programming lineup of television 
newcomers (Straubhaar, 2007).  
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Sports Production Division against Televisa’s monopolistic practices gave José Ramón 

credibility among his viewers that TV Azteca later exploited. Even though telenovelas 

are considered the bread and butter of television earning profits, sports are also a serious 

business matter. Television is a business of seasons and sports; particularly soccer at the 

national level, and the World Cup was and still is one of the most profitable sectors in the 

industry. The impact and success of this team of inherited sports analysts allowed the 

network to program sports beyond the weekends and to program Los Protagonistas, a 

round table program with sport analysts daily at mid afternoon, and DeporTV, a program 

broadcast on Sunday that gives a summary of sports event held during the week (Mejía 

Barquera, 1999:195).  DeporTV was launched in 1974 and has become a long-lasting 

program in Mexican television (TV Azteca, 2003).  

In entertainment, Víctor Trujillo and Andrés Bustamante were comedians with 

considerable success with their programs on Imevisión. Víctor Trujillo started the 

program Tienda y Trastienda in 1987 with Auséncio Cruz, and in 1988 he starred in his 

own program La Caravana in which he created the famous character Brozo el Payaso 

Tenebrozo. Brozo liked to tell stories with a sort of social criticism aimed at children with 

acerbic and provocative language, continually using double entendre in his tales which 

adults could appreciate. TV Azteca also produced a program with Víctor Trujillo that will 

resonate with audiences of El Diario de la Noche, following the same pattern of satire 

and political comedy (TV Azteca, 2003: 129). This approach to comedy that began 

during Imevisión’s times became a signature item for TV Azteca when it began offering 

programming .  

Andrés Bustamante achieved fame with his program El Guiriguiri . The witty 

characters and intelligent, farcical situations on it in were new inventions that attracted 

people of all ages. Due to their success, Trujillo and Bustamante partnered with José 

Ramón and the production sports team to face-off with Televisa.  As a result, Televisa 

felt threatened for the first time in ratings of major sports event such as the World Cup 

and the Olympics Games in the late 90s. This partnership between the sports and 

entertainment divisions was maintained for years in major sports events by TV Azteca 

with good results in ratings.  
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For newscasts, TV Azteca launched Hechos in 1994 with Javier Alatorre. It 

quickly gained momentum in the context of a troubled country. The surge of Hechos 

threatened the position of 24 Hours for the first time in decades; this was partly a result 

of the empathy expressed by the anchor. Since then, TV Azteca kept praising Alatorre as 

the anchor with the most credibility within Latin America (AzA Gazette, 2006 June). It is 

important to note that Javier Alatorre is also a professional who came from the Imevisión 

team. Alatorre was hired back in the eighties when Imevisión was doing battle with 

Jacobo Zabludowsky’s 24 Horas with the nightly newscast Siete Días (Flores, 2005 Julio 

3). Ironically, Joaquín López Dóriga led the Imevisión information team. López Dóriga 

had earned some prestige as a journalist with his work as a war correspondent.  Even 

though the newscast attracted audiences by offering a more critical approach on political 

international affairs33 than Televisa, López Dóriga was highly criticized for emulating 

commercial formulas in pursuit of newscast success (Olmos, 1998). It was during this 

period when Javier Alatorre entered the newscast team. López Dóriga soon resigned, but 

Javier Alatorre stayed with Imevisión. In 1994 Hechos was launched with Javier Alatorre 

as the leading anchor. Alatorre is the institutional face of the self-denominated TV 

Azteca’s Fuerza Informativa Azteca (FIA) to this day (TV Azteca, 2003).   

TV Azteca has also carved out a prestigious socially-oriented mission and goals. 

A program that initiated a community- and socially-oriented profile of the network is A 

Quién Corresponda. The program anchored by Jorge Garralda was launched by 

Imevisión in 1990, and asks the audience to denounce any abuses or corruption 

committed by authorities at different levels in the Mexican government. The aggressive 

format and credible image of Jorge Garralda have been branded with the slogan: No se 

Deje.  The program has been devoted to social and community projects that help 

disempowered communities in Mexico.  In 1997 Jorge Garralda’s commitment to broader 

social issues triggered the creation of the Azteca Foundation (TV Azteca, 2003: 164). 

                                                 
33 The Imevisión’s newscast Siete Díaz took a critical approach on the way the Reagan administration’s 
stance on Central America because the U.S. government backed repressive governments against guerilla 
movements in El Salvador and Guatemala, and sponsored the army of the contras in Nicaragua. The 
position of the newscast would not be possible if there was not the relationship of the position of the 
Mexican government to these affairs in the region in which it wanted to have a more leading role (Esteinou, 
1991).   
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Thus, the legacy of Imevisión was a nascent journalist practice that combined news with 

community-oriented actions. This style gives the network’s newscast a certain profile that 

executives have characterized as more human than the Televisa newscast. However, the 

advertised dedication of TV Azteca in denouncing government corruption in its 

newscasts suddenly got conflated with systematic attacks on Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, the 

newly elected head of the Mexico City government (Orozco, 2002: 234).34 The strategy 

of using journalists through newscasts to reach out to audiences through community-

oriented actions has become a TV Azteca hallmark. Azteca America has shown that these 

newscast strategies can appeal to Mexican and Latino audiences, particularly in relation 

to immigration issues.  

 A critical approach to sports coverage, the use of political satire and double 

entendre in humor, a watchdog media position in newscast, and a combination of social 

and community-oriented goals have been TV Azteca’s hallmarks as it defined itself 

against Televisa. As stated, however, these characteristics have been partially and 

sometimes totally inherited from Imevisión’s commitment to providing alternative 

programming as compared to the very same monopoly.  

The Televisa Factor  
In spite of following the same commercial model as the U.S., the Mexican 

television industry did not follow the same legal one. In 1970, the U.S. Federal 

Communications Commission (FCC) published the Fin-Syn rules with the purpose of 

containing the power of networks and fostering creativity and diversity through 

independent television producers. The rules prohibit the financial participation of the 

network in programming they aired beyond its first-run exhibition or the creation of in-

house syndication arms. Also, in 1977 they imposed a limit on the hours of prime time 

programming produced by the network (Alvey, 1997: 153). In Mexico, there was no such 

rule. There were no limits on hours in prime time schedules, so the networks were free to 

produce all the programming they wanted. Televisa thus increased its power through the 

                                                 
34 Arguably that episode of TV Azteca, and attack against the government by Ricardo Salinas Pliego after 
the assassination of Paco Stanley (Mandel-Campell, 1999, June 9), made the network lose audience in the 
city were the network was doing better.  
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strategy of producing almost 100% of the programming of its flagship network Channel 

2. This network has been Televisa’s vehicle to broadcast most of its successful in-house 

productions such as telenovelas, variety programs, sitcoms and newscasts. Channel 2, 

also known as the “Star Channel,” has been the preferred site to develop the stardom of 

its talent.  

By building robust in-house production, Televisa has been able to control the 

copyrights of its hits. Admittedly, Televisa has used Channels 4, 5 and 9 to broadcast 

imported programs mainly from the U.S, and to a lesser degree, Japan and England, 

dubbed into Spanish.  However, when it comes to original Spanish-language 

programming, particularly telenovelas, Televisa has had a stake in being the absolute 

owner of the rights of its programming. Early in the 60s, Televisa was already exporting 

programming to Central and South America through the creation of Teleprogramas de 

Acapulco (De Noriega & Leach, 1979); they also achieved this by creating the Spanish 

International Network (SIN) in the U.S. (Rodríguez, 1999). The network needed to own 

the programming that it would then broadcast to Latino audiences.  

Televisa has historically set a barrier to entry of any Spanish-language production 

from Latin America that would become threaten its programming, with the purposes of 

maintaining its undisputable control over the Mexican market. Televisa also set a barrier 

to entry of independent producers in the realm of production and distribution for 

broadcasting purposes within the Mexican market. Televisa also did not allow its talent 

and production teams to work for any other commercial television broadcasting network 

with the threat of being banned for the rest of their careers (Fernández & Paxman, 2001: 

541). Even if the actors, producers and creative personnel did not have a current job or 

television project on the network, and therefore, as a consequence, no income, they were 

banned from accepting jobs with other commercial networks. For many creative people 

the only way out was to get some low-profile temporary job in the cultural and 

educational channels or to get jobs in the production business not directly related to 

broadcast television. Thus Televisa controlled all the production scope of commercial 

broadcasting television in the biggest Spanish-language television market. 
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TV Azteca’s appearance opened a space for independents in commercial 

television at national levels.  Many saw the opening of the new privatized network as the 

needed window for producers, writers, technicians and talent. There were no other 

options in commercial national television. The history of this moment of openness was 

also characterized by the premature flight of talent, technicians and producers that tired of 

the lack of opportunities with Televisa who then took a chance on the new network. TV 

Azteca received personnel, creative people and talent from Televisa who still work in the 

network. There were also talent and production personnel that after trying in TV Azteca 

and failing left the country looking for a third option in the Hispanic television industry 

due to the lack of opportunity in Mexico. A few others were eventually forgiven by 

Televisa and returned.  

This new immigration pattern of talent has contributed to the success of TV 

Azteca and has left its mark on the new network. The most telling example is Paty 

Chapoy, who after a long career with Televisa with which she hosted the program El 

Mundo del Espectáculo, went to TV Azteca and launched Ventaneado in January of 

1996, a program of news and gossip about Mexican show business (TV Azteca, 2003). 

Ventaneando was the network’s very first solid ratings hit. Chapoy became the head of 

the entertainment area in TV Azteca and is the general producer of programs such as En 

el Medio del Espectáculo, Con un Nudo en la Garganta, Historias Engarzadas, La 

Historia Detrás del Mito, and so on. In the realm of immigration of top executives, a 

telling example is Marcel Vinay, TV Azteca’s Vice President of Sales. Vinay started in 

television 40 years ago, and in 1973, started working for Televisa. In 1974 he was 

incorporated into its international sales team. Vinay moved to TV Azteca in 1994 after 

some movements in the organizational chart of top executives (Fernández & Paxman, 

2001). With TV Azteca, he has been in charge of network 7 and was the head of 

telenovela production when TV Azteca started producing them, and today he leads the 

international strategies of sales and distribution of programming. In contrast there were 

other great producers and stars such as Lucía Méndez, Víctor Hugo O’Farril, Christian 

Bach, Humberto Zurita, Fernando Allende, Mariana Garza, Sasha Sokol, Gonzalo Vega, 

Rebeca Jones that have tried to work with TV Azteca, but eventually left the network 
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because of strong differences with its executives or disappointment with the level of 

success they were able to achieve. 

A Window for Independent Producers 
Arguably the first truly independent producer for TV Azteca was Víctor Hugo 

O’Farril. The experience with the independent production house O’Farril Productions 

probably was a crucial factor that pushed TV Azteca in the dual road of on the one hand, 

pursuing the infrastructure for a telenovela production center and retaining telenovelas’ 

copyrights, while on the other, opening the door to independent producers with new and 

refreshing ideas. Víctor Hugo O’Farril was a member of the O’Farril family, founders 

and co-owners of Telesistema and Televisa. Rómulo O’Farril, his grandparent, was the 

owner of the newspaper Novedades and obtained the license from President Miguel 

Alemán to establish the first television channel in Mexico.  Víctor Hugo O’Farril made 

his career in Televisa where he was the Director of Canal 4 and later became the head of 

Televisa San Angel, the production center for Televisa’s telenovelas (Fernández & 

Paxman, 2001). Irreconcilable differences with Emilio Azcárraga Milmo pushed him to 

leave Televisa in 1992 (Fernández & Paxman, 2001: 446).  O’Farril founded his 

production company and moved to TV Azteca where he is an independent producer. In 

1993 he produced El Peñón del Amaranto and in 1996 A Flor de Piel. Televisa’s formula 

that Hugo O’Farril brought seemed not to have attracted the expected audiences. 

Particularly telling is the fact that TV Azteca does not recognize both telenovelas as part 

of Azteca’s production effort.  A Flor de Piel was another Cinderella story featuring 

Mariana Garza, a Televisa singing star, as a poor videographer that falls in love with a 

millionaire. A Flor de Piel was the last production of the O’Farril Production Company 

(Cueva; 2005: 15). Arguably the experience with O’Farril made Salinas Pliego realize 

that it was a mistake to leave the administrative control of telenovelas in other hands, 

particularly in relation to production costs and program copyrights. His next strategy was 

to open the door to independent producers by giving them creative control over their 

productions but retaining their copyrights.   
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TV Azteca’s next step was characterized by incorporating Elisa Salinas, Salinas 

Pliego’s aunt, and Elisa’s husband Juan David Burns as leading figures within Azteca’s 

telenovela factory.  TV Azteca strengthened its in-house production by expanding its 

infrastructure while maintaining a close relationship with new independent producers 

Argos Communication and Zuba Productions. Even though the entry factor in the 

business for the Salinas-Burns couple was the experience of Juan David Burns in 

production, it was the entrepreneurial abilities of Elisa Salinas that defined the system of 

production TV Azteca developed in the second half of the 1990s (Canal 100, October 08, 

2002).  In an interview, Elisa Salinas said that in the first place, Salinas Pliego, knowing 

that Juan David Burns knew production, called the couple to participate in the network’s 

production process (Canal 100, October 2002). The first production Juan David Burns 

made was Entre Vivos y Muertos (1994). Burns teamed up with writer Alejandro Licona 

and produced single episode programs, relying on horror, comedy and farce such as Su 

Completa Satisfacción o la Devolución de su Alma (1994), Que no Quede Huella (1994), 

Fantasma Unido Jamás Será Vencido (1994), and Bodas Negras (1994). However, the 

opportunity for them to make a telenovela came later after talking to Andrés García, an 

actor famous for his films in the 1970s when he was considered an icon of male 

attractiveness. Elisa Salinas said that it was Andrés García who told her that telenovelas 

were the bread and butter of Mexican television. Elisa Salinas and Juan David Burns then 

decided to enter as producers of the first TV Azteca telenovela, in association with 

Andrés García, Con Toda el Alma, released in 1996. From this experience Elisa Salinas 

saw TV Azteca’s  need for a good administrative manager in telenovela production and a 

great possibility for business in television, so she fully entered the field of  the television 

industry (Canal 100.com.mx, 2002 October 08).   

What is relevant about this experience is the fact that the creative team of Con 

Toda el Alma led by Héctor Bonilla and the writing of Joaquín Guerrero Casasola and 

Luis Fernando Martínez, all of them former Televisa talent and writers, was looking for 

an alternative to the monopoly’s production formula. The experience of Víctor Hugo 

O’Farril’s telenovelas proved that bringing Televisa’s old formulas to TV Azteca was an 

ill-conceived strategy. Even though the telenovela was based on an original idea of Ligia 
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Lezama from the Argentinean production Pasiones, the creative team of Con Toda el 

Alma quickly moved from the original scripts to develop bolder ones (Personal 

communication Joaquín Guerrero, 2007). The search for a different TV Azteca style, one 

that contrasted with Televisa’s formulas, took shape for the fist time in the hyperrealism 

offered by this telenovela. Álvaro Cueva has made reference to this hyperrealism when 

he wrote 

The characters had staged tasks that were dreadful enough to keep you up at 
night. They pee, they got beaten, they drag themselves on the floor, they tied 
themselves, and further more they were castrated (Cueva: 2005: 45).  
 

Elisa Salinas remembers that when she presented the project to Ricardo Salinas Pliego he 

initially objected to it. Elisa Salinas and Burns, as Production Burns (Elisa Salinas and 

Juan David Burns) and Tiger Shark Productions (Andrés García), worked as independent 

producers that took financial responsibility for the project. They recouped their 

investment and earned some money from it. Even though the crude realism of the 

telenovela’s look was not decided upon directly by them, they realized that it would work 

and be profitable. After this experience Elisa Salinas was appointed Vice President of TV 

Azteca’s telenovela production and Juan David Burns was appointed as Production and 

Talent Director in TV Azteca (Morales, 2001 Julio 8).  

The first step in making TV Azteca an important telenovela producer was to build 

a modern production infrastructure. In May of 1996, Azteca Digital was opened in a 

location that was known before as Studios América (TV Azteca, 2003: 130). Azteca 

Digital was set to concentrate TV Azteca’s production on telenovelas and series in 

general.35 The strategy was to locate the live production, variety shows, sports and news 

in the central TV Azteca installations located at the Ajuzco area, while telenovelas would 

be produced at the new installations of Azteca Digital in Tlalpan. When Azteca Digital 

was open it had the infrastructure to produce four telenovelas simultaneously among 

studios, dressing rooms, postproduction areas, and large patios. This new production 

center was equipped with digital technology after an investment of 10 million dollars (TV 

                                                 
35 The move reminds me of the move made by Televisa in 1993 when it transformed the installations of Televisión 
Independiente de Mexico into Televisa San Angel, the center of its Telenovela production leaving Televisa Centro as 
the center of news, live programming and sports (Mejía Barquera, 1998) 



 119 

Azteca, 2003: 130). This single event showed the new commitment of TV Azteca to 

producing its own telenovelas. The first product coming out of this new installation was 

the successful telenovela co-produced with independent producers Argos: Nada 

Personal.  

Elisa Salinas was aware of the need for production and creative people coming 

from outside to overcome the initial lack of human resources in TV Azteca.  Her strategy 

was to reinforce the relationship with new and independent producers, looking for a 

balance between creative and economic resources. She implemented the hiring of 

production units in Azteca Digital as if they were “outsourcing providers” but with a 

vigilant eye on budgets and cost control.  In the production partnerships, risks were 

shared between the independent producers and TV Azteca; the network kept control of 

international copyrights (Fernández, J., 2000).  

During the period of 1996 to 2002, there were some recognizable teams of either 

independent production houses, or what I would call major and minor producers, that 

defined the overall production style of the network. Argos Communication, Zuba 

Productions, and Burns Productions were the independent producers with the most 

influence on TV Azteca’s style. But major directors such as Antulio Jiménez Pons, and 

other minor producers and directors such as Luis Vélez,36 Rossana Arau,37 Rafael 

Gutiérrez,38 Eloy Ganuza,39 Igor Manrique,40 María Eva Hernández,41 Fides Velasco,42 

                                                 
36 Luis Vélez came from Televisa after producing La Jaula de Oro (1997), Valentina (1993), Cadenas de 
Amargura (1991), Valeria and Maximiliano (1991) and he has produced for TV Azteca Amor es Querer 
con Alevosía, El Tío Alberto (2000) and Háblame de Amor (1999) and Tres Veces Sofía (1998). He left to 
work in independent productions for Mexico, Chile and the U.S. 
37 Rossana Arau came from Televisa and produced for TV Azteca Amores es Querer con Alevosía (2001), 
El Tío Alberto (2000), Háblame de Amor (1999) and Tres veces Sofía (1998). 
38 Rafael Gutiérrez has produced for TV Azteca El Pelón de la Noche (2004), Un Nuevo Amor (2003), Por 
Tí (2002), La Duda (2002), Cuando Seas Mía (2001), Golpe Bajo (2000), Cuenta y Gana (1999), La Casa 
del Naranjo (1998) and La Chacala (1998)  
39 Eloy Ganuza came from Televisa and produced Primer Amor a Mil por Hora (2001), Amor Gitano 
(1999) and has produced in TV Azteca Soñarás (2004), Enamórate (2003), El País de las Mujeres (2002) 
and Lo que es el Amor (2001). 
40 Igor Manrique worked for Venevision and Univision and has produced for TV Azteca Mi Amor Secreto 
(2006), Amor sin Condiciones, Belinda (2004), and La Hija del Jardinero (2003). 
41 María Eva Hernandez has produced Tan Infinito como el Desierto (2004), La Vida es una Canción 
(2004) and Como en el Cine (2001) 
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Emilia Lamothe,43 among others, have also left a trace on TV Azteca’s emerging 

presence as telenovela makers. It is also important to mention the further contribution of 

the project Lo que Callamos las Mujeres, initiated by Elisa Salinas and continued by 

Genoveva Martínez.  

With Elisa Salinas’ project Lo que Callamos las Mujeres (2001- ), Genoveva 

Martínez looked for a more down to earth aesthetic, with realism in the representations of 

the characters and uncontrived situations. This formula was followed by La Vida es una 

Canción (2004 - ) and Tan Infinito como el Desierto (2004). The success of Lo que 

Callamos las Mujeres allowed Genoveva Martínez to jump from the dramatic series to 

the production of telenovelas in 2007 with Se Busca un Hombre. As is the case of Lo que 

Callamos, the presence of Elisa Salinas was felt in the more than 40 telenovelas produced 

from 1996 to 2003.44 Eventually Juan David Burns45 left the network in 2001, and Elisa 

Salinas was appointed General Director of Azteca America in 2002.  

Arguably, Argos Communication was the independent producer that left a more 

profound mark on TV Azteca’s telenovela style. Epigmenio Ibarra led a team of 

producers and directors that set a visual grammar identified by its realism in middle to 

upper-class urban settings with innovative camera movements and frame compositions 

with an intimate quality. Of the production company of Humberto Zurita and Christian 

                                                                                                                                                 
42 Fides Velasco came from Televisa where she produced Confidente de Secundaria and Agujetas de Color de Rosa, 
for TV Azteca she has produced Las Juanas (2004), Un Nuevo amor (2003), La Duda (2002), Por tí (2002) and 
Cuando seas Mía (2001) 
43 Emilia Lamothe has produced for TV Azteca Amor en Custodia (2005), Las Juanas (2004), Soñarás (2004), Un 
Nuevo Amor (2003) and La Duda (2002), Por tí (2002) and Cuando seas Mía (2001). 
44 Elisa Salinas in different roles participated in the production of the following telenovelas and series: La Otra Mitad 
del Sol (2005), Mirada de Mujer: El Regreso (2003), Un Nuevo Amor (2003), Por tí (2002), Agua y Aceite (2002), 
Súbete a mi Moto (2002), La Duda (2002), Agua y Aceite (2002), El País de las Mujeres (2002), Amores Querer con 
Alevosía (2001), Lo que Callamos las Mujeres (2001), Lo que es el Amor (2001), Golpe Bajo (2000), La Calle de las 
Novias (2000), El Amor no es como lo Pintan (2000), El Tío Alberto (2000), Ellas, Inocentes o Culpables (2000), El 
Candidato (1999), Romántica Obsesión (1999),  Catalina y Sebastián (1999), Cuenta y Gana (1999), Besos Prohibidos 
(1999), Marea Brava (1999), Tres Veces Sofía (1998), Azul Tequila (1998), Yacaranday (1998), Señora (1998), La 
Chacala (1998), Perla (1998),  La Casa del Naranjo (1998),  Mirada de Mujer (1997), Rivales por Accidente (1997), 
Tric Trac (1997), Al Norte del Corazón (1997), Te Dejaré de Amar (1996), and Con toda el Alma (1996), 
45 Juan David Burns produced El País de las Mujeres (2002), Como en el Cine (2001), Lo que Callamos las Mujeres 
(2001), Ellas, Inocentes o Culpables (2000), La Calle de las Novias, (2000), El Amor no es como lo Pintan  (2000), 
Catalina y Sebastián (1999), Marea Brava (1999), Besos Prohibidos (1999), Romántica Obsesión (1999), Tres Veces 
Sofía (1998), Perla (1998), Yacaranday (1998), Señora (1998), La Chacala (1998), Rivales por Accidente (1997), Al 
Norte del Corazón (1997), Con Toda el Alma (1996), Te Dejaré de Amar (1996), Su Completa Satisfacción o la 
Devolución de su Alma (1994), Que no Quede Huella (1994), Fantasma Unido Jamas Sera Vencido (1994), Bodas 
Negras (1994) and Entre Vivos y Muertos (1994)    
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Bach, Zuba production has shown a more eclectic style.  Other contributions were made 

by Antulio Jiménez Pons, an old Televisa producer that brought to TV Azteca a modestly 

successful telenovela formula. Jiménez Pons, in a more conservative approach, combined 

some of the most traditional Televisa formulas with a touch of ironic detachment 

compared to the usual telenovela. 

Argos in TV Azteca 
 Argos was born 1992 as Argos Servicios Informativos (Argos Informative 

Services) with Epigmenio Ibarra,46 Hernán Vera, and Carlos Payán.47 The three of them 

shared a critical perspective on Mexican social issues.  Argos reached an agreement with 

La Jornada and was devoted to producing some news and documentaries with a profound 

socially-oriented agenda. With a journalist from La Jornada, in 1993, Epigmenio 

produced a video documentary about the war in Yugoslavia; he made some cultural 

videos for Canal 22 and special programs for Canal 13.  When in 1994 the Zapatista 

Rebellion arose in Chiapas, Epigmenio sent a letter to the Subcommander Marcos, the 

leader of the Zapatista Rebels, in which he asked for an interview. Epigmenio said to 

Marcos that “nobody has the right to shock society without first giving an interview,” and 

Marcos accepted (Aguilera, 1998, June). Epigmenio looked for a network to broadcast 

the interview and Multivisión accepted. Then Epigmenio, with Argos, started another 

project named Viaje al Centro de la Selva.  No network agreed to broadcast this new 

project. Argos leased the America Film Theater in Mexico City to exhibit the video to 

2500 spectators and had a live conversation by cellular phone with Marcos before and 

after the projection started. The program sold 45, 000 copies all over the country 

(Fernández, 2000, December 1).   

                                                 
46 Epigmenio Ibarra learned production in an advertising agency.  In 1979 Ibarra, then twenty years old, started 
working at Canal 13. Epigmenio worked as a TV war reporter between 1981 and 1992. He covered the war and 
repression in countries such as El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Guatemala. Also, he covered the war in the former 
Yugoslavia.  Epigmenio also founded Cine Labor (Film Labor), interested in documentaries about indigenous and 
marginal groups. Later Epigmenio was the coordinator of Telesecundaria SEP (a distant education program for high 
school produced by the Ministry of Education) (Aguilera, 1998, June) 
47 Carlos Payán is a journalist who was part of the group of intellectuals and critical journalists that left the newspaper 
Excelsior when Julio Sheerer García was pushed to leave his leading position in the cooperative during the government 
intervention in the medium in 1976. This group established in 1997 Uno mas Uno lead by Manuel Becerra Acosta. In  
1983, conflicts in side the medium pushed another split, and intellectually and critically-oriented journalists left the 
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 Those moves characterized Argos as an intrepid audiovisual producer, but it was 

its relation with Telmex that opened the doors to TV Azteca (Fernández, 2000).  Argos 

stared working with TV Azteca with a program that addressed problems of security and 

justice named Expediente 13. Salinas Pliego visited the stage on which the Argos team 

was produciong the program, and he liked the stage and asked the team to work on a 

police serial. Epigmenio Ibarra and Carlos Payán presented the idea of Nada Personal. 

Salinas Pliego liked the idea and asked Argos to make 100 episodes, and Epigmenio 

accepted.  Argos did not have experience in telenovelas, but the series’ style would be 

deeply impacted by the dynamics and narrative structure described as telenovela dura 

(Hernández, 2001). The dynamic of war stories and the number of Brazilian and 

Venezuelan telenovelas that Epigmenio saw during the Nicaraguan and Salvadorian war 

encouraged the team to take the chance.  In 1996 TV Azteca’s newscast Hechos was 

gaining popularity due to its denunciatory style and the stridency of its journalism. 

Probably because of the proven appeal sensationalism, police and crime plots Salinas 

Pliego asked Argos to produce Nada Personal. He was right.  

 Nada Personal was a success since its first episode.  Nada Personal used realism 

and a police serial format, but it also attempted to portray society at large. Even though 

this telenovela also addressed crime and denounced corruption in the police and the 

government, the treatment was quite different than the other sensationalist programs.  

Argos used references to reality to add verisimilitude, but the aesthetic values in Nada 

Personal surpassed the traditional Televisa show’s values. The environment created with 

the camera movements, the lighting, the style of acting and the screenplay attracted the 

Mexican educated public and the middle classes. The telenovela intended to be a mirror 

of reality and also to be an instrument of social reflection.  

 TV Azteca signed a programming agreement of co-production of particular 

telenovelas with Telemundo.  The agreement between the networks committed them to 

the production of eight telenovelas per year (Toussaint, 1998: 136). The next project, the 

telenovela Mirada de Mujer, surpassed all expectations, and became the biggest success 

                                                                                                                                                 
medium and established La Jornada, and Carlos Payán was appointed Director. La Jornada leftist-oriented, very 
critical of the government in contrast with the pervasive official information (Aguilera, 1998, June). 
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in TV Azteca’s telenovela history.  Mirada de Mujer was considered the first feminist 

telenovela (Hernández, 2001: 112).  What was astonishing about the success of Mirada 

de Mujer was its demographic appeal, which included the upper middle and upper 

classes, young people, and men (Terán: 2000, 48). Mirada broke many taboos by 

addressing controversial issues such as AIDS, breast cancer, interracial relations, class 

tensions, domestic violence, sexual agency, infidelity, divorce, rape, suicide, government 

and military corruption, bribery and prostitution among others. Epigmenio recalls that 

there was no censorship, going on to say that they came to a point where they were able 

to say many things, and “when we went too far, we were punished by the ratings, and the 

audience made us pay” (Nexos Virtual, February 19, 2000). During its broadcast the 

program provoked some protests from conservative sectors of Mexican society.  It is 

important to remember Televisa’s successful products were grounded in social and sexual 

conservativeness.48 Telenovelas were shaped by Televisa’s self-censorship, under major 

constraints of having to satisfy both the need for economic success -- ratings -- as well as 

staying in accordance with Azcárraga’s assumed Mexican audience’s tastes, morals and 

values, yet without upsetting the political order.  

Argos and TV Azteca continued producing telenovelas: Demasiado Corazón 

(1998), El Amor de mi Vida 1998, Tentaciones (1998), La Vida en el Espejo (1999), and 

Todo por Amor (2000). Not one of these telenovelas gained the level of success and 

audience reaction delivered by Nada Personal and Mirada de Mujer. The press reports 

talked about the rating decrease in Argos/Azteca’s productions (More, 1999 January 01). 

No other production raised the amount of attention that the first ones achieved. However, 

La Vida en el Espejo captured the attention of audiences with its depiction of an upper 

class family in which the son declares to his parents that he is gay. It was the first time 

that homosexuality was explicitly depicted in a Mexican telenovela (Sutter, 1999, 

November 8).  Argos also produced Tentaciones, in which a priest falls in love with a 

woman. The telenovela triggered protests, again, from conservative Catholics angered by 

                                                 
48 Andrew Paxman characterized Televisa’s telenovelas narrative as grounded in sexual conservativeness, social 
Darwinism, and racial elitism. And states that was Azcárraga who imposed a self censorship in for economic and 
political reasons . This was motivated also by the Law of Radio-Television promulgated in 1960, which prohibited the 
display of issues that are against the moral values (Paxman, 2001: 94).   
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the depiction of the priest’s desires. However, it was not those protests that pushed TV 

Azteca to cut back the production of this telenovela.  Rather, it was poor ratings and lack 

of sponsorship.  The end was inevitable when Pond's, owned by the Unilever group, 

canceled its advertising contract with TV Azteca (Doman, 1998 July 14).49 

The telenovelas La Vida en el Espejo and Tentaciones were examples of the kind 

of relationship that both organizations were pursuing. It was the independent producer, 

Argos, who was taking risks to challenge traditional values. The idea was to produce a 

genre to depict social reality powerfully (Fernández, 2000 December 1) as Brazil had 

been doing with its soap operas. This was the way that Argos could exercise an artistic 

goal and make a product differentiation against Televisa’s model. For TV Azteca the 

main goal of this kind of production was restricted to its economic one in its first battle 

for survival and later consolidation.  

The relation between the network and the independent producer ended in 2000 in 

part over a dispute over international sales rights (Sutter, 2000 October 16). Argos started 

working directly with Telemundo,  taking a first global step. This time Argos’s 

telenovelas were broadcast in the U.S., fighting for ratings against Televisa telenovelas 

broadcast by Univision, and against its former partner TV Azteca, with its telenovelas 

broadcast by Azteca America. Argos produced for Telemundo Marina (2006), Corazón 

Partido (2005), Los Plateados (2005), Decisiones (2005), Ladrón de Corazones (2003), 

El Alma Herida (2003), La Virgen de Guadalupe (2002), Cara o Cruz (2002), and 

Daniela (2002). However, the Argos telenovelas did not produce the ratings expected.  

The upper middle class settings, the long introspective dialogues and the elaborate 

aesthetics did not resonate with audiences as they did in Mexico. Argos achieved success 

when it turned to themes more in relation to immigration and the social realities of 

Hispanics as was the case with El Alma Herida. Argos finished its relationship with 

Telemundo in 2006, signing a new contract with TV Azteca. Today TV Azteca is 

broadcasting Mientras Haya Vida (2007), the telenovela that marks the return of Argos to 

                                                 
49 The network will cut the run of the soap Tentaciones (Temptations) four months and 80 episodes ahead of schedule, 
citing poor ratings and the cancellation of a major advertising contract. Azteca, which had progressively eroded 
Televisa's dominance of Mexican broadcast TV over the past two years, has seen its ratings slide over the past few 
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TV Azteca.     

Zuba Productions 
 Christian Bach and Humberto Zurita are well known as a married couple that 

reached stardom through Televisa’s telenovelas. Christian Bach started with a small role 

in blockbuster telenovelas like Los Ricos También Lloran (1979), and her career 

continued in roles in Verónica, Soledad, La Colorina and El Amor Nunca Muere. In 1983 

she became a star with her role in Bodas de Odio, and after co-staring with Humberto 

Zurita in De Pura Sangre (1986), they got married. Humberto Zurita was also a well-

known male star with participation in films, television and theater since the late 70s. 

Zurita participated in telenovelas such as El Derecho de Nacer (1981), El Maleficio 

(1983), De Pura Sangre (1986), Encadenados (1988), and the epic-historic telenovela El 

Vuelo del Águila (1994). Zurita entered into production with Televisa’s successful 

telenovela Cañaveral de Pasiones (1996).  

In 1997, Zurita and Bach decided to start their own production company, and they 

accepted an offer from TV Azteca to produce telenovelas for them.  Zuba produced six 

telenovelas in TV Azteca: La Chacala (1998), Azul Tequila (1998), El Candidato (1999), 

La Calle de las Novias (2000), Sin Permiso de tus Padres (2002) and Agua y Aceite 

(2002). Perhaps with the exception of El Candidato, which became one of the most 

watched of TV Azteca’s telenovelas in 2000, Zuba’s productions for TV Azteca did not 

reach high rating numbers. However, what Zuba brought to TV Azteca was a different 

approach to telenovela production. Arguably there were three elements that Zuba brought 

to TV Azteca with its production style. First, Zuba looked to achieve higher cinematic 

aesthetics in its production through the use of special effects in the case of La Chacala; 

through the epic representation the rural life in Azul Tequila; and the detailed 

representation of manners and customs from the historic area of Mexico City. Second, 

they introduced contemporary issues in the telenovela El Candidato that revolved around 

campaign battles during election times. The telenovela was produced and broadcast 

within the period of political campaigns in 1999 and the national election for president in 

                                                                                                                                                 
months. Average audience share has dropped from near 27% at the end of 1997 to around 23% (Doman, M.; July 14, 
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2000. Third, Zuba also started following a realistic approach by addressing polemical 

issues. However, the approach of addressing sensitive issues on TV Azteca reached a 

breaking point with the cancellation of Agua y Aceite (2002). In spite of the fact that 

Zuba was criticized for coming short in the achievement of special effects in La Chacala 

or the poor ratings numbers showed by most of its telenovelas, the independent producer 

won prestige for its production values and aesthetics at international levels. For example, 

Zuba’s Azul Tequila was bought by the BBC in London and became the only Latin 

American telenovela that has been broadcasted on the British network (Morales, 1999 

December 17). Christian Bach and Humberto Zurita were also hired by the BBC to 

produce some programs about telenovela production (Morales, 2000 March 11).  

Times changed for TV Azteca, and the boldest realistic approaches that 

characterized the network were gone by 2002.  The best example of that move was the 

sudden cancellation of the polemical Agua y Aceite. TV Azteca arguably canceled Agua y 

Aceite because the story was about lesbianism and child sexual abuse. The assumption 

behind this decision was that Mexican society was not prepared for such themes.  As a 

consequence, the telenovela’s approach to these polemical issues was rejected. Elisa 

Salinas asked Zurita and Bach to make changes to the script, but they objected (Guzmán, 

2002 February 21). The disagreement triggered the end of Zuba and TV Azteca’s joint-

venture. Humberto Zurita started working for Argos in the telenovelas Ladrón de 

Corazones (2003), Volver al Paraíso (2004), Los Plateados (2005) and Marina (2006) 

broadcast by Telemundo. 

The Traditional Formulas: Antulio Jiménez Pons  
 Antulio Jiménez Pons arrived at TV Azteca the same year that Argos’s telenovela 

Tentaciones (1998) became the first blow to the network when the sponsors withdrew. 

That was the fist sign of change in TV Azteca’s position on sensitive issues.  The newly 

arrived Antulio Jiménez Pons represented some of the more traditional telenovela 

producers from Televisa. Jiménez Pons had worked for Televisa in telenovelas since the 

early 60s. With TV Azteca his first telenovela was Perla (1998) staring Silvia Navarro, a 

                                                                                                                                                 
1998). 
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new face from the acting school of TV Azteca. In contrast with the economic and 

technological investments in La Chacala by Zuba or the refined aesthetics, experimental 

talent and polemical issues produced by Argos, Perla was a simple story, with a very low 

production cost and talent that were unknown to the Mexican audiences. The story was 

simple, and the formulaic and sometimes cartoonish situations were perhaps 

unintentually hilarious. Silvia Navarro became the first TV Azteca star because of her 

impact on ratings and sponsors.  In 1999 José Antulio Jiménez Pons directed Catalina y 

Sebastián again starring Silvia Navarro but with Sergio Bazañes. Catalina y Sebastián 

was TV Azteca’s second success with this traditional formula. Also this leading couple 

became the first one to reach moderate stardom on TV Azteca. Certainly Perla and 

Catalina y Sebastián had an effect on the network. Antulio Jiménez Pons’ style was felt 

with many other successful telenovelas, marking the comeback of traditional formulas to 

TV Azteca. Other productions were Ellas Inocentes o Culpables (2000), El Amor no es 

como lo Pintan (2000), Como en el Cine (2001) and Súbete a mi Moto (2002). After some 

disagreements about production cost control and the way the budgets were used, Jiménez 

Pons left TV Azteca (Executive, interview, 2007).  

 By 2002, Argos and Zuba had left the company, but their style was already 

ingrained in TV Azteca. The impact of Antulio Jiménez Pons and the need for certainties 

in ratings prompted TV Azteca to take a new, safer approach. Elisa Salinas left TV 

Azteca to become Azteca America’s director in 2003. Martín Luna took over as Content 

Director of the new approach to telenovelas. As a result, a somewhat new hybrid 

appeared on TV Azteca. This new approach looks to avoid the total copying of Televisa’s 

telenovela manufacturing, but also avoids Argos’ sensitive and polemic issues, or Zuba’s 

grandiose epic telenovelas or special effects. The new ideas, scripts and formats would 

flow with more power than ever from emerging South American television networks.  

Brazilian telenovelas had been considered the jewel of telenovela production by 

critics. However, Televisa’s systematic blockage of the Brazilian products had made 

them an alien product for Mexican audiences either in Mexico or for recent Mexican 

immigrants in the U.S. An important outlet for Brazilian telenovelas was Imevisión that 

broadcast Tieta in the early nineties during its privatization. There is the assumption 
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among television executives at Televisa and TV Azteca that despite the Brazilian 

telenovelas’ quality, their treatment of eroticism, sex as well as polemical issues made 

them inappropriate for Mexican audiences. However, this assumption has never been 

proven to be correct because the historical and systematical downplaying by Televisa of 

Brazilian production has not allowed Mexicans actually to watch them and express their 

own opinions. In contrast, Colombian, Venezuelan and Argentinean productions started 

slowly colonizing the Mexican screen during nonprime time hours. Today the presence of 

South American formats, writers, talent and personnel are seem not only in telenovelas 

but in television’s new bread and butter: reality shows. 

The South Americanization of Mexican Telenovelas 
An interesting trend is the slow but steady dependence of TV Azteca on scripts 

and ideas coming from networks and independent producers from South America. Some 

of the most salient telenovelas after 2003 were adaptations of popular telenovelas 

broadcast in Venezuela, Colombia or Argentina. The trend of importing ideas from South 

America would reach a higher level after 2003, when Argentina became the most 

important source not only for scripts but also for different formats for new programs, 

producers, writers and finally talent. Particularly telling is the fact that this process of 

importing such articles from Argentina increased after Elisa Salinas left Azteca Studios 

(formerly Azteca Digital) in her move to the U.S. Martín Luna, Director of Azteca 

Studios, became the strong man of the telenovela factory. Martín Luna has actively 

participated in the intensification of the dependence on South American formats. The 

modest success of Los Sánchez (2004) and Amor en Custodia (2005) seemed to make the 

executives think that they were on the right track. However, this process is not an isolated 

one. The importation of ideas, script, formats and telenovelas from South America by TV 

Azteca, Televisa, Univision and Telemundo is a phenomenon that started in the 1990s 

and has been slowly increasing since then. The democratization process in Latin America 

occurred in the eighties, and the opening of the media to private hands in the 1990s 

triggered newcomers such as national networks (Orozco, 2002), regional networks, local 

TV stations and an explosion of new independent producers (De la Fuente, 2005, January 
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23). The longstanding Televisa monopoly and the later installation of a duopolistic 

system, along with the dismissal of the few first Mexican independents such as O’Farril, 

Argos and Zuba,  has further pushed Mexican television to rely on the fresh ideas of 

independent production houses from South America. Even though the Hispanic market in 

the U.S. enjoys a more competitive scenario than Mexico, with many independent 

producers in Los Angeles, Miami and New York, the cost factor still privileges the 

productions and formats provided by Latin America.  

THE NEW LATIN AMERICAN PRODUCTION SYSTEM  
The new division of labor in Latin American television shows a new and 

particular pattern. For decades, Televisa, TV Globo and Venevision had dominated the 

business of programming and telenovela distribution in Latin American countries 

(Straubhaar, 2007:172). That position was possible because of the privileged positions 

achieved by giant Mexican, Brazilian and Venezuelan television media. Both Televisa 

and Globo grew as virtual monopolies in complicity with their respective governments 

(Sinclair, 1999). While Venevision enjoyed with Radio Caracas a virtual duopoly, it grew 

through a premature international programming strategy (Sinclair, 1999). TV Globo 

started airing in 1965, taking advantage of an early deal signed with the Time-Life 

Corporation. Even though this deal was contested later, the money, programming advice 

and know how invested in the network allowed it to gain momentum quickly against its 

competitors (Straubhaar, 1984). The Brazilian military government saw TV Globo as 

crucial in developing a “modern” nation. The role played by TV Globo was conceived as 

part of Brazilian national security. TV Globo colluded with the government to the 

network’s advantage. As Televisa did in Mexico for the PRI-Government, TV Globo 

legitimized the “authoritarian bureaucracy” (Sinclair, 1999: 68) through a systematic 

process of misinforming the public, practicing self-censorship and visually representing 

the conceived “Brazilian economic miracle.”  This miracle was supposedly the outcome 

of the economic model of “capitalism managed by the State” followed by the succession 

of five different military governments (1964-1985) (Capparelli & dos Santos, 2002).  
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Since 1975, TV Globo started exporting programming to Portuguese-speaking 

countries, and soon after to South American countries in which the Mexican and 

Venezuelan telenovelas were already opening regional markets (Straubhaar, 1984).  

Exporting programming has been the most longstanding success of TV Globo. By 2001, 

TV Globo exported programming to more than 130 countries having an annual average 

of 60 programs (Capparelli & dos Santos, 2002). Venezuelan television grew in the 

context of a virtual duopoly exercised by Venevision, the leading media conglomerate 

owned by the Cisneros Family, and Radio Caracas Television from the 1 BC Group. The 

process of competition between these groups also entails their expansion into other areas 

of media, communication and cultural products at national and international levels 

(Bisbal, 2002: 254). Venezuela became a hub for production by targeting Caribbean 

countries. This international experience allowed both networks to reach out to regional 

audiences through telenovelas. Radio Caracas Television through the distribution 

company Coral and Network Gems broadcasts from Miami, and reaches the Hispanic 

market, while Grupo Cisneros has interests in AOL, Direct TV, Venevision, and 

Univision (Bisbal, 2002: 260).  

 The fall of military regimes in South America, with the subsequent combined 

privatization and liberalization, produced the surge of new television channels and 

competition across Latin America. Also the emergence of new communication 

technologies and cheaper video production resources triggered the appearance of 

independent producers which diversified the television landscape. Unable to fight against 

giant media conglomerates such as TV Globo, Televisa and Venevision, the new 

competitors, either private channels or independent producers, fought back by using new 

programming strategies, innovative ideas, with bolder themes and ingenious new formats, 

portraying gender roles in a flexible way with melodrama and intelligent scripts. 

Independent producers and networks such as Mexican TV Azteca and Argos 

Comunicación; Argentinean Televisión Federal (Telefe), Canal 13 Artear and Pol-ka 

Producciones; Colombian Radio Cadena Nacional (RCN), Caracol TV and Radio 

Televisión Interamericana (RTI); and Venezuelan Radio Caracas Television (RCTV) 

started challenging the longstanding dominance of Televisa, TV Globo and Venevision. 
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The new trends are shaking the status quo particularly in Mexican television. The rise of 

new independent producers in the region signals a new order in the Latin American 

television production structure.  

Global trends and executives looking for certain programming success have 

created a new division of labor in the Spanish-language television market. This new 

division of labor can be characterized in general terms with Colombia, Argentina, 

Venezuela and Peru as the providers of ideas; Mexico and Venezuela as the owners of the 

production infrastructure; and U.S. Hispanic networks and corporate America as the 

source of funding for production.  South American countries have taken the creative lead 

in telenovela production, through innovative formulas and narratives, flexibly using the 

rules of melodrama, combining comedy, farce, drama and horror. The success of their 

productions in their markets is being followed by networks in North America. Televisa 

and TV Azteca are following the path of all these new South American productions and 

are ready to buy the rights for adaptations (localization) for Mexican and U.S. Latina/o 

audiences.  

Arguably, the very first TV Azteca telenovela Con toda el Alma (1996) was a 

remake of the Argentinean telenovela Pasiones (1988). Similarly, the Argos production 

Mirada de Mujer (1997) was a remake of the Colombian telenovela Señora Isabel 

(1995). In the case of Mirada de Mujer, the team originally hired writer Bernardo 

Romero Pereiro to write the adaptation for the Mexican screen. Argos also produced 

Señora, based on the Venezuelan telenovela La Señora (1988), which in turn was based 

on the screen play by José Ignacio Cabrujas. Arguably, the Argos production El Amor de 

mi Vida (1998) was also a remake of the Venezuelan telenovela La Señora de Cardenas 

(1997), also written by Ignacio Cabrujas. Perla was a remake of the Argentinean Perla 

Negra (1994). Argos’s failed project Tentaciones (1998) was based on a Colombian story 

called Sangre de Lobos (1992). El País de las Mujeres (2002) was a remake of the 

Venezuelan El País de las Mujeres (1988) written by Leonardo Patrón. However, since 

2003 the process of importing and producing South American telenovelas has reached a 

new peak for TV Azteca (Cueva, 2003; Alma Latina; Internet Movie Data Base).  



 132 

As these examples demonstrate, importing ideas, formats and adapting 

screenplays was not new. However, in the last four years, the Mexican television industry 

has shown a deeper pattern of relying on already proven formulas. Both Televisa and TV 

Azteca have relied on productions from South America for their prime time schedules. 

Today Colombian and Argentinean networks in deep interaction with independent 

producers have taken the lead in exporting telenovelas, formats and scripts. The global 

success of Soy Bety la Fea and Café con Aroma de Mujer from Colombian Radio Cadena 

Nacional is being followed by Pedro el Escamoso produced by Colombian Caracol TV 

and Montecristo and Floricienta by Argentinean Telefe.  

The phenomenon has reached its peak in the cases of the Colombian telenovelas 

Soy Bety la Fea and Café con Aroma de Mujer. Televisa scheduled 2007 as its big season 

release of Destilando Amor, a remake of the Colombian telenovela Café con Aroma de 

Mujer. The most salient element of this decision is the fact that the story will be told on 

Mexican television for the fourth time in thirteen years. The original telenovela Café con 

Aroma de Mujer was broadcast in 1994 by TV Azteca, and Guy Ecker and Margarita 

Rosa de Francisco rose to fame because of it. After that success TV Azteca made an 

adaptation named Cuando Seas Mía staring Silvia Navarro and Sergio Bazañes which 

became the most successful Azteca telenovela that year. TV Azteca has also launched 

this story again in 2007. Televisa has made its own version, but in this case the heroine 

works in a plantation that produces tequila instead of coffee. However, this is not an 

isolated event. Televisa has just reprogrammed La Fea más Bella based on Yo Soy Bety la 

Fea.  This is also the fifth or sixth time that the story of Bety will be broadcast in Mexico. 

Televisa broadcast in 2000 the original Colombian telenovela Yo Soy Bety la Fea, but 

ironically the company tried to downplay the telenovela by scheduling it early in the 

afternoon and on a channel that did not represent competition with the Stars Channel on 

which Televisa broadcast its telenovelas. In spite of those issues, Soy Bety la Fea was a 

success in Mexico. Aware of its success, TV Azteca produced a version suspiciously 

similar to it named El Amor no es Como lo Pintan in 2000.  After the international 

success of Yo Soy Bety la Fea, Televisa decided to make its own remake named La Fea 

más Bella. The Mexican remake reached high levels of ratings that have not been seen 
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before in Mexico and the U.S. The success of La Fea más Bella made Televisa prolong 

the telenovela endlessly. The final episode was aired on the same day and time as the 

2007 Oscars. La Fea más Bella reached 48 point ratings, while the Oscars achieved only 

9 point ratings (Madrigal, 2007, Febrero 28). It is important to note that the 2007 Oscars 

had particular significance because Guillermo del Toro, González Iñárritu and Alfonso 

Cuarón were front running contenders with their movies such as Babel, Pan’s Labyrinth 

and Children of Men. The Mexican version of Yo Soy Bey la Fea, La Fea más Bella 

erased the Oscars from the surface of Mexican television programming. This 

extraordinary success has made Univision rescheduled the telenovela again in the 

evening slot and the story of Bety la Fea with be once again in the U.S. Spanish language 

television.     

Latino Telemundo is willing to work through joint ventures as it did with TV 

Azteca, Argos or now with TV Caracol. After Telemundo finished its work agreement 

with Mexican Argos, the network foresaw the installation of production facilities in 

Mexico to ensure a Mexican flavor in some segments of their telenovela programming. In 

2006, Telemundo opened its production house in Mexico City. Furthermore, English-

speaking American networks have become interested in this new trend of fresh ideas 

from South American telenovelas.  Some of them have been localized by ABC, Fox or 

MyNetwork TV. The most salient example is Radio Cadena’s Soy Bety la Fea produced 

by ABC as Ugly Betty, but there is also Telefe’s Resistiré produced by Fox as Watch over 

Me; La Heredera from TV Azteca which was bought by Fox to be produced  as To Love 

& Die and broadcast on MyNetwork television; Colombian Caracol’s TV program Mesa 

para Tres was adapted as Desire by Fox and broadcast through MyNetwork TV; and 

Salir de Noche produced in Miami by XYSTUS has become Fashion House broadcast on 

MyNetwork among others.    

The Argentinization of TV Azteca 
Since the nineties, TV Azteca has turned toward South American formats and 

telenovela narratives with Venezuelan El País de las Mujeres (1998), Amor sin 

Condiciones (2001), La Otra Mitad del Sol (2005); Colombian Mirada de Mujer (1997), 
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Señora (1998),  and Argentinean Con Toda el Alma (1996), Perla (1998).  However, with 

the presence of Martín Luna as the strong man in Azteca’s telenovela factory, the trend 

has intensified in the last years.  The main source of formats and scripts comes from 

Argentinean Telefe and from Pol-ka production. The telenovelas Los Sánchez (2004), 

Amor en Custodia (2005) and Montecristo (2006) have been the main source of ratings 

for TV Azteca in the last few years, all of which are from Telefe Argentina. In 2006 and 

2007 TV Azteca broadcast Los Campeones de la Vida and Ángel las Alas del Amor, both 

from Argentinean Pol-ka productions.  

Moreover, in the case of TV Azteca, importing formats from Argentina has also 

included importing writers, producers, technicians and talent, and this has attracted the 

attention of the creative community on different levels. A telenovela writer working for 

TV Azteca complained that Mexican television has lost its status as avant-garde. A writer 

complains, “today in Mexican television there is the tendency to just copy the 

Argentinean, Venezuelan and Colombian formats, where the main criteria to launch a 

project is to buy stories that have been successful elsewhere” (Telenovela writer 

interview).  Víctor Hugo Rascón Banda, President of the Mexican Society of Writers 

(SOGEM), complained that network executives have labeled Mexican original scripts for 

telenovelas as “risk projects” (Hernández; November 08, 2005). Also Rascón complained 

about the lack of opportunities in the field when he pointed out that no more than 150 are 

hired from the 400 writers in Mexico, while Martín Luna, a TV Azteca executive, argued, 

“we are trying to refresh the television screen, and a way of doing it is by bringing 

formats such as Los Sánchez, Amor en Custodia or Machos.” These telenovelas have 

been considered fresher, with new approaches to narratives and a sense of humor, and all 

of them are based on South American originals (Hernández; November 08, 2005).   

However, the differences between writers and executives do not stop the 

substitution of Mexican writers for South American stories. TV Azteca’s actor Sergio 

Bazañes, who plays the leading role in Amor en Custodia, a localized production based 

on Argentinean telenovela from Telefe, complained that Mexicans are on display in front 

of the camera with talent from South America behind the cameras. Bazañes recognized 

that importing ideas, formats, and also the migration of talent have been normal in 
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television; however, importing producers, camera directors and stage directors is a very 

different matter:  

I feel that Mexicans have been doing television for many years. I entered TV 
Azteca six years ago and many of [the people behind the camera] are not here 
anymore, people that contributed, people that moved the cameras. I feel sadness 
because personnel that are not innovative have arrived, if they were I would shut 
up, but this is not true. I think it is bad that they are taking away the jobs from 
Mexicans (Bazañez as quoted in Gómez; 2006, June 18). 
 

This quote reveals how the flow of ideas, scripts, and formats in television production has 

led to the flow of personnel, at very different levels, that includes the co-production of 

independents from South America on Mexican soil. Particularly, TV Azteca has 

developed a relationship with independent producers to create telenovelas, game shows 

and reality shows with Pol-ka, Nostromo, Promofilm and global FremantleMedia.    

The TV Azteca mode of production during this period of South Americanization 

has produced a particular hybrid style for the network. Hybridization is now a new 

phenomenon in telenovela production since the days when the genre traveled from Cuba 

to Mexico and to Latin America (Paxman, 2003). However, the Mexicanization of the 

genre has been a trope used since the 80s by Televisa in which its exportation has been 

seen as the triumph of Mexican televisual manufacture and culture overseas. The hybrid 

nature of the telenovela that Andrew Paxman (2003) points out seems to be continuing to 

grow and to be becoming more complex in the last 5 years due to the emergence and 

importance of independent producers in Latin America. These independent producers are 

forging a different balance in the realm of television production with a more dynamic and 

fluid position across countries, one in which ideas, formats, and people travel with 

assumptions of what works in the telenovela world. In particular Argentina, Colombia, 

Venezuela, the U.S and Mexico have seen an increase in the importance of these agents 

and their interrelations with the formerly monopolistic national networks.  I cannot 

understate the power that is still exercised by Televisa, Venevision, Globo, TV Azteca, or 

Telemundo, but the emergence of important other networks like Caracol TV and RCN in 

Colombia; RCTV in Venezuela; Tele or Artear Canal 13 in Argentina; SBT in Brazil; and 

the increasingly important role of independents is changing the creative process of 
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making television in the Spanish speaking world. The independents and emergent new 

networks today are the ones that have provided most of the original ideas, scripts and 

formats to the major networks recently. Networks situated in medium size domestic 

markets have become the terrain for experimentation compared to the bigger Mexican 

and Hispanic U.S. market. 

On its journey TV Azteca has developed a style that is different from the Televisa 

style. The combination of the inherited aesthetics approach from Argos and Zuba has 

merged with the light social satire and comedy displayed in telenovelas developed in 

lower class cultural settings such Los Sánchez and Campeones de la Vida; or erasing 

social, economic and political issues in telenovelas developed in upper middle class 

cultural setting such as Amor in Custodia and Montecristo. Satire, comedy and irony have 

allowed the network to display some levels of realism without going deeper into socially 

sensitive issues that may scare sponsors or conservative audiences. Particularly telling is 

the case of Montecristo, in which the original Argentinean telenovela treated the return of 

the hero to face the problem of child trafficking in the context of what happened in the 

years of dictatorship and repression. In Mexico, even though in Montecristo child 

trafficking is at the core of the plot, its description is sanitized and removed from larger 

social implications. The telenovelas display the mastery of visual experience, with 

aesthetics of realism but evacuated of its potential social and political implications. The 

telenovelas got trapped in between the alternative of new, defiant telenovelas produced 

by Argos and Televisa’s safe narratives and formulas in which the innovative plots and 

witty dialogue brought by South American producers have become the safe vehicle and 

site for hybridization.  

The Return to Mexican Productions 
In 2007, it seems that TV Azteca is returning to the production of telenovelas by 

Mexican creative teams, and that will also affect Azteca America. There are three 

significant elements in this change. The first is the return of Argos Communication to TV 

Azteca; the second is the move of Lo que Callamos las Mujeres producer Genoveva 

Martínez to the production of telenovelas with Se Busca un Hombre; and the third is the 
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decision to schedule original South American telenovelas, not localized TV Azteca 

versions, such as Mi Gorda Bella (2003) from Venezuelan Coral-RCVT and Olvidarte 

Jamás (2006) from Univision-Venevision. However, the latter has these original 

telenovelas broadcast through Azteca 7, the youth-oriented Azteca network, instead of by 

its flagship network Azteca 13 on which the Mexican telenovelas are broadcast. It seems 

that this combination of Mexican and Venezuelan telenovelas on the air allows the 

network to control the production and rights of the new telenovelas made in Mexico, 

while feeding the audience’s hunger for South American styles using its lower profile 

channel 7.  This allows the network to cut production costs by importing substitutes.  

 The return of Argos as well as the entrance of Genoveva Martínez into the realm 

of telenovelas signals the reaffirmation of realism and socially-oriented issues portrayed 

on the screen. This move has left the telenovela style of comedy, humor or irony behind. 

The compromise of Argos with social issues is present again in Mientras Haya Vida. The 

telenovela is based in an urban setting, with a realistic style that portrays the hardships of 

every day life in the big city. Particularly interesting is the fact that one of the leading 

couples is Saúl Lizaso from Spain and Margarita Rosa de Francisco from Colombia.  The 

second leading couple is Mexican Paola Núñez and Chilean Andrés Palacios a couple 

that reached some level of stardom in the telenovela Amor en Custodia. The return of 

Argos to telenovelas and the scheduling of Genoveva Martínez’ new production signals a 

compromise between realism and social issues. Martínez has been able to gain a well 

known position with Lo que Callamos las Mujeres. This series’ representations follow a 

different pattern than telenovelas. Telenovelas use aspirational elements, by portraying 

leading characters based on stereotypes of beauty: fair skinned Mexicans or Latinos, slim 

characters, young, athletic bodies, non-indigenous features in the leading roles, absence 

of African Mexicans in the leading roles, and so on. Lo que Callamos las Mujeres has 

incorporated a wider variety of body types, ages, social classes, darker skinned 

Mexicanos or Latinos, older people and so on. To some degree the series has avoided the 

use of glamour in telenovelas in order to portray the way of life of Mexicans with lower 

social stratus.  The plot of Se Busca un Hombre is based on the problem faced by single 
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or married women in the search for love and stability within the urban context and deals 

with women’s self-empowerment.   

CONCLUSIONS 
While TV Azteca may rely on national cultural settings when producing its 

programming, the mode of production, original ideas, scripts and general aesthetic of 

their programming of telenovelas in particular has gone through a dynamic process of 

assimilating different production trends that have produced a hybrid mode of production. 

As I argue, the mark left by state-owned Imevisión endures in TV Azteca to this day. A 

critical and intelligent approach to humor, sports, and newscasts was brought to TV 

Azteca by the people coming from Imevisión who imagined a different kind of television. 

Many of the creative people that stayed with TV Azteca found the resources to put into 

effect their aspirations and goals. The trace left by Imevisión can still be seen, 

particularly in the development of community-oriented programming and campaigns. 

This feature has become one of the leitmotivs in the way the personnel of TV Azteca 

conceptualize the network in contrast with Televisa. The premature success of Argos 

Communication with Nada Personal and Mirada de Mujer was the most important 

contribution in the building of TV Azteca’s aesthetics and telenovelas. The window 

opened by TV Azteca’s mode of production for the participation of independent 

production houses during the 1996-2001 shaped period the aesthetic and administrative 

norms, paradigms and standards (Bordwell, Staiger & Thompson, 1985). In becoming a 

real alternative to Televisa, TV Azteca surrendered the creative process to Argos, while 

retaining administrative control. This mode of production ended with the departure of 

Argos and the demise of Zuba in TV Azteca in 2001. In the process since 1999, former 

Televisa’s director Antulio Jiménez Pons reintroduced simple, traditional formulas until 

his dismissal in 2001. During the Argos, Zuba and Antulio incursions in TV Azteca’s 

telenovelas, Elisa Salinas became the controlling force of its studio system. Elisa Salinas 

gained creative control through her administrative intervention. The final moment that 

showed that control was the dismissal of Zuba. However, by the end of 2003, Elisa 

Salinas, Argos, and Zuba were not part of Azteca’s telenovela team.  Since 2002 the 
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mode of production has gone through a process of hybridization. Martín Luna, the 

Director of Azteca Studios since 2001, who took the place of Elisa Salinas when she 

departed to Azteca America, has solidified the localization of Argentinean telenovelas, 

and the importation of ideas, scripts, talent and technicians.  

The Azteca network, then, has produced a hybrid format that combines the 

elements of the socio-political telenovelas, while softening any politically problematic 

issue by developing the centrality of love and the obstacles to it facing the leading couple. 

Joseph Straubhaar (2007) refers to the processes through which telenovela genres and 

formats used in the process of localization get blended with the new administrative, 

creative and cultural resources of the national/local television network host, producing a 

hybrid new product (Straubhaar et al., 2007b). In the case of producing telenovelas, TV 

Azteca seems to combine South American telenovela formats with Azteca’s already 

hybrid one. Probably the most telling example of this hybrid product is Montecristo 

(2006-2007). Even though the narrative revolves around child trafficking, the social 

impact of the issue is particularized within the scope of the operation of a gang, affecting 

particular individuals, and not in the context of wider problematic issues such as poverty, 

systematic institutional corruption, social inequality, crime, prostitution and so on. The 

telenovela moves the focus to a love triangle involving the leading characters.  Thus, this 

new telenovela is neither a dura nor a blanda.  In short, this particular telenovela 

represents a new sort of hybrid. Surprisingly, the year 2007 signals the return of TV 

Azteca to its basics with the production of Hasta que Haya Vida with Argos Production.  

It is difficult to tell at this point, but this may reflect a decision to return to the Mexican-

ness to the network.   
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Chapter Six: the Azteca Identity 

The building of an identity for Azteca America in the U.S. is one of the most 

challenging processes that Azteca’s team has faced in its pursuit for success within the 

Hispanic market and among Latina/o viewers. By using a combination of names for the 

new network, TV Azteca showed the nature of its international plans as well as the 

business and marketing strategy that the company is pursuing. Within the cross-national 

strategy of targeting different groups (audiences, sponsors and affiliates), the name 

Azteca America stands as a combination of different geographical, political and cultural 

spaces, and reveals a strategy of pursuing a flexible meaning that allows the new 

company to accommodate the possible different perceptions and readings from 

multilayered Latino populations (Straubhaar et al., 2007b). The identity of the network 

would thus be understood differently, depending on the targeted audience.  Some might 

view it as a Mexican company passing as Hispanic for its sponsors and American 

affiliates; others might describe it as a transfiguration of Mexican-ness into Latino-ness 

for the majority of Latina/o audiences with Mexican heritage.  Also, some might simply 

see a hybrid identity, one which targets Latina/os as a multilayered mixture of different 

identities within the fluid and complex multi-national, multi-racial, multi-ethnic, and 

multi-lingual U.S. Latino universe. Thus, passing, transfiguration and hybridity are the 

institutional resources used in the discourse and institutional communication and 

promotions of the new Azteca America.  

From a marketing perspective TV Azteca has decided to rely in the value of their 

companies’ name known as “brand equity”. TV Azteca is a brand that has achieved an 

added value. The branding strategy used in naming Azteca America differentiated it from 

its competitors by association with TV Azteca and by its corporate culture and 

institutional communications, thus “communicating to consumers what the brand stands 

for” (Mc Dowell & Batten, 2005: 9). Ironically, this association with TV Azteca allowed 

the network to grow by being quickly identified by audiences and corporate affiliates, a 
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strategy that has also provided a bigger challenge for the identity and future of the 

network.  

The core of the intended network identity is found in the ideology expressed by 

the corporate culture. According to Tony Apéria and Rolf Back, corporate culture is the 

“sharing of meanings, assumptions, understandings, norms, values, and knowledge 

among group members” (2004: 35). The primary elements of the corporate culture are the 

mission, vision and values declared by the network (Apéria & Black, 2004). These 

textual inform the employees and business partners of the purpose, future goals and 

values embraced by the company, functioning as a guide for employees’ perceptions, 

behavior, and verbal and written expressions. The corporate culture communicates the 

brand communication strategy through its promotional efforts based on on-air promos, 

advertising, public relations and product usage (McDowell & Battten, 2005: 19).  Michel 

Foucault’s notion of discourse formation allows an understanding of the development of 

a repertoire of thematic choices, concepts and statements that the company’s corporate 

culture provides for the employees that is reproduced through the different 

communicative outlets (Du Gay, 1997b: 229). These repertoires are reproduced through 

the communications and representation used in the building of Azteca America’s identity 

and brand that systematically follow some “correlations, positions, and functioning, 

transformations,” and these allow us to refer to them as a particular “discursive 

formation” (Du Gay, 1997b). Thus, the purpose of this chapter is to analyze the particular 

discursive formation in the construction of Azteca America’s identity. In this endeavor, 

one can trace the value given to some representations in contrast with others. This 

activity also reveals the assumptions that Azteca America’s executives have in relation to 

their different intended publics. Executives play a central role in the particular discursive 

formation.  

Executives are conceived as cultural intermediaries who produce symbolic value 

for products by connecting these goods to people’s everyday lives (Bourdieu, 1984). The 

way executives conceptualized the network’s identity offers a sample of the imagined 

connection between the network and its audiences; at the same time it provides a set of 

values perceived as highly desirable within the television and Hispanic markets. Keith 
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Negus refers to this process as the commodification of symbolic goods through 

management and business practices, techniques of marketing and advertisement and 

public relations (Negus, 2002). Ingrained in the production of meaning is the particular 

habitus of the executives as cultural intermediaries, one in which they reproduce the 

broader social hierarchies, lifestyles, values and beliefs with practices of taste’s 

classification (Bourdieu, 1984). The way Azteca America identity is branded, marketed 

and promoted shows the hierarchies of different cultural values as the best way to attract 

Latina/os and the Hispanic market:   

Economic discourse like any others depends upon a particular mode of 
representation: the elaboration of a language for depicting a particular domain in a 
certain way that claims both to grasp the 'reality' of that domain and literally to re-
present it in a form amenable to deliberation, argumentation and intervention (Du 
Gay, 1997b: 287). 
 

At the same time Azteca America’s executive and employee discourse shows the 

way the organizational culture is internalized as an effective tool by which these people 

identify with the institution, calibrate their professional performance and determine the 

acceptable path to take to contribute to the organization’s goals and success (Du Gay, 

1997: 6). 

However, the historically tied, dynamic, multilayered and complex relationship 

between U.S. Latina/os and Mexicans (Korzenny & Korzenny, 2005) makes the incursion 

of Azteca America problematic. The traditional power relationships and complicities 

between transnational Latin American corporations and corporate America in imagining a 

Hispanic market have historically prevented Latina/os  access to ownership and shaped 

their job opportunities, visibility and representations within U.S. media. 

I argue that some of the qualities attached to the Azteca America name were part 

of a strategy that imported a specific way of framing how Azteca America could be 

understood as a U.S. Hispanic network. Within the corporate culture and discursive 

formation, Azteca uses a set of textual devices, notions, attributes and images for the 

purpose of providing value to the new Azteca America network. Some attributes are used 

to lure the targeted Latina/o audiences, while other features create a favorable context for 
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business operations, such as getting more affiliates on board or selling ad spots to clients 

and sponsors.  

I will argue in this chapter that Azteca America’s passing as a Hispanic television 

network is mainly based on TV Azteca’s identity reframed and transfigured on an ad hoc 

basis for the Hispanic market.  The Mexican-ness of the network is retained through 

discursive strategies that allow the network to be read as either Mexican, Mexican-

American, or Hispanic. The multilayered identity of the audience and the hyphenated 

identity of Latina/o social groups -in this case the Mexican and Mexican-American 

population- has opened space for Azteca America to portray itself as a truly Hispanic 

network. For audiences Azteca America can be a Mexican, young, innovative, bold, 

humanitarian and community-oriented television network. For business partners its 

identity is Azteca America, a Hispanic network that is facing a virtual monopoly, but 

backed by a metaphor in which the young David (TV Azteca/Azteca America) faces a 

much bigger Goliath (Televisa/Univision). For the purpose of the corporate culture it is 

the only truly Hispanic network within the U.S. Spanish-language Latino television  field. 

The corporate homepage defines the identity of the network as follows: “Azteca America 

is television for Hispanics by Hispanics!” (Azteca America Homepage). Azteca America 

has used the word Hispanic at the institutional level to describe its identity in its official 

communication such at its homepage, its institutional newsletter, its promotional 

brochures and its press releases. 

Azteca America has decided to interpelate the Mexican community in the US. 

The notion of the Mexican nation is embodied in the recognition of the Aztecs, or more 

specifically, TV Azteca as the common denominator:  

“Azteca could appeal to the [U.S. Hispanic] Mexican market, with an 
established and recognized home country name,'' says Monica Gadsby, Managing 
Director of Publicist Group's multicultural media buying specialist (Wentz, May 
2003).  
 

The building of Azteca America’s identity can be considered as reflecting a whole 

set of assumptions of TV Azteca’s executives about the Hispanic market and Latina/o 

audiences. These assumptions can be seen through the decisions made by the Mexican 
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managers in pursuit of the most attractive and profitable way to portray the new network. 

Industrial television dynamics within new global media business contexts have pushed 

TV Azteca to look for markets beyond its borders. Coming to the United States became 

an imperative for TV Azteca for economic, social, cultural and media-business related 

reasons.  The naming of Azteca America reflects TV Azteca’s transnational intentions 

back in 2000, but it also defined the strategy for the new Azteca network for years to 

come. I argue that the attachment of the new network’s identity to its Mexican 

counterpart’s last name, even though part of the whole reasoning of imagined success 

into coming to the U.S., would define and structure the performance and fate of the 

nascent network.  

The Latina/o audience includes a multinational, multicultural and multiracial 

population.  However, the presence of Azteca America can be understood under the 

notion of cultural proximity (Straubhaar, 1991) that might attract Latina/os who would 

watch Mexican productions.50 This concept seems to apply in Mexican production’s long 

historical dominance of in prime time Latino television considering that first-generation 

Mexicans and their children constitute three quarters of the Latina/o population in the 

U.S. Taking into account this advantage within the Hispanic market, Azteca America has 

been displaying its audiovisual Mexican-ness as equivalent of or transfigured into Latino-

ness. Then to achieve the goal of reaching this Latina/o audience the network uses a 

flexible identity based on an audiovisual discourse constructed with Mexican 

iconographies, a Spanish accent, and cultural values, but these are displayed and 

described as Latino discourse.  “Azteca America” combines references to racial, cultural, 

national and continental properties with fluid meanings that allow several possible 

readings according to the multilayered identities of U.S. Latinos (Straubhaar et al., 

2007b). 

The discourse the network produces to position its Mexican-ness as Latino-ness 

has been constructed through executives’ interactions, network corporate 

communications and audiovisual programming promotion.  We have seen that discourse 
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production creates economic value, and the network used Mexican-ness as the initial 

corporate and business asset for success in the Latino television field. The corporate 

strength and prestige of TV Azteca’s brand equity triggered the initial growth and 

business model of the nascent Azteca America (McDowell & Batten, 2005). However, 

the different nature of the network’s business in relation to its affiliates would find in its 

identity one of the most problematic and paradoxical challenges.  

TV  AZTECA ’S ENTRY INTO THE U.S.   
After TV Azteca expanded into Central and South America, it learned the perils 

of investing in television assets overseas and the low economic return from these 

ventures, so the network redefined its major priorities as the Mexican domestic market 

and the U.S. Hispanic one. There were several reasons for that move: first of all, there is 

the fact that the Latina/o population in the U.S. has surpassed the economic purchasing 

power of the Mexican market. Second, 64% of these Latina/os are of Mexican origin 

(Pew Hispanic Center, 2006 September), which gives the network an initial benefit 

coming from its identity and the probable familiarity with the network among its intended 

audience. Third, the exponential increase in immigration to the U.S. provides a 

continuous base of Spanish-speakers to the network, integrated by people that are 

improving their economic situations, engaging in a higher level of consumption, 

transforming themselves into consumers in the Hispanic market but with cultural ties to 

brands and products from Mexico. Fourth, the predominance in ratings and shares 

reached by Univision with Mexican programming in prime time, indicated to Azteca 

America that it would be able to provide programs produced in Mexico, particularly 

telenovelas that would have a deep impact on both its audience’s preferences and ratings. 

Five, the process of acculturation experienced by Mexican-Americans living in the U.S 

for generations has produced a desire to return to their roots (Korzenny & Korzenny, 

2005), a knowledge that the Spanish language is central to such a return, and that Azteca 

America and the other Latino networks can support this goal. These factors have 

                                                                                                                                                 
50 Televisa has a history of 45 years of presence in the U.S. Today, Televisa’s programming through 
Univision occupies consistently at least 15 of the 20 most watched programs in Prime Time according to 
the National Hispanic Television Index (NHTI).  
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provided an interesting opportunity for TV Azteca in creating its network in the U.S. and 

have been factors in the network’s maintenance of the very Mexican “Azteca” personality 

as a flagship of its identity.  

TV Azteca’s Industrial Rational 
Even though TV Azteca first appeared and grew in Mexico, its growth as the 

second largest Spanish-language television network was possible in the contexts of the 

Mexican domestic markets and its international projects. Enjoying a virtual duopoly in 

the Mexican domestic market has allowed TV Azteca to have a substantial increase in 

infrastructure and programming production. This growth was a combined result of TV 

Azteca’s earlier successful programming strategies that gave an increase of Mexican 

audience share, a rise in sales through aggressive marketing strategies, an expansion of 

TV Azteca technological infrastructure (TV Azteca, 2003), and the joint ventures of TV 

Azteca with international players such as NBC, Telemundo and Sony’s Columbia Tri-

Star (De la Fuente, 1997 December; Donohue & Lafayette, 1999 Abril). The ventures 

with these American media partners had the dual purpose of strengthening Azteca’s 

production in Mexico against its rival as well as providing programming to Telemundo. 

Following Televisa’s steps of success, TV Azteca envisioned a growth in its in-house 

programming production directed to international sales accompanied with an expansion 

of TV Azteca’s signal overseas through Latin American and U.S. Hispanic markets.  The 

next step then was to gain a foothold into Spanish-language television in the U.S. 

marketplace in which Televisa already had a presence.  

TV Azteca’s Strategic Reasons 
The Census of 1980s showed that a growing sector of the American people 

identify as Hispanic. Then the role of Spanish-language television was paramount in 

trying to recognize the consumption habits and purchasing power of this population, and 

that marked the institutional creation of the Hispanic market (Rodríguez, 1999). The 

creation of the National Hispanic Television Index (NHTI) by Nielsen meant that there 

would be a way to acknowledge a growing performance in ratings which in turn produced 

an increase in sales and the escalating value of Univision. The numbers kept growing and 
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Hispanics’ purchasing power did as well. In 2003, the value of the Hispanic market was 

underscored when U.S. Census Bureau Director Louis Kincannon declared, "the official 

population estimates now indicate that the Hispanic community is the nation's largest 

minority community" (News U.S. Census; 2003 June), and this population has been 

labeled as the richest Latina/o one in the world (Sinclair, 1999). Even though Spanish 

television networks in the U.S. rely heavily on Latin American production for prime time 

slots, there is a continuous process of de-centering the creative, production, and 

distribution centers from Latin American capital cities to Miami (Sinclair, 2003). The 

move of production facilities, artistic agencies, distribution and sales television (Mato, 

2005) and music entities has made Miami a creative hub for Spanish-speaking people, 

and it has been tagged  as the “Hollywood of Latin America” (Sinclair, 2003). What is 

relevant about this move is that since the 1990s, Miami has been a laboratory for 

successful Spanish popular cultural production. Success with television programs within 

an environment of multicultural and multinational Spanish speaking audiences in the U.S. 

allowed the networks to prove the potential success of further release of their 

programming in regional Latin American or global markets (Straubhaar, 2005).   

The TV Azteca Brand  
The selection of TV Azteca’s name was not made by the Salinas Pliego Group, 

and it was not from any of the private groups in competition for the sale of the network. 

TV Azteca was the new name given to Imevisión, (Mexican Institute of Television) by 

the Mexican government. Even though the state-owned network showed some limited 

commercial and cultural performance, Carlos Salinas de Gortari’s coming to power 

closed down the project, and it was put up for sale (Olmos, 1998). The naming of the 

Imevisión as TV Azteca can be understood as a way to put a nationalist note on it in a 

pervasive move of restraining the state regarding the productive sectors, as the state was 

criticized by social organizations, left-oriented political parties, scholars and researchers 

(Esteinou, 1991). 

 TV Azteca’s last name “Azteca” refers to the myth in which the Aztecs or 

Mexicas established themselves in the center of Mesoamérica (today central Mexico) 
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after finding the long-awaited signal of an eagle eating a snake over a cactus on the lake. 

The Aztecs, a warrior tribe, fought against other indigenous groups for control of this 

land. With the establishment of this tribe, one of the most powerful empires in the 

Western hemisphere flourished before European colonization. The center of the empire 

was Tenochtitlan, today Mexico City, and from this center, Aztecs dominated a large part 

of the Mexican territory. The Aztecs, the tribe that fought against the Spanish invasion, 

became the iconic symbol of Mexico as a newborn nation. Mexico took its name after the 

Aztecs or Mexicas, and it became the central element of the construction of the nation 

state. The eagle printed on the Mexican flag refers to the mythical destiny of the Mexican 

people, coming from the great Azteca ancestors who historically have embodied the 

national mythical discourse and the highest ideals of the Mexican nation.  

The myth of the nation was used by the governments coming from the Mexican 

Revolution ruled by the PRI. The PRI has used the trope of the Mexican-Azteca’s 

grandiose past to support an identity that allows the party to hold a nation together that 

had been fractured by past continuous wars. The XIX century is characterized by the 

struggle to seize power between liberals and conservatives divided basically as 

Europeans vs. Mexican “criollo” elites.51 The Mexican revolution brought the narrative 

of the mestizo nation, and the recognition of racial mixture achieved its institutional 

climax with the publishing in 1925 of the book “The Cosmic Race” by José Vasconcelos, 

the then Minister of Education (Camp, 2003: 43). The trope of the Aztecan blood in a 

Mexican racial mixture has long been used by the country’s political and economic elite 

classes to maintain a corporative-authoritarian political system for more than 70 years 

(Skidmore & Smith, 2001).  

The Stylized Eagle 
 TV Azteca’s logo is based on the image of a stylized eagle first drawn in gray and 

later sporting a multicolored appearance in an effort to show a younger, more dynamic 

identity (TV Azteca, 2003). The stylized eagle in the logo was made by Javier García, a 

                                                 
51 The “criollos” in Mexico were the sons and daughters of Spaniards born in Mexico. The independence 
from Spain was largely promoted by this second generation of Spaniard immigrants who were seen as 
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graphic designer working for Imevisión. He was asked to come up with a design for 

Imevisión Channel 13 because as part of the selling process the company planned to 

change the name to Television Azteca (TV Azteca, 2003: 70). When the Salinas group 

took over TV Azteca they decided to keep the logo, but they made some little changes by 

changing the gray eagle into black with a green background, and they added a black strip 

with the name TV Azteca in yellow letters to the bottom. The graphic concept of this 

symbol suggests youth, dynamism, creativity and constant growth, key ideas that 

identified Television Azteca (TV Azteca, 2003: 70). 

They used the shorter the name TV Azteca in the logo instead of Televisión 

Azteca because the entire name did not fit in the logo’s space, which was particularly 

important when it comes to its use on the cubes attached to the microphones of the 

newscast reporters. But it was not until 1996 that the name Televisión Azteca officially 

changed to TV Azteca.  In 1994, Salinas Pliego wanted to have an image of a television 

in color. Thus, the design team decided to paint the logo using the rainbow color 

spectrum. The final decision about the tone of each color was made during a visit of 

Salinas Pliego and his daughter Ninfa at the office of the designer Claudia Vargas (TV 

Azteca, 2003: 92).   

 An interesting visual coincidence with the logo’s color change was the fact that 

during that year TV Azteca was working on an agreement with NBC. The NBC logo has 

a peacock with each feather painted in a different color somewhat resembling the 

rainbow’s spectrum.  The feathers of TV Azteca’s new logo were also painted in a similar 

mode. This similarity seems to be an institutional “convenient coincidence” back in the 

time when TV Azteca was reaching an agreement on getting support with technology, 

programming and investment from NBC (Olmos, 1998). Today the colors on the 

institutional webpage are linked to the values promoted by the network. On its corporate 

site TV Azteca uses the different colors from the logo to depict the values stated in the 

mission of the network. These values are correlated with the logo’s colors as follows: 

                                                                                                                                                 
second-class Europeans and Mexicans in relation to their rights within the political, social and economic 
spheres within the New Spain period.  
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yellow with family and learning processes; green with love and effort; red with passion 

and trust; blue with honesty and generosity; and dark blue with freedom and respect. 

TV Azteca’s Identity 
The Mexican identity of the new network was preceded by the Azteca name itself; 

however, TV Azteca’s identity-building process was deeply defined by the social, 

political and economic events that occurred in Mexico during the 1990s. As we have 

seen, these events included the Mexican government’s retreat from Mexican media and 

the desire to challenge that country’s television monopoly. 

To face Televisa’s dominance the network delivered a set of attributes through its 

institutional channels to produce a brand differentiation against its competitor that 

defined its nascent identity. TV Azteca extensively has promoted itself as an innovative, 

young, creative, brave, antimonopoly, and nationalist new option with an authentic 

Mexican look and discourse: 

We intend to conquer the heart of the Hispanic community and break the existing 
television monopoly for good...  Azteca America delivers more innovative 
programming to U.S. Hispanics than any other network since the launch of 
Spanish-language television. The result… more young viewers, more upscale 
viewers and more men (AzA Gazette, 2003 June).  
 

These features systematically appear in TV Azteca’s institutional discourse within the 

internal organizational culture and institutional communication, as well in external 

communication such as press releases, promotions, television bumpers, brochures and 

public relations. Interviews with executives and employees from the programming, 

production, sales and operational areas confirmed the reproduction of these attributes 

through their conceptions about its network. However, I argue that this identity has been 

constructed over three main interrelated aspects that I would differentiate in the following 

way: younger-innovative, humanatarian-socially concerned, and at least initially, anti-

monopolistic. Knowing and understanding the attributes developed and reproduced to 

identify TV Azteca allows us to grasp how Azteca America’s identity is conceived and 

re-framed within the Hispanic market.  
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The most consistent view from TV Azteca/Azteca America about its identity was 

that it was young and innovative. The huge difference in size, wealth and power between 

Televisa and TV Azteca pushed the latter to look for new strategies to enable it to battle 

Televisa’s dominance. Innovative ideas on sales and marketing such as the “Mexican 

plan;” the inclusion of independents and join ventures in production schemes; and the 

introduction of taboo themes within its in-house telenovela production were conditions 

that cemented its identity.  A TV Azteca telenovela analyst points out, “obviously we are 

a television network, much younger, and I do believe a lot cooler; we do not have the 

very ingrained vicious that exists in [Televisa].” A series producer describes TV Azteca 

as Mexican and modern, but stresses that it was also a new option, a different and bold 

and brave one. An executive from Azteca America Operations Area in Mexico called TV 

Azteca a “young television network managed by young people.” A top executive from 

KAZA Los Angeles described it as a “young network, modern, dynamic, aggressive, 

different and with much more quality than its competitors.”  

Second, the complicated social landscape in which the network was born 

characterized by the rise of crime, drug trafficking and corruption, as well the effort to 

transform Mexico into a country able to compete on global levels given the emergence of 

NAFTA, gave the network momentum to present itself with a bold face, having the 

courage to denunciate corruption and have a social consciousness regarding the 

construction of a modern nation. “To me,” says an Azteca America employee working in 

promotion from Mexico City, “TV Azteca is a television network that not only has a 

concern with informing and attracting ratings but also is concerned with the people, and 

every day is more focused on organizing community-oriented actions.” An employee at 

Azteca America’s Operation Department in Mexico City describes TV Azteca as “Una 

señal con valor,” which is the slogan of the newscast team in which the word “Valor” in 

Spanish means both braveness and value. The operation’s employee stresses the 

community-oriented events supported by the network through its altruistic organization 

Azteca Foundation. She also points out that the network is a vehicle to spread certain 

ethical and moral values to society. An Azteca America programming employee from 

Los Angeles also identifies TV Azteca as “una señal con valor.” A producer in Los 
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Angeles points out that “I see TV Azteca as a younger company which is more human-

oriented that the coldness of Televisa.” A telenovela writer from TV Azteca in Mexico 

City added that in its first stages TV Azteca was basically nationalistic television, a 

descriptor which should not be understood as patriotic or folkloric, but as more authentic 

in depicting Mexican realities.   

It is important to note that the anti-corruption activism of TV Azteca, particularly 

with its newscast Hechos, seemed to target the Mexico City authorities led by 

Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas in particular, a politician coming from the leftist Revolutionary 

Democratic Party (PRD).  The PRD have pushed an investigation in the Mexican 

Congress about TV Azteca’s privatization process (Fernández & Paxman, 2001: 495) and 

the loan of $29 million that Ricardo Salinas Pliego received from Raúl Salinas de Gortari, 

brother of former Mexican President Carlos Salinas de Gortari. Raúl Salinas was jailed 

under accusations of homicide, money laundering and fraud (Olmos, 1998: 134). It is 

important to remember that President Carlos Salinas’s PRI party was accused of the 

biggest fraud in Mexican history in the election against Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas. In 1997, 

when Mexico City had elections for the first time in its history, TV Azteca was 

distinguished by its attacks upon the PRD, and particularly upon Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas.  

It seemed that TV Azteca’s stance against authorities’ corruption had a doubly successful 

outcome in earning it the status of a watchdog medium for Mexican society while 

consistently discrediting its political foes.      

Third, the launching of TV Azteca was seen as a vehicle to fight against the 

Televisa’s monopoly of Mexican television. That event promoted expectations within 

different sectors of Mexican society.  A top executive from Azteca America says, “the 

TV Azteca identity is the one that came to break up the monopoly. It was David against 

Goliath.” A TV Azteca’s Ethics Committee member added, “TV Azteca started to be 

perceived as the company that came to break the television status, and that was reinforced 

by TV Azteca’s discourses against the monopoly.” This person remembers, “1994 was a 

terrible year, with an enormous process of de-legitimization of the political system and of 

Televisa as its speaker that has traditionally deceived people with its telenovelas.” A TV 

Azteca telenovela writer points out that “Televisa worked very well for so many years 
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creating a fiction about what is Mexican which means they created their own world, with 

their own behavior codes, lifestyles, ideas of what love means, how the love relationship 

should be understood, in particular in telenovelas that are very different from the ones 

that actually operate in reality.” The reference point in describing TV Azteca’s identity 

has constantly been Televisa’s identity. It is important to remember that these qualities 

derived from the comparison between the newcomer and the old production routines and 

traditional programming formulas Televisa used. The Ethics Committee member 

remembers, “the people in Mexico are good people and they always support the weaker 

against the stronger.” The opinion from an Azteca America employee on promotion was 

that TV Azteca was starting to define the difference, and it still does, and the way that 

Azteca achieves that is that it “started to manage the information in a more human way 

instead of looking at things so coldly, so rigidly and inhumanely [referring to Televisa].” 

Now the country has its first democratically elected president in Vicente Fox, and 
Salinas' upstart TV Azteca is the No. 2 broadcaster, reveling in its profitable 
David-and-Goliath battle with Televisa, the world's largest Spanish-lingo TV 
company (Tegel, 2003 May 26: 22). 
 

Innovative, young, creative, brave, antimonopoly, and Mexican are some of the qualities 

attached to TV Azteca. However, when it came time to launch a new network in the U.S., 

the Azteca name would play a role, albeit a different one, but still a factor in defining the 

identity and possible audiences the network hoped to reach. The network’s Azteca last 

name and Mexican identity were thought of as strong assets for the newly created Azteca 

America. 

AZTECA AMERICA AS A MEXICAN AND LATINO BRAND  
Arguably Azteca America thought about building its brand reputation on the 

prestige earned by the connection of its country of origin and television products with 

preferred genres in the market place (Harrington & Bielby, 2005), and particularly the 

prestige enjoyed by Mexican television within the Hispanic market. The Mexican origin 

or identity of cultural products in the realm of television programming has positioned it 

as the “natural’ Hispanic product due the centrality of the dubbing industry in Mexico 

and Televisa’s enduring presence in the U.S. (Waisbord, 2004). In addition, I would 
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argue that the Mexican-ness of television programming has earned a prestigious position 

among the different Spanish television national programming offerings due to the 

persistent success of Televisa’s programs at cross-border, regional and global levels over 

several decades.  However, the presence and recognition of Mexican popular culture in 

Latin America and U.S. markets started long before Televisa’s strategies of audience 

cooptation at international levels. Since Mexican cinema’s golden age and the high 

profile days of radio broadcasting with XEW La Voz de la América Latina, the presence 

of images, sounds and narratives from Mexico has been a common denominator in the 

consumption of popular culture of Spanish speakers all over the continent. The rise of 

Televisa is based on its monopolistic television status (Waisbord, 1998), and the benefits 

of the Spanish “geo-linguistic markets” (Sinclair, 2000) of Mexico allowed the company 

to expand its programming exports to almost all the Latin America countries and to the 

U.S. The process of reaching Spanish-speaking audiences started in the 50s, but it was 

systematically and strategically set up in the early 60s with the opening of Teleprogramas 

de Mexico, Televisa’s exporting arm for Latin America (De Noriega & Leach, 1979), and 

with the launch of Spanish International Network (SIN) for Latina/o audiences in the 

U.S. (Rodríguez, 1999). This systematic and persistent flow of images through decades 

has arguably allowed the development of “cultural proximity” with products coming 

from Mexico (Straubhaar, 1991).  

Decades of Mexican television in the U.S. and across different Spanish 

populations from different national origins appeared when Latino-Caribbean oriented 

producer Telemundo asked for Mexican programming through an agreement with TV 

Azteca (Financial News, 1999 June 17). The U.S. network was looking for programs with 

Mexican flavor that allowed the network to fight against Univision’s programming. 

Particularly the telenovelas supplied by Televisa and broadcast in prime time have been 

preferred by the Latina/o audience. To fight back against Univision’s position Telemundo 

saw in TV Azteca a natural ally as a Mexican program provider. After the breakup of the 

TV Azteca and Telemundo partnership, and the announcement of the Azteca America 

network, Telemundo still sought a joint venture with Mexican independent television 

producer Argos Television to maintain the Mexican programming on the air (Sutter, 2001 
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March 24). TV Azteca saw its Telemundo partnership as an opportunity to reach the 

Latina/o audiences with “Made in Mexico” programming through an Azteca-owned 

network. Thus, the decision to keep the Azteca-Mexican identity of the network can be 

read as a branding strategy to maintain the allure of Mexican television and programming 

for audiences.  

AzA and Mexican Immigration and Demographics in the U.S.  
Since 2000 the U.S. Census Bureau has predicted that the combination of the birth 

of U.S. Hispanics in conjunction with immigration trends will lead to an exponential 

increase in Hispanics from 35.6 million to 102.6 million in 2050: “Their share of the 

nation’s population would nearly double, from 12.6 percent to 24.4 percent” (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2004 March.) 44% of Hispanics are foreign born. 100% of first 

generation Latino immigrants speak Spanish and these are mostly Mexicans. 77% of 

Latinos speak Spanish, and 23% only speak Spanish (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004 

December). This pattern of immigration is bringing people to the U.S. who know TV 

Azteca and will recognize the brand. Also these new arrivals can show the network to 

their Latina/o relatives in the U.S. In 2005 the increase in the Hispanic population was 

1.3 million: “800,000 were because of natural increase (births minus deaths) and 500,000 

were because of immigration” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006 May 10. Thus, the decision to 

maintain the Mexican-ness of the network was also based on these demographics and the 

Mexican-oriented market growth. Another population with an exponential growth in the 

U.S. is Central Americans, particularly Salvadorans.  In the context of TV Azteca’s first 

international plan, the company associated with Channel 12 from El Salvador in April 

1997 and since then, it has been the only television network that TV Azteca maintained 

after selling its assets from its investments in television networks in Chile and Costa Rica 

(TV Azteca 2003: 170). The fact that Salvadorans are already familiar with the Azteca 

name gave the network another reason to keep its Mexican identity.    

Azteca America’s Mexican Business and Corporate America 
The business model of Azteca America required giving economic certainty to its 

new partners, sponsors and clients.  Keeping the Azteca last name was also a business 
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decision. The business profitability of TV Azteca in Mexico was a presentation point for 

the new Latino network. TV Azteca’s status, growth, presence and stability in the 

Mexican and international markets became the ground for future credibility of Azteca 

America.  

Even though Azteca America has a physical presence in the U.S., its corporate 

plan was conceived and developed by TV Azteca executives. Since its conception, 

launch, and development, Azteca America has been a corporation mostly run on TV 

Azteca’s organizational model. The top executives mostly coming from Mexico have had 

a strong sense TV Azteca’s managerial corporate culture. The decisive power of Ricardo 

Salinas Pliego, the definition of the top executives’ positions with people with a tied 

history with TV Azteca, in complex interaction with the idea of committees following 

goals and deadlines and the relative freedom of the different areas and employees’ 

accountability have been traditions of TV Azteca’s organizational culture. The Azteca 

appellation expressed a organizational cultural identity reproduced in the U.S.     

Since the beginning, Azteca America’s dependent position on TV Azteca was 

apparent in its administrative, material and technological infrastructure.  Azteca America 

is dependent on TV Azteca’s programming and video-library material; human, material 

and equipment resources for production; and administrative-technological capabilities to 

distribute its signal from Mexico City to the U.S. This situation has been reproduced in 

the structural relationship between the two entities. Mexico City is still the center of 

resources and decisions in relation to the future of the U.S. Latino network. Top 

executives’ continuous trips between Los Angeles and Mexico City demonstrate this 

ongoing structural dependency. Some key executives of Azteca America maintain 

addresses in Mexico City, and they still operate from there. Because of this structural 

asymmetry Azteca America needs to have offices and people working in Mexico City to 

serve as the connection between the U.S. and TV Azteca personnel in crucial areas such 

as programming, continuity, traffic and promotion. 
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The Azteca America Brand 
The network’s brand already had a rather fluid and changeable meaning 

depending on the decoding process triggered by the audience’s background (Fiske, 1987). 

Traditionally, in the Spanish-speaking Latin American world, the use of the word 

“América” refers to the whole continent located in the Western Hemisphere (continente 

Americano). The continent is geographically divided into three main sub-continents or 

regions: North America, Central America and South America. Also the continent is 

thought and divided in terms of culture and languages into two main areas: the Anglo and 

French speaking world of North America in contrast to the mainly Spanish and 

Portuguese speaking world of Latin America. But even though these differences signal 

geographic, political, and cultural differences, Latin Americans think of the continent as 

one unit: America.  For U.S. citizens, “America” refers to their country, the United 

States. In the U.S. educational system, in contrast, there are two conceptual continents: 

North America and South America, a division taught in the geological formation of the 

continental plate. Thus, when U.S. citizens refer to the whole western hemisphere they 

refer to the “Americas.” These different culturally constructed geographic conceptions 

have an impact on the intended meaning of the juxtaposition of the words Azteca and 

America. On the one hand, for recent Spanish-speaking immigrants, the meaning of the 

network’s name signifies the reaffirmation of the expansion of Mexicans (Aztecans) into 

the entire American continent (continente Americano); this interpretation in the context 

of Azteca’s internationalization is possible due to TV Azteca’s presence either in Central 

or South America; while, on the other hand, for U.S. citizens the name will relate to the 

incursion of a Mexican enterprise into the United States. However, there is room for a 

third possible reading from Latina/os that is a nuance of the former: the Aztec name 

would relate to a wider understanding of the Mexican nation, a nation that spreads along 

borders along which Mexican-ness is not related exclusively to Mexican citizenship, but 

to cultural and ethnic cross-border national identities. The Azteca America name then 

would be understood as a way to hail Mexican-American identity. Thus the three 

readings of Azteca America would be the following: Mexicans in pan-America, 

Mexicans in the United States, and Mexican-American. In this strategy of different 
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possible readings of the network brand, Azteca America is ensuring its appeal to recently 

arrived Mexicans and Latina/os across borders with possible readings that suggest 

mythical cross-border or continental aspirations (Barthes, 1970). 

The slogan used for Azteca America is: “Es tu Casa” (It is your home), can 

convey a flexible meaning triggering different possible interpretations from audiences 

based on Mexican and U.S. Latina/o realities in the U.S.  A network that has decided to 

use Azteca within its brand name, and that has programming mainly produced and 

broadcast from Mexico, leads to a national differentiation from the other Latino 

television networks available.  Not one of the other Hispanic networks uses a national 

marker in its brand name. Azteca America’s “Es tu Casa” (It is your home), allows a 

double reading either by recent Mexican immigrants who see in Azteca America the 

100% Mexican-ness of TV Azteca and its programming; or by Mexican Americans who 

see in the network a Mexican national identity that does not reside in Mexico’s 

geopolitical borders, but in the nation within a nation that Mexicans imagine has formed 

within the U.S. borders. This “homeland,” I would argue, accordingly with Shanti 

Kummar (2006) notion of “electronic capitalism”, is an electronic transposable Mexican 

homeland.  

The Azteca America Identity   
The network’s identity can be analyzed by looking at the programming, 

promotion and the way the corporate slogans and logo are issued. As discussed above, 

employees describe the network as commited to quality, young, and community oriented.  

Most importantly, it has a paradoxical pursuit of an authentically Mexican identity as 

well as a Hispanic character.  The qualities of youth, innovation and aggression that 

described TV Azteca in the mid 90s seem to fit the similarly young characteristic of the 

Azteca America network, in which to be new in the Hispanic market is to also be young. 

The executives from Azteca America know the value of these attributes within the 

television market. However, it is not surprising that the corporation has decided to tie the 

network’s description to its youthful attribute because the demographics reveal that 

Latina/os are not only the largest but also the youngest minority. According to the 2007 
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U.S. Census the average age of the total U.S. population is 36.4 years old, while the age 

average of Hispanics is 27.4 years old (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007 May).  Moreover, 

within the Hispanic population, Mexicans are the youngest national group with an age 

average of 24.4 years, followed by Puerto Ricans at 27.7, Central Americans at 29, 

Dominicans at 29.6,  South Americans at 33 , Spaniards at 35,  and Cubans at 40.3 (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2004 December). Moreover, innovation is a mantra of sorts in the media 

business, at least at the level of television’s discourse  

In a parallel move, Azteca America uses its institutional communications, 

homepage, press releases, and newsletters in a business discursive strategy to produce 

equivalences between the realities faced by TV Azteca in 1993 and those that Azteca 

America faces in the U.S. This strategy employs what executives call TV Azteca’s 

success story, and also invokes a network-wide vocation against television monopolies. 

This strategy allows Azteca America to reinvent itself as new competition against 

Univision and Telemundo.   

Framing: the Discourse that Refers to the Incursion of Azteca America  
In many ways Azteca America’s identity mirrors its Mexican parent’s based on 

shared programming, production values, and promotional strategies. In addition, 

corporate communications and interviews with Azteca America’s executives illuminate a 

business discourse that has the goal of re-creating TV Azteca’s goals. The history of TV 

Azteca in Mexico has been used to re-frame Azteca America’s incursion in the U.S. with 

the purpose of producing certain meanings to the network’s advantage. I argue that 

Azteca America’s institutional communications and marketing promotion attempts to 

reinvent its position in relation to the other Spanish-language television networks. This 

formulation creates an imagined context that equates Azteca America’s incursion into the 

U.S. with TV Azteca’s launch.  

The strategy of reframing Azteca America’s appearance employed three particular 

rhetorical devices: the first is to promote the idea that the network was launched to break 

the “monopoly” of Univision within the Latino market; the second is to use the figure of 

David and Goliath in which Azteca America is framed as the young and presumably 
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disadvantaged David; and the third is to narrate the success story of TV Azteca against 

Televisa as repeatable in the Hispanic market.  

Even though Univision and Telemundo exercise a virtual duopoly, the 

predominant position of Univision with Televisa’s programming makes it comparable to 

Televisa:   

Mr. Salinas clearly expressed how we intend to conquer the heart of the Hispanic 
community and break the existing television monopoly for good (Echarte in AzA 
Gazette; 2003 June: 1). 
 

Azteca America’s incursion and possible success is framed as breaking Univision’s 

impositions on the market. Sponsors, agencies, clients and audiences in general will 

benefit from the disruption of the long-standing dominance of Univision-Televisa over 

the Latino market. Executives of a Rep Firm enthusiastically express the need for Azteca 

America’s success.  

The second, strategic argument is one that that looks for the market’s empathy. 

This trope figures Azteca America as a new David challenging Univision, a new Goliath. 

Even though Telemundo has fought against Univision’s supremacy for more than 20 

years, the network has done it without much success. TV Azteca executives have used the 

metaphor of David to promote the network as though small, new, and occupying a 

temporarily weak position, nevertheless willing to fight against the Goliath Univision. At 

the bottom of the metaphor resides the desire to appeal to the good nature of the Latina/o 

people that would cause them to side with the underdog. This metaphor may also be 

employed to provoke identification with the structural realities of a long-standing 

disempowered community. At the same time, it promotes Azteca as a television company 

looking for success in a highly competitive television world.  

The third is the idea of the Azteca success story. TV Azteca has used this story in 

institutional communications and public relations. In talks executives argue that they 

have met Televisa’s huge initial superiority in Mexico with a high level of success. TV 

Azteca argues that it came from 9% of the market share in 1993 (TV Azteca, 2003) to 

40% of the commercial audience share in 2005 (TV Azteca Annual report: 2005).  The 

Azteca team prides itself in being the only one capable of defeating Televisa’s dominance 
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in the Spanish-speaking world.  Azteca America has been thought of as a vehicle for the 

reproduction of such success in the Hispanic market. It is TV Azteca’s success story that 

has been sold to affiliates and sponsors in the growth of the new network.  

 

Executives’ Views on the Azteca America Mexican-Latino Identity  
All my informants recognized the equivalent identities built and held by TV 

Azteca and Azteca America on many different levels. This corporate similarity makes it 

problematic for the interviewees to conceptualize clearly in what capacity this new entity 

has a different identity than its Mexican parent. The ways that everyone conceived how 

they are perceived and where they should go in the future also show the differences and 

contradictions the new Mexican network is facing within a U.S. Latino setting. The 

informants’ definitions about Azteca America’s identity have commonalities, but they are 

not identical. Among all the different positions expressed by the interviewees there was a 

single unique agreement: Azteca America has a Mexican identity. Interviewees conceive 

this Mexican-ness  as stemming from a variety of things: its ties to Mexican TV Azteca; 

its Azteca last name; its programming; its targeted audiences; its employees; or its 

Mexican ownership. However, when it comes to understanding the Mexican-ness in 

relation to the position of the network in the Hispanic market or for Latina/o audiences, 

the assessment, definitions, and suggested strategies about the identity of the network 

vary in many ways. I argue that this diffusive way of understanding the network’s 

identity is a cause and reflection of one of the biggest obstacles that Azteca America 

faces after six years of existence and growth in the U.S. 

There are six main positions about how to define Azteca America’s identity in the 

the U.S. Hispanic market. However, holding one view does not exclude the possibility of 

sharing other interrelated conceptions.  These conceptions are the following: First, TV 

Azteca and Azteca America are the same thing.  Azteca America’s identity merely 

reflects TV Azteca’s. A manager from a television station states, “For Mexicans TV 

Azteca and Azteca America are practically the same thing.” Second, the description of 

Azteca America mirrors in many degrees the values promoted by TV Azteca: “It is a 
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young station, modern, dynamic, aggressive, and with much more quality than our 

competitors,” says a top executive from KAZA Los Angeles, and “it is young, ambitious 

and Mexican,” adds a sales manager from the network, while an Azteca America 

manager in Mexico City states shortly “it is about young people.” Third, the network has 

an exclusive Mexican identity: “Simply the Azteca name calls for your roots […] when 

you are in the U.S. it makes you more Mexican,” says a producer from KAZA Los 

Angeles. “I see the identity of Azteca America as Mexico […] the numbers tell you the 

same--from ten Latinos in the U.S. seven are Mexicans,” adds the producer. Along these 

lines the identity of the network is defined by its purpose of reaching Mexican immigrant 

communities that already know TV Azteca and can see Azteca America as a way of 

connecting with home. An Azteca America employee on promotion in Mexico City 

comments, “I feel that [Azteca America] is for immigrant people, mainly Mexicans […] 

it is like giving a little bit to Mexican immigrants that have gone to leave to the U.S. for 

good or for bad.” 

The next three positions reflect the contradiction of having the Azteca America 

identity as to the Mexican networks. The fourth position is as a consequence of the first 

three positions and holds that Azteca America has no identity so far. An Azteca America 

marketing researcher suggests, “I don’t think the network has an identity yet […] they 

have a strong identity in Mexico and then they came here, and I think there has been a 

struggle to try to fit in here.” An Azteca America assistant on administrative areas in 

Mexico City declares, “I do not think that [Azteca America] has reached an identity yet; 

this idea about Azteca America is very new.” And she adds that the lack of identity is due 

to the fact that they “have changed so many times with the goal to reach Azteca 

America’s commercial success that we do not have a strong identity before the audience.”  

Fifth, the network is adapting within the market in a transition from a Mexican 

network to a Hispanic network. This process has the goal of reaching other Latino social 

groups.  A top executive in the Network Sales in New York points out, “you know 

primarily right now we are Mexican, and we know down the road we are going to have to 

branch out and we have not quite come up with a strategy yet. But we know down the 

road we are going to have to serve these other great areas as well I guess Cubans and 
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Puerto Ricans.” An Azteca America top network executive in Los Angeles states, “what 

happens is that we are in the stage of knowing how we want Azteca America to be 

perceived by the people because the Hispanic market changes from Los Angeles to New 

York.”  The Azteca America employee in the promotion area in Mexico City adds, “I do 

believe that Azteca America is still adapting itself, we are in a process, where not every 

thing will be targeting immigrant Mexicans but to be targeting all Hispanic Spanish 

speakers.” And finally, there is a position that blames the absence of identity upon the 

lack of audience awareness about the very existence of the network. An Azteca America 

administrator in Mexico City points out, “I feel that we need a little bit more promotion, I 

do believe that is what is needed. Good work has been made, but more promotion is 

needed in order to allow the people to get to know the network in the first place.” A 

marketing researcher from the affiliates Spot Sales offices, when asked about how the 

audiences perceive Azteca America’s identity, stresses “it is hard to me to judge that 

because, from my little job here, nobody knows about it.”  

Hispanic: the Missing Identity Component  
Something that is particularly telling about Azteca America’s identity descriptions 

is what they do not mention. Executives from Mexico or in the U.S., either in the network 

or its affiliates, do not describe the network’s identity as Hispanic or as Latina/o. There 

was in some cases recognition of the Hispanic market element, but it came across when 

referring to the network’s need to appeal to larger audiences’ backgrounds. Mexicans or 

Spanish-speaking Mexican Americans were conceived as Mexicans in the first place, not 

as Latina/os. It would be totally false to say that executives were blind to the Hispanic 

nature of the market and its challenges, but when it came to describing the identity of the 

network, Hispanic-ness/Latino-ness was not one of the traits mentioned.  

The lack of a strong Hispanic/Latina/o identity within the executives’ perceptions 

is a reflection of the ongoing challenge facing it. Paradoxically, since the announcement 

of the launch of the network, the institutional communications have identified Azteca 

America as a Hispanic network. In 2001, the managers of Pappas Telecasting and TV 

Azteca s stated “[TV Azteca’s] programming will help Hispanics both remember where 
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they came from, and unite their communities wherever they are” (Azteca America Press 

Release, 2001 July 30). The lack of defining the network as Hispanic by its employees in 

spite of the systematic use of the term within the network’s rhetoric may be exposing the 

interesting dynamics of the politics of self-recognition within the Mexican and Latina/o 

community.   

Joseph Straubhaar (2007) addresses the multilayered and hybrid identities 

displayed within Latina/o audiences and the way that these identities surface in different 

social and media use contexts. The very fact that the great majority of Azteca America 

network employees are of Mexican origin poses an interesting crossroads between the 

denomination of the network and its own self-denomination as Mexican, Mexican-

American or Latina/o.  It could be symptomatic of the identity challenge that the network 

faces today, characterized by the network’s personnel experience of the Mexican-ness of 

the company through its brand, through its executives and finally through its content, 

while the promotional effort systematically stresses the Hispanic identity. Before 

analyzing the contrasting positions on Mexican and Hispanic identity, it is necessary to 

reflect upon the use and implications of the term Hispanic.     

The Transfiguration Process: from Mexican to Hispanic 
Azteca America used all its institutional communications to build and reinforce a  

Hispanic identity. Particularly significant are the television bumpers, the programming 

promotions and the corporate homepage. The predominant presence of the term Hispanic 

within Azteca America as a discursive corporate strategy would not come as a surprise 

base on its overt marketability.  Azteca America has set up an internet web site as a 

medium to distribute its corporate communications. The homepage is divided into two 

main big divisions, with the main frame written in Spanish with general programming 

information. This section is divided into five main sections: cover, newscasts, 

telenovelas, sports and entertainment. This main window seems to be designed mainly for 

Spanish-speaking audiences. There is a second big section written in English that 

contains the corporate information divided into seven main sections in relation to the 

network’s institutional and organizational culture: what is AzA?, Hispanic market, 
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coverage/affiliates, programming, advertising options, AzA news, and download center. 

It is important to note that this division is written in English, and it is intended for 

affiliates, sponsors, clients and members of the Azteca Corporation. 

The division among the Spanish programming informative area contrasts with the 

English corporate area, and it shows the divergent identities of the Spanish Mexican 

identity and English Hispanic identity. This language/identity difference in the homepage 

architecture is in response to its differentiated targeted audiences. The corporate area 

targets the business community, such as Azteca’s clients, sponsors and affiliates. 

Hispanic is the identity that leads the discourse constructed by the network for its 

distribution, sales and marketing goals. As much as the term Hispanic is overstressed on 

the corporate site, it seems to be untenable in the network’s inner identity: 

Azteca America is the fastest growing Hispanic Network in the United States. As 
the only fullly integrated Hispanic television broadcasting in the industry, Azteca 
America brings the finest Spanish-language programming and unique advertising 
solutions to companies seeking to reach one of the most dynamic markets in the 
country (Azteca America homepage).  
 

The market and business field has chosen Hispanic as a safer denomination. Evacuated of 

political activism and providing a sanitized common denomination for different social 

groups, the term Hispanic allows the Azteca network to build a bridge with mainstream 

corporate America in the way it has conceived the Spanish-language market.  The 

corporate site of Azteca America lists the main cultural values for Hispanics:  “family, 

respect, religion, a strong work ethic, sharing, and helping fellow countrymen” and 

considers the Spanish language as an irreplaceable mother tongue and the language that 

speaks to the hearts of many Hispanics” (Azteca America homepage). 

Azteca America’s mission is to bring the best Spanish language television content 
to the Hispanic market (Azteca America Homepage) 
 

Azteca America’s institutional communications from the screen, the homepage or 

promotional materials have the function of framing the way that the network is perceived. 

The television screen bumpers, programming vignettes, slogans and logotypes tried to 

guide the spectators’ understanding of the programming flow, while on the Azteca 
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America homepage, the corporate section tries to do the same, but in this case for the 

business-market community.  

Central elements in building the network identity are its logotype and slogan. I 

have discussed the national, corporate, business and demographic reasons to keep the 

Azteca name. However, it is important to reflect about further implications of the 

compound Azteca America name.  I argue that contrary to the other Latino networks that 

are trying to build a bridge in a context of a multiethnic Latina/o population, with images 

of Pan-Latinidad and/or multiculturalism and bilingualism, Azteca America has 

considered Mexican-ness as the most compelling element for its marketing identity in 

order to differentiate itself. By relying on Mexican-ness they intend to reach the largest 

segment of the Latina/o television audiences. However, the network has deployed 

strategies that create flexible meanings in which Mexican and Hispanic and Latina/o are 

interchanged and represented almost as equivalent.  The network’s nationality and 

identity go through a process of redefinition in which the Mexican nation can be found in 

the U.S. and Hispanic and Latina/o identities are constructed from Mexican-ness.   

Conclusions 

This chapter has focused on the complex process of Azteca America’s identity 

building, a process framed by the business, corporate and industrial conditions that 

shaped executives’ and managers’ decisions and assumptions. The value or prestige 

earned by so called Mexican television abroad has been at stake within the whole 

process. To be considered Mexican in the realm of Spanish-language television can be 

considered a culturally inflected business decision with the purpose of creating economic 

value for the nascent network. On the one hand, the Mexican-ness of the network would 

then attract the larger sector of the Latina/o population; on the other hand, business and 

corporate reasoning would attach the Mexican-ness of the network to the long-standing 

success of Mexican television, as well as to the corporate strength of TV Azteca.  At the 

same time denominating the network as Hispanic is the other symbolic element with 

economic value for the business community. Hispanic is a denomination that works as an 

umbrella under which other people far beyond the Mexican population may feel 
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identified. Hispanic in addition speaks the language of the business people. Hispanic is 

used by the network in contexts that allow the sponsor, advertisers and clients in general 

to relate to Azteca America’s targeted population under pre-set notions of linguistic and 

cultural values. 

The dual meaning of Mexican-ness and Hispanic-ness in the network’s identity 

shows the complexity of a market comprising people from different nationalities, ethnic 

backgrounds, racial traits and immigration histories. However, one powerful element that 

still survives as an important denominator within the Latina/o community is the 

coexistence of a preferable self-denomination by national origin, whether that be 

Mexican-American, Cuban-America, or Salvadoran-American under a broader umbrella 

of Hispanic-ness when it comes to the population as a whole in terms of marketing. 
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Chapter Seven: Producing Representations 

 Since its inception, Azteca America was thought of as an outlet for TV Azteca’s 

productions within the context of the network’s strategic international expansion.  During 

the last six years, Azteca America has lined up programming which has mostly included 

TV Azteca’s in-house productions. Even though Azteca America’s original production is 

slowly growing, the majority of its programming is still produced in Mexico.  The logics 

of production from TV Azteca in Mexico are central to the representations broadcast by 

Azteca America in the U.S.  Even within the process of localizing, Azteca America’s 

programming has been largely based on programs and spin-offs from TV Azteca’s most 

famous TV shows,52 and they have also been produced in Mexico.  With very few 

exceptions, such as the production of the reality show Suegras and the broadcast of two 

South American telenovelas in prime time in 2006-2007,53 Azteca America’s logics of 

producing representations are largely governed by the institutional logics and mentality 

of executives and producers in Mexico City, or those from Mexico City working in Los 

Angeles.  

 This chapter will illuminate Azteca’s institutional dynamics which allow certain 

representations and narratives to be predominant within Azteca America. The Latino 

network provides an interesting case study of the ways by which the television business 

works, connecting national institutional-industrial dynamics with televisual notions of 

nationhood and audience expectations across borders.  The structural production and 

programming relationship between TV Azteca and Azteca America allows us to explore 

the role of Azteca’s executives imagining their domestic target audience while also 

creating optimal programming for transnational tastes and audiences.  Azteca America’s 

programming identity is deeply impacted by this process because it largely defines the 

kinds of representations that will be shown on the Latino network.  However, there is 

                                                 
52 This is the case of the programs produced in Mexico aimed at Latina/o audiences: Ventaneando 
America, DeporTV America, and La Academia U.S.A., all of them spin offs of Ventaneando, DeporTV and 
La Academia. 
53  Xica A Brazilian telenovela produced in 1996 and later broadcast in Telemundo, a Peruvian telenovela 
Luz María were both proven success in their countries.  
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another step taken by Azteca’s executives; by re-imagining the audiences, they define the 

programming and perhaps the production of television shows which might prove more 

appealing to U.S. Latina/os.  The executives, functioning as audience surrogates, make 

decisions based on hegemonic ideas about viewers’ preferences, programs’ formulas of 

success and the capacity of their programs to reach imagined audiences across borders.  

The choices made by these professionals based on this common, shared knowledge – 

reinforced by their business social routines – have a deep impact on the dynamics of how 

the industry defines the audience’s programming options and shapes people’s viewing 

habits (Havens, 2006). 

 América Rodríguez (1999), Arlene Dávila (2001), and Charles Ramírez-Berg 

(2002) have offered insights as to the institutional dynamics that produce certain 

representations of Latina/os within in the media.  Rodríguez recognizes the cultural 

mediation of the 1½ generation media professionals born in Latin America but raised and 

educated in the U.S. on the production and representations offered by Latino media 

(Rodríguez, 1999: 5). Meanwhile, Dávila (2001) points out how the long lasting 

influence of upper-class Latin Americans participating through advertising agencies and 

televisions networks has shaped the representation of Latina/os in the U.S. (Dávila, 

2001).   Dávila describes how in building the Hispanic market, the ad agencies have 

created a Latina/o image based largely on a Mediterranean look, with the image of light-

skinned people with black hair constructed as the hegemonic look to represent Hispanics 

(Dávila, 2001), while in the same process of commodification, Univision and Telemundo 

set the Spanish language as the most salient feature to recognize Hispanics as a 

differentiated and saleable demographic market (Dávila, 2001). This operation has 

alienated English-speaking Latina/os from Latino national television.  

 Additionally, defining the Spanish language as a preferred attribute of Hispanic 

authenticity reinforces ideas within mainstream corporate America about U.S Latina/o 

citizens as inherently being foreigners in their own country (Dávila, 2001). Rodríguez 

argues that by looking to reach Latinos beyond countries of origin and nationalities, 

Univision has pushed for the construction of a pan-Latino identity. This identity is based 

on the televisual erasure of national and ethnic particularities within their talent through a 
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process of using born again Hispanics (Rodríguez, 1999). The strategy has included the 

promotion of the use of a more neutral Spanish accent.  Arguably Univision’s 

representations of a Pan-Latino identity have been based too on the commodified image 

of light-skinned Latina/os as well as the promotion of neutral accents, which seems to be 

decreasing different regional accents by privileging the Spanish accent spoken by those in 

the upper middle class in Mexico City (Waisbord, 2004). 

 Charles Ramírez-Berg calls attention to the process of stereotyped representations 

that the Latina/o community has undergone historically within the film industry 

(Ramírez-Berg, 2002). Ramírez-Berg explains that such stereotyping happens in the 

context of larger hegemonic Hollywood story-telling conventions in which the narratives 

revolve around the racial, moral and culturally assumed superiority of a goal-oriented 

hero who is routinely “a white, handsome, middle-aged, upper-middle-class, 

heterosexual, protestant, Anglo-Saxon male” (Ramírez-Berg, 2002: 67).  Everything that 

did not meet these criteria deviated from the American cinematic norm. As a result, the 

racial, ethnic and cultural difference of Latina/os on the screen made them fulfill 

particular narrative functions as villains, sidekicks, or temptresses, and these roles 

consolidated their cinematic marginalization.  The scholar agues that stereotyping is part 

of a cognitive process that allows people to create categories as part of the way the brain 

“perceives, processes, stores and recalls information” (2002, 14). However, stereotyping 

can be socially harmful when done through the lenses of ethnocentrism and prejudice. If 

one social group is defined as the cinematic ethnic center, any different social group is 

deemed inferior and marginalized. The repetition of certain representations linked to 

certain qualities or functions within narratives has largely normalized several stereotypes 

(Ramírez-Berg, 2002).  

 Spanish-language television has not been free of these storytelling conventions. 

Producers and creative teams have largely used certain racial, gender and class features as 

audiovisual tools that allow audiences to recognize quickly the function of characters 

within a plot.  The use of certain stereotypical representations within the story-telling 

convention and narrative structure, as well as the function of the characters and mise-en-

scene, are underlain by hegemonic assumptions and reinforce shared knowledge in the 



 171 

day to day production dynamics in Spanish-language commercial television.  This 

knowledge of producing representations that work flows through the programming, 

production, marketing and sales areas, and it cements ideas of what makes a successful 

television formula.  However, hegemonic ideas about effective representations that imply 

the specific narrative function of particular features of class, race, gender and nationality 

within the narrative universe have not arisen in a vacuum.  As Rodríguez (1999) and 

Dávila (2001) observed, the function of professionals, either as mediators in the case of 

the 1½ generation Latinos within the field of journalism, or as image shapers in the case 

of the upper class Latin Americans working in the field of advertising, is a byproduct of 

the specific media executives’ identities.  Bourdieu’s notion of habitus is salient here. 

 Azteca America allows for an interesting study of an organization’s culture and 

executives’ decision-making dynamics as they impact representations on Latino cross-

border medium. The representations and narratives broadcast on Azteca America are 

largely the product of the media’s institutional culture with its attendant notions of what 

works in television programming, and such notions flow at a transnational level.  Azteca 

America’s representations produced in Mexico are tied to assumed notions of racial, 

social and cultural commonalities with Latina/os in the U.S.  Timothy Havens explores 

the hierarchies, assumptions and meaning given to programs based on race, class and 

gender markers. Havens unveils the way symbolic products are re-imagined and 

reconstructed as products based on common assumptions that constitute a hegemonic 

discourse between buyers and sellers at the institutional level (2002). Havens exposes the 

discourse that governs the international flow of ideas in which “universal” vs. “ethnic” 

characteristics and plots both play a role (Havens, 2002: 386). The case of Azteca 

America allows us to see how these naturalized hierarchies operate through notions of 

universal themes, narrative formulas, and a televisual blind position on race and spoken 

Spanish that are the basis of programming appealing to audiences across borders.  

 However, the transnational nature of Azteca America also offers a provocative 

case in which assumptions of the allure of the local as a site of cultural proximity 

(Straubhaar, 1991) competes with appeals to immigrants that evoke the homeland where 

diasporic audiences live through trans-local cultural experiences (Kumar, 2006). Since 
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the 1970s, increasing research found that audiences preferred local or national 

programming when available, triggering the development of local or national television 

industries (Hoskins & McFayden, 1991; Straubhaar & Campbell, 1992). Joseph 

Straubhaar (1991) suggests that audience preferences for national or local programs can 

be explained by the “cultural proximity” factor discussed earlier. Timothy Havens (2006) 

argues that “cultural proximity” is not a given condition, but one that is structured by the 

pre-chosen options made by network executives and given to audiences (Havens, 2006).  

Transnational media corporations have developed different brand and marketing 

strategies to attract international consumers. These strategies involve efforts to give local 

flavors to global products by the cultural process of localization, inserting their products 

into particular discourses and narratives (Weber, 2003). Jean Chalaby identifies several 

possible ways of adapting, such as dubbing, local programming, inserts and local outputs 

on cross-border and transnational channels to local markets. However, Chalaby points out 

the tendency of international media to go local by creating networks to affiliate local 

channels “around a core broadcasting philosophy” (Chalaby, 2005: 3). 

In contrast to several other strategies of localization developed by other networks 

(Chalaby, 2005), I argue that Azteca America has implemented programming strategies 

based on the advantages given by the Mexican characteristics of its products. Straubhaar 

(2005) points out that national or regional media players have a deeper commitment to 

localization while global firms take a very conservative approach, unwilling to invest in 

unstable markets and with an approach to regional markets “of marketing the most 

minimal adaptations they felt they could get away with” (Straubhaar, 2005: 224). This 

heavy reliance on the Mexican-ness of the network is a byproduct of Azteca’s identity 

that converges with the network’s institutional values, the executives’ views, genre and 

narrative formulas, and the stereotypes that have succeeded in the Mexican domestic 

market.  But, as part of its internationalization process TV Azteca has kept in mind the 

allure of its programming based on Azteca America’s paramount strategic position due to 

the large size of the Mexican population living in and moving to the U.S.    

 Azteca America’s localization efforts also reveal the paradoxes of locality for 

disaporas because recent immigrants’ cultural identities are experienced through trans-
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local realities based on information and images from their home countries. Shanti Kumar 

conceives television as an electronic vehicle within the capitalistic dynamic for producing 

narratives of consumption and identity for diasporic populations (Kumar, 2006). The 

narrative aimed at diasporic audiences promotes global aspirations in the contexts of 

idealized notions of the nation. Unimagined global audiences in their everyday lives 

experienced trans-local realities through the connection to their homeland made possible 

by postcolonial “electronic capitalism” (Kumar, 2006: 14). The number of Mexicans 

living in the U.S. and the constant contact with homeland localities given the flow of 

people, money and information make possible a fluid trans-local experience for Mexicans 

in relation to Mexico’s everyday social and cultural realities. Azteca America found its 

appeal in this seemingly powerful connection. The local is conceived through the trans-

local.  The paradoxical preference of programs made in Mexico, or about realities in 

Mexico over some of the localized productions made explicitly for Latina/o audiences 

seems to show the relevance of this trans-local dynamic.       

 This trans-local cultural dynamic also occurs through the Azteca America 

executives who are in connection with Mexico and TV Azteca.  The U.S. based Azteca 

network has been the site of top executives’ or key producers’ immigration coming from 

Mexico to do business in Los Angeles  There has been an expected structural dependency 

of Azteca America on its parent company, due in the first place to the group of executives 

from Mexico who were in charge of launching and developing the network, and in the 

second place because of the already available critical mass of executives from TV Azteca 

who were taking over different positions at higher levels in the Latino network.  Largely, 

Azteca America has been managed either by Mexicans, or by executives who developed 

their careers in Mexico within Grupo Salinas and had been close to Salinas Pliego. The 

nature of such operations allow the matching of social, cultural and institutional 

assumptions and values between executives participating in the content production in 

Mexico with the ones in charge of programming in the U.S. The values shared by 

executives across borders are rooted in TV Azteca’s marketing approach to 

programming, its institutional culture, and the still predominantly Mexican idiosyncrasy 

of the professional team.   
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TELENOVELAS , AND THE PRODUCTION OF REPRESENTATIONS  
 The Azteca televisual style has historically been crafted in an opposite direction 

from Televisa, and to Univision in the U.S. since 1996 when TV Azteca supplied 

Telemundo with telenovelas.  As I pointed out before, the identity of the Azteca networks 

has been characterized largely as innovative, young, creative, brave, anti-monopoly, and a 

new option with an authentic Mexican look.  In many ways, the representations that have 

allowed this description of the networks was the realistic look produced by the earlier 

Argos Azteca telenovelas.  The production of a realistic or authentic Mexican look on the 

screen has its roots in the networks’ early process of brand differentiation. This process 

touched not only telenovelas, but newscasts, sports, entertainment and reality television.  

Azteca’s executives in Mexico and the U.S. pride themselves on showing more mestizo 

people on the screen than Televisa and Univision do.  

The Traditional Televisa Formula 
 Televisa has crafted a successful formula in telenovela production that has been 

rewarded with high ratings and blossoming sales overseas.  Mexican telenovelas have 

been shaped by the melodramatic genre, in which all the narratives have been governed 

by a benevolent principle by which good prevails over evil (Cawelti, 1976: 45). The 

melodramatic formula includes the division of the world into bad and good, the 

composition is psychologically driven by the idea of this benevolent principle, it employs 

types or stereotypes as characters, displays visual spectacle with the support of elaborate 

mise en scene, uses customes and music for dramatic effects, and has an ultimate 

ideological lesson at the level of social morality. As Cawelti argues the narrative is a 

vehicle to reinforce the “rightness of the world order” (Cawelti, 1976) 

For Televisa the most successful melodramatic formula in telenovelas has been by 

far the constant adaptation of the Cinderella tale. The Cinderella pattern is based on a 

superior moral authority that rewards the poorest sector of society. The characters are 

stereotypes, the villain and the heroine suffer throughout the telenovela, but at the end, 

the love of her white, male, and upper class prince saves her (Fernández & Paxman, 

2001: 151). The conservativeness of the formula relies on the appeal of romance, and it 

avoids social or political issues.  Claudia Fernández and Andrew Paxman point out that 
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this formula has brought a very ideological frame to Mexican telenovelas that is a 

synthesis of sexual conservatism, racial elitism and social Darwinism (2001: 95). The 

sexual conservatism is embodied by machismo and its double standard. The heroines are 

virginal and virtuous and profoundly religious; the men are allowed to experiment in their 

sexual lives. When the heroine took a different path, she was severely punished for 

betraying Catholic values. The men merely need to ask for pardon to be forgiven while 

women need to suffer different humiliations in order to be exonerated (Fernández & 

Paxman, 2001: 96). 

Social Darwinism is represented in that the upper class reaches their status 

because of their higher abilities, skills, and values. The social elitism is based on the idea 

that the working classes do not rise to other social levels, rather “working” makes you 

noble. The Mexican telenovela does not preach social improvement, but rather, stability 

(Fernández & Paxman, 2001: 97). For instance, in the Cinderella tale when heroines are 

able attain a high class, it is merely because they are chosen by their prince. They never 

have an active role; heroines are passive (Fernández & Paxman, 2001: 97). In Mexico, 

the differences between white- and brown-skinned individuals still coincide with class 

differences that can generate tensions on the screen. Darwinism operates beneath a 

philosophy of racial superiority (Fernández & Paxman, 2001: 98). 

The marriage between conservative TV and the revolutionary government has set 

the limits and the outcomes of the discourse. Blanca De Lizaur (1997), in a study of the 

politics of telenovelas and censorship, has elaborated upon the categories of what she 

considers synonyms of progress in the context of a Mexican institutional revolutionary 

discourse. One of the categories is labeled as peace and freedom, and the outcome was 

“there was little organized crime in telenovelas, no drug dealers, no terrorists, no 

unpunished crime, no social unrest, no kidnappings, no strikes (there can not be unhappy 

workers in a revolutionary society) no prostitution, no homosexuality, no suicide, no 

abortion, no corruption” (De Lizaur, 1997: 16). In terms of politics and religion, De 

Lizaur observed no failure of democratic systems and no religious proselytism in 

telenovelas. 
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However, in 1996, the broadcast of Argos telenovelas such as Nada Personal and 

later Mirada de Mujer and La Vida en el Espejo challenged this successful paradigm for 

the first time. The narrative of these telenovelas, situated in the urban middle-upper class 

but addressing sensitive sexual and social issues, provoked exclamations of discontent 

among Mexican conservative groups (Terán, 2000: 48) and at the same time fascinated 

more progressive Mexican sectors.  Mirada de Mujer was considered by many as the first 

Mexican feminist-oriented telenovela (Hernández, 2001: 112). 

TV Azteca’s Differentiation  
 As I argued in chapter four, the Azteca style is the result of the search for 

commercial success and differentiation from Televisa/Univision.  In the case of 

telenovelas, innovation resulted in the production of ground-breaking telenovelas 

produced by Argos or Zuba, while negotiation came from the reconciliation of 

melodramatic formulas brought by Televisa’s director Antulio Jiménez Pons, and 

hybridization came about with the slow progression of South Americanization since the 

last decade, to the last three years of a deep process of Argentinization of TV Azteca 

telenovelas.  In the process, arguably the realistic and Mexican visual style was held 

within the production values of the telenovelas’ representations.   

 In spite of the centrality of telenovelas in the production of representations in 

Spanish-language television, other television genres such as newscasts, sports and 

entertainment do not follow the aspirational elements of telenovelas.  The network is 

looking to gain the audiences’ trust based on the credibility of the anchors, not only their 

looks, and in the case of sports, the professional trajectory of the speakers or presenters 

depends on factors such as reliability. Without entirely leaving out the aspirational 

element, I argue decision-making about representations seemed to follow a pattern that is 

genre related.  The creative team Imevisión brought to their new home took a more 

credible, critical and community-oriented approach, and a mestizo look was also part of 

the formula. Javier Alatorre, the anchor of TV Azteca’s newscast Hechos, and José 

Martín Sámano, the anchor of Azteca America’s newscast Noticiero Nacional Azteca 

America are some of the most telling examples.    
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 The idea that the Azteca network portrays common people in a way that the 

competition does not is reinforced by the success of programs such as the non-serial 

drama series Lo que Callamos las Mujeres and the reality show La Academia.  Even 

though Lo que Callamos follows a format of a dramatic series, the producer claims that 

the stories told in the program are based on research done by its team, portraying 

situations that are as faithful as possible to what happens in real life.  The program has 

the goal of empowering disenfranchised women by using stories to inform and educate 

them about how to face diverse social obstacles and challenges. The program, in the 

words of its producers, does not follow the telenovela paradigm, neither in narrative style 

nor in casting. The producer argues, “I look for the audience identification with the 

character and that depends on the setting and the contexts in which the story takes place” 

and “There is no need for glamour, but verisimilitude.” The producer added “I do not 

look to define a social position of my characters based on racial features.” The 

aspirational element present in the telenovela production decision making process is 

absent in the logics of this dramatic series.   

 In the meantime, La Academia is a reality show based on a singing contest in 

which audiences follows weekly performances of a group of “wannabes” trying to reach 

stardom, and it has proven to be the most successful program in TV Azteca history.  A 

programming executive explains the success of the first generation of La Academia as the 

first big rupture with stereotypes in television history; the executive remembers, “at first 

everybody said, but if they are a bunch of nacos! [a derogatory term with race and class 

connotations], Who wants to watch a bunch of nacos? And later, this bunch of nacos was 

lovable because they were like us.”  The reality show offers a setting in which the 

successes of these lovable wannabes convey a powerful aspirational message. She added, 

“the program was an exitazo [huge hit].”  In its search for audiences’ identification across 

borders, La Academia opened a more diverse racial and class spectrum for Mexicans and 

Hispanics to be shown on the Azteca screen. La Academia USA followed that pattern,  

and attempted to add participants with more diverse national and ethnic origins to the 

show in correspondence with U.S. Latina/o realities.  
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The success and presence of these programs are important elements under the 

wider umbrella of Azteca’s institutional culture and programming that have allowed 

executives on either side of the border to conceptualize the network as a vehicle for an 

authentic mestizo approach to race when it comes to representation. However, I will 

argue that the aspirational element is still a powerful force that impacts the rules of racial, 

gender and class in representations, one in which the Mediterranean light-skinned or 

blond Mexicans or Latinos are preferred.  This operation happens as one piece of a larger 

formula of success, grounded in the institutional culture in which the marketing-oriented 

programming machinery operates.   

The Marketing Approach to Programming 
Mario San Román, TV Azteca’s COO, refers to its programming strategy as a 

“marketing approach to television” (AzA Gazette, 2003 June).   This approach is a mix of 

quantitative and qualitative measurement techniques that involve focus groups, minute-

by-minute ratings, and a structural narrative analysis of the characters and plots of each 

project. One of the most telling elements of this approach, particularly in relation to 

telenovela production, is the extensive use of a narrative resource denominated as an 

aspirational element.  On either side of the border, executives assume that the television 

appeal in telenovelas is based on the presentation of people and lifestyles that embody to 

different levels viewers’ desires and aspirations.  Reference groups showing aspirational 

elements have been used in marketing and advertising to influence consumption behavior 

(Delgado, 2006).  Telenovelas are a powerful source of references, and executives deem 

the aspirational elements displayed through the narratives and the depiction of their 

characters as key elements in the genre’s appeal.  One programming executive defined 

the aspirational element as follows: 

The success of a program has to do with your capacity to move some unconscious 
motifs that operated at the affective levels, and even though I hate the term the 
aspirational element of the programming is effective (TV Azteca executive.) 
 

One of the main reasons executives believe viewers like such programming is due to a 

shared assumption that Latina/o viewers are fed up with the hardships of their everyday 

lives and such programming gives them a source of relief and entertainment.  In terms of 
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representations, the aspirational element has brought an approach to casting that 

reproduces Occidental stereotypes of beauty: light skin, slim, and fit with soft features. 

The negotiation between this stereotype and Mexican realities has produced the 

Mediterranean look (Dávila, 2001). This look has idealized the light mestizo in Mexico, 

while in terms of narratives the country imagined by Azteca and supported by its 

organizational culture is described by the ethical values of modernism, democracy, 

freedom, capitalism and entrepreneurship.  The Azteca project across nations is devoted 

to promoting the ethics of modernism and liberalism to imagined Mexican audiences 

across borders through urban low middle and middle classes. 

The Organizational Culture 
Ricardo Salinas Pliego brought to television the experience of success and 

expansion that he forged in the Elektra Group. He controlled the financial aspects of 

Elektra by offering the massive middle and lower class population flexible methods of 

payment.  Since the beginning, Salinas Pliego understood the great possibilities of 

television as a business platform and stressed that position as the very mission of TV 

Azteca, which is: 

Our mission is to create economic value for our stockholders by the production 
and distribution of the best Spanish-language television content in the world (TV 
Azteca, corporate home page). 
 

While the goal of the new commercial network was economic, the vehicle for achieving 

success has been anchored in the institutionally promoted culture of values.  Since the 

early years, Azteca’s networks’ identity has been reproduced by the institutional 

discourse of social and community-oriented values.  A TV Azteca Ethics Committee 

member points out that the network’s editorial stance was unveiled in a document 

entitled “The Mexico We Want,” in which the company outlines the project of the 

nation they desire. This particular philosophy is briefly laid out in the vision statement 

of the company in key passages such as “the education of the population is based on 

four main aspects: democracy, development towards economic prosperity, social 

coexistence and justice” (TV Azteca homepage). Regarding values, since the beginning 

TV Azteca has declared that the products made by the network should promote in 
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values of its mission statement (TV Azteca homepage, Azteca America homepage).  

The organizational strategy Salinas Pliego implemented to spread the values announced 

by the mission and vision is based on the ADIFE, an administrative methodology which 

encourages collective work by promoting collaborative decision making through 

committees. These committees included individuals coming from the strategic areas and 

production divisions who provided input and feedback on different institutional 

projects.  It is within committees that the new projects on programming and productions 

are assessed, approved or rejected. There are committees in production, programming, 

telenovelas, ethics, and values among others.  

Production and the Ethics and Values Committee 
 In 1997 an Ethics and Values Committee was created by TV Azteca; it was 

conceived as a plural and diverse committee in which all different positions and points of 

view were represented. The principles defined in the Values and Ethics Committee are in 

tune with the values declared by the institution.  This committee has the purpose of 

evaluating possible production projects under institutional guidelines. The committee 

produces a recommendation but does not decide the fate of a project.  The members of 

the committee are three people that hold different viewpoints: a priest holding a 

conservative religious position, a philosopher with a humanistic approach, and a political 

leftist with a more combative and alternative view.  The committee has also produced a 

Code of Values to act as a guide for creative people, producers, and executives in the 

process of creating, evaluating and producing programs. The Ethics Committee works in 

relation with a larger committee called Telenovelas Committee which evaluates the 

projects presented for production and even the ones that are on the air from different 

perspectives.  Some of the most salient considerations are based on the dramatic 

structure, plot and characters; the social, moral and religious values displayed in the 

narrative; the presence of an aspirational element that led to the achievement of goals 

according to the institutional values; the relation of costs and times; its possibilities to be 

sold to sponsors; and its possibilities for traveling overseas. However, conceived as a 

device to prevent self-regulation in a critical moment when the country went through 
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several political and social changes, the ethics committee has also been a mechanism to 

avoid commercial failures in the case of sensitive cultural and religious matter, as was the 

case with Tentaciones (1998).  Even though by and large the Telenovela committee 

members discuss such things with just the domestic market in mind, the assumed 

conservative moral values of Mexicans seems to work as a preemptive strategy to avoid 

potentially offending the sensibilities of Latina/os in the U.S or in markets overseas. TV 

Azteca plays it safe by reproducing the proven formulaic rules, the love story, the fight 

between good and evil, the use of stereotypes, and predictable events. Audiences at 

international levels seem to keep responding favorably to these proven formulas.  

 Moreover, given the Mexican property of the programming, I argue that Azteca’s 

factory has developed, within the dynamics of the programming marketing approach, a 

“safe formula” of sorts, one that impacts the kind of representations that are produced and 

which allows the programs to appeal to the Mexican domestic market, the Azteca 

America market, or other markets overseas.   The “safeness” of this network formula, 

particularly in the telenovela genre, dwells in the conservative nature of several combined 

factors: first, the network’s self-regulatory  mechanisms that avoid any possible 

governmental interventions; second, the network’s declared liberal ethics and the 

entrepreneurship ideology of its executives; third, the Mexican moral and religious 

idiosyncrasies; fourth, the proven formulaic narrative strategies; fifth,  the use of racial, 

class and gender stereotypes; and sixth, the assumed unmarked quality of Mexico City’s 

Spanish accent (Dávila, 2001; Waisbord, 200). 

Azteca’s Imagined Audiences 
When asked about their targeted audience, Azteca executives both in Mexico and 

in the U.S. responded almost unanimously: it is a Mexican one.  In spite of TV Azteca’s 

transnational aspirations, executives in Mexico agreed that the programming is made 

mostly for the domestic market. While in the U.S., executives also think that the core 

targeted audience is Mexican, but they also recognized that by targeting Mexicans, 

other Latina/os could be attracted by the programming, such as Central Americans in 

the first place, followed by South Americans, and later viewers from the Caribbean. 
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Still executives have a widespread recognition that the network should not cut down the 

Hispanic demographic pie by addressing only Latina/os of Mexican origin, and there 

have been some efforts to address a wider demographic spectrum.54    But TV Azteca’s 

use of the “commercial audience share” has affected Azteca America. It is important to 

understand the deep relationship among the audiences imagined by TV Azteca 

executives in Mexico, the strategies of production of the Mexican network and the 

representations and audiences reached by Azteca America in the U.S.  

“The vast majority of Mexicans” was the immediate answer from executives 

when asked about the audiences targeted by TV Azteca in Mexico.  However, when it 

came to make a more precise definition about this perceived majority of television 

viewers, executives recognized that both the bottom and top scales of the social class 

ladder were not among the targeted audiences.  The executives acknowledge in not 

being interested in the D and E economic segments because their members do not have 

the economic resources to buy what television sells.  At the same time, these executives 

recognize that A+ population segments are mainly reached by U.S. programming 

provided through cable and satellite. Thus, this vast majority as described by TV Azteca 

executives is mainly lower middle and middle class. An executive argued that contrary 

to what the Mexican the National Institute of Statistics, Geography and Informatics 

(INEGI) shows, people from marketing research have found that the middle classes in 

Mexico have grown much more than reported, particularly the middle lower classes. 

Based on the fact that IBOPE, the company that measures television ratings in Mexico, 

has its research areas spread mostly in 27 seven cities, the audience is deemed to be 

mostly from urban settings. Also, the network seems to be primarily interested in 

audiences between 18 and 30, and secondarily 30 to 50. There is a particular lack of or 

interest in children’s programming. In summary, the creative process of producing and 

programming in TV Azteca is thought to reach what they consider the biggest part of 

the population, which is 18 to 50, middle and lower middle class, racially mestizo,  

urban, and Catholic. Given telenovelas, in the words of an executive in programming, 

                                                 
54 Joshua Mintz, the former Programming Director, introduced two South American telenovelas in prime 
time, and was key in the production of Suegras, a reality show produced in Miami that showed a broader 
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the typical set of viewers are women between 19 to 30 in the first group, followed by 30 

to 50, and the network disregards the D and E demographics. The telenovela creative 

people target lower middle and middle class urban women. Reportedly the women who 

watch TV Azteca’s telenovelas are more educated given their professional careers. 

Based on market research, in general the people who watch TV Azteca programming 

are more educated and wealthier; “this is a phenomenon that repeats itself in Mexico 

City, Guadalajara, Monterrey and at national levels in Mexico,” said an Azteca America 

top executive.   

Azteca America has deeply felt the impact of TV Azteca’s targeted audience on 

the demographic attributes of the audiences reached in the U.S. and also its numbers.  

Because of the crafting of TV Azteca’s programming and marketing of its products for 

this “commercial audience” in Mexico, Azteca America in the U.S. is facing a 

seemingly paradoxical situation in the kind of audience that they are trying to reach.  

Mario San Román, TV Azteca COO, defined the Azteca America approach to 

production as twofold: “better programming translates into a better quality audience” 

(AzA Gazette, 2003 May).  Azteca America’s executives from programming and sales 

departments in particular argue that their U.S. network is reaching a “superior 

demographic.” Executives claim that the people that watch Azteca America have higher 

incomes, bigger families, higher education, better occupations, higher levels of 

employment, more bank accounts, and more time spent on travel and with their 

families.  However, the numbers have not borne this out. Carlos de la Garza, President 

of Sales, announced that from February 2005 to February 2006 the network boosted its 

share from 2% to 5% in the 6:00 A.M. to 12:00 AM Monday to Sunday schedule. By 

February the rating seemed to be waning to a 1-point average at the network level, with 

a share audience that fluctuates around 3%.  Some executives complained that the 

programming sent from TV Azteca and broadcast by Azteca America targets a 

demographic that does not represent the larger segment of recent Spanish-speaking 

immigrants:  

                                                                                                                                                 
demographic appeal.   
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But you know the people that tend to watch us are immigrants and you know 
they are coming sort of from the lower economic level and our programming a 
lot of them are about the problems of rich people (Azteca America sales 
executive).  
 

However, the reason for this strategy, according to some top executives, is the fact that 

the immigration from Mexico includes more and more middle class immigrants. New 

studies in the Mexico-U.S. show that historical trends of immigration are changing. 

Today immigrants from Mexico are coming from low middle classes, instead of the 

common trend of people coming from below the line of poverty line social sectors 

(Durand & Massey, 2004). Azteca America executives claim to be receiving a higher 

number of calls from professionals, professors, engineers, and in general people with 

higher levels of education.  

AZTECA ’S STRATEGIES OF REPRESENTATIONS 
Since its inception, commercial television has produced representations 

celebrating consumer culture which reproduce certain lifestyles that have reinforced 

social ideas, and these have become hegemonic notions about success, standards of 

beauty, and gender roles which have perpetuated certain stereotypes about race, class, 

age, gender and ethnicity. The Azteca factory is no exception, particularly when it 

comes to telenovelas. It is important to note that within the innovative spirit of the 

network there were some interesting changes in the casting selection outside the 

stereotypes.  Still, these innovative choices mostly operate outside the mainstream 

telenovelas the company produces.   

The creative process of telenovela design and production includes several people 

from different areas within the production area, known as the factory. In addition, 

executives coming from strategic areas outside the fabric such as sales, marketing and 

programming participate in this process.  The work of these executives in the evaluation 

of possible projects is known as the telenovelas committee. The purpose of the 

committee is to produce dialogue and feedback about telenovela production that 

involves the different perspectives within the network.  The committee gives reports 

and feedback about the advantages and disadvantages of each production project, but it 
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does not have a normative function.  Its recommendations can take the shape of 

modifications that need to be done to a project if it is approved or cautionary notes 

about themes, characters, or even entire projects; however, the final decisions are made 

by the top executives in the fabric/content and programming areas. The process also 

involves constant modifications of the narratives and characters in telenovelas while 

they are broadcast.   

The analysis area in TV Azteca specialized in the examination and study of 

telenovela projects.  This area provides a diagnosis of oncoming and ongoing projects 

through minute-by-minute ratings, focus groups and rules about melodramatic narrative 

formulas.  This multi-method approach allows the network to identify which 

character/actors, themes or dramatic lines within the telenovelas have more success with 

audiences.  The first episode of the telenovela is crucial to get the viewers’ attention, as 

an executive from the analytical area points out. It needs to catch the viewers’ attention 

as an anchor for the upcoming 120 episodes. In the first episode the audience needs to 

recognize the position of the characters within the universe of the narration, their 

attributes and qualities, the heroes, and the villains, which are the motifs that will 

trigger movement and attention for the remainder of the series. Setting the scenario for 

the lead characters’ love relationship is central to the first episode. To achieve this there 

was a time when Mario San Román, TV Azteca CEO, suggested that the leading 

characters should kiss in the very first chapter. Later, executives recognized that the 

characters did not need to kiss but rather to define the kind of love they were pursuing 

while presenting their counterparts as fully matching these aspirations. Estela Salinas, 

former Azteca Digital Director, defined the Azteca formula, stating that a telenovela 

should have a certain percentage of drama, love, action and entertainment. The formula 

did not work because it is hard to define these percentages, and there are no boundaries 

within them, said a programming analyst, but in the spirit of innovation more realistic 

characters linked with problems that the people were able to identify with were 

introduced. The executive added:  

Our idea of telenovelas is basically a melodrama where the conflict is the 
expression of the battle between good and evil. The love story is central. And in 
the final episode the wedding is a paramount element of closure, because it is an 
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aspirational element that strongly attracts audiences (TV Azteca telenovela 
analyst).  
 

The position of Azteca’s group of telenovelas is the result of the study of the structure of 

the genre, and reinforce by the committee finding through audience research and the 

focus groups they monitor. “I have learned a lot from audiences,” says a telenovela 

analyst. “It has become clear to me that the viewers want to see love stories, the fight 

between good and evil; they want to see certain stereotypes that trigger empathy, and 

with whom they can easily identify.” She adds that “complicated stories or characters that 

are not well-defined prompt rejection.” The result of this audience research has 

permeated through the different levels of those working in telenovela production.  These 

ideas are the coin of exchange that propels executives’ discussions.  “People everywhere 

like love stories, simple uncomplicated stories, where you know who the good guys are 

and who the bad guys are and you know how the telenovela is going to end,” says a top 

executive from TV Azteca’s International Sales.  

A central factor within telenovela production impacting representation is the 

shared idea that the programs should have aspirational elements and characteristics. 

These characteristics are linked with hegemonic ideas about the meaning of success, 

love, and beauty among others.  The code of ethics and values and the institutional 

mission and vision can be the background of such shared values, and any character or 

narrative that subverts the entrepreneurial, capitalist and neo-liberal model is not 

acceptable. “There is an explicit interest in showing aspirational elements, to show 

beautiful houses, even though they might be modest or poor. The curtain should have 

flowers, a pot with flowers, table cloths. It is the lifestyle that constitutes the marketing 

of your desired image,” explains a telenovela analyst.   

The executives in Mexico widely recognized the impact of the aspirational 

element on representations. However, the way this element affects specific 

representations of race, class, and nationality produces a wide variety of positions. In 

particular, regarding race and class, the answers and conception about representations in 

telenovelas varied depending on the position of the executives within the organizational 

structure.  There were different takes from people in the creative production teams in 
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contrast with people in the administrative planning ones. Also, there were seemingly 

different positions from Azteca executives in Mexico City as compared to executives in 

the United States.  It is important to stress that in contrast to the U.S., in Mexico there is 

a hegemonic conception that social class is the most telling factor that produces separate 

social groups and discrimination, not necessarily race. Deeply ingrained in the Mexican 

mentality is the idea that Mexicans are racially mestizos.  The erasure of the racial 

differences elements through the use of the mestizo trope, defined as a cosmic race 

(Camp, 2003: 43), has been used by the economic and political elites through education 

as a resource to build the notion of a nation (Skidmore & Smith, 2001). However, social 

and economic realties in Mexico have historically conflated race and class, and 

indigenous people represent the most disempowered social group while most families 

with a more European heritage have traditionally occupied higher socioeconomic 

positions.  These socioeconomic realities have been connected to aspirational elements 

in telenovela narratives with a widespread notion of effective character stereotypes.  

Even though the producer of Lo que Callamos las Mujeres rejects the use of this 

aspirational notion on her series, she is able to recognized the stereotypes used in 

telenovelas as the “guapo soap” (handsome soap). It “is an Occidental stereotype, 

probably blond, light-colored eyes, an athletic body, slim, and tall with all the features 

that the advertising and the television industry have imposed as the notion of beauty.” 

However, decisions in casting for telenovelas take into account this aspirational 

element.  “Since 50 years ago, Televisa followed and imposed this stereotype,” added 

the producer.  As a result, television in Mexico was colonized for actors that fit this idea 

of beauty, an ideal that is far removed from the common mestizo that represents the 

majority of the population.   

According to a programming executive, in Azteca’s process of production 

differentiation and innovation in telenovelas the network has tried to challenge the 

stereotypes largely promoted by Televisa’s traditional formula; however, the 

telenovelas’ ratings drops every time that it tries “to fight against the reproduction of 

racism in the casting.”  A member from the Ethics Committee explains, “If I try to 

change the stereotypes on casting or narratives in telenovelas the audience rejects it.” 
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The committee member point outs, “I have been told by executives: ‘that is what 

audiences want.’ And you know what? They are right! Here [in Mexico] the mental 

colonialism is still strongly rooted.” This assessor adds, “We have not been able to 

reverse the idea that if you are blond you are prettier.” Coming from a large background 

in audience research and with an assumed deep understanding of viewers tastes and 

preferences, this Azteca telenovela assessor expressed the following with a profound 

sense of frustration:  

Audiences [in Mexico] want to be slim and blond … they do not want the brown 
girls as the protagonist; you need to reproduce the tale, the stereotype: The 
audience will disappoint you!  (TV Azteca Assessor.) 
 

However, this awareness of the use of stereotypes personnel involved in the analysis of 

telenovelas showed was not blatantly recognized by the personnel working in other 

telenovela areas.  In spite of the recognition of the stereotypes used in television almost 

worldwide, almost all TV Azteca executives denied that race had an important effect on 

casting. There was a widespread blind spot of the racial factor when it came to 

discussing casting decisions, as well as discussing the ethnic and racial identities of 

audiences.  Producers, executives and personnel claimed that the look and dramatic 

talent of the actors and actresses were far more important than racial identity.  The 

talents’ look was conceived as the image produced by inner psychological attributes 

along with external features such as a combination of fashion style, complexion, and 

body type. However, a decision making process based on looks seemed to stress the 

criteria that may have a deeper connection with social class.  This great divide has been 

considered the historically unequal distribution of wealth, the insurmountable divide 

between the rich and the poor. Social class has been the defining category that also 

reflects racial difference, but in a more complex matrix that includes economic income, 

occupation, social networks, education and cultural background. The social class notion 

as the great divider based on unequal distribution of wealth seemed to mirror the racial 

differences among Mexicans.  Perhaps, within the sensorial-cultural constructed 

process of selecting by looks, markers of higher social class may whiten the racial 

identity of selected actors.    
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However, the most remarkable finding was the widespread notion of both 

networks’ executives refusing that they show any racial preference on the corporation’s 

screen.  The idea of authentic Mexican looks promoted by the institution as a crucial 

identity factor, in contrast to Televisa’s or Univision’s tendency to show white people, 

seemed to make the executives truly believe that there is not racially-driven preference 

within Azteca’s television shows:  

Azteca does a better job representing the community as it is, opposed to some of 
the competition that is known  for favoring very light-skinned and blond or 
gueras/gueros (AzA Gazette, 2005 June.) 
 

The different evaluations of race from both sides of the border became apparent when it 

came to considering the notions of race on the Azteca screen. What is considered white in 

Mexico is not equivalent to what is considered white in the U.S.  While a white Spanish 

background has been the prevalent race reference for whiteness in Mexico, in the U.S. the 

Anglo-Saxon racial attribute has been the reference. With these different references in 

mind, for some Azteca America executives the representations include mostly mestizo 

people, while for executives in Mexico, the aspirational element has moved TV Azteca to 

represent what Mexicans consider to be white people on the screen.   

The answers given by Azteca’s executives across borders seem to confirm 

institutional hegemonic beliefs that race is not an important factor for talent selection, 

whether for fictional or non-fictional programs and that the network does a good job of 

representing the mestizo attribute of Mexicans and somehow of Latina/os as well.  

While that belief has its roots in some examples based on actors shown across different 

television genres, this seemed not to be the case with telenovelas.  Some interviewees’ 

memories of some of the very few dark-skinned mestizos on the screen as an example 

of the fairness of the institution seemed to me to be the exceptions that confirm the rule.  

Javier Alatorre as the leading newscast anchor of Hechos, José Martín Sámano of 

Noticiero Nacional Azteca America, and Erasmo Catarino, the singer who won La 

Academia 4 were names that came up repeatedly in the interviews.  They have become 

archetypical images of the authentic mestizo look of the networks.  In interviews with 

executives it was clear that the aspirational element of telenovelas is used to show a 
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way of living and desirable physical and psychological attributes within the character.  

The love story telenovelas promote and the glamour they recreate do not apply to 

newscasts, sports, or single episode dramatic series. The aspirational element in other 

genres can be linked to a different set of attributes such as credibility, professional 

success, reliability, knowledge, charisma and so on.  In the mid-1990s TV Azteca’s 

newscasts promoted Javier Alatorre’s credibility and authenticity to combat Jacobo 

Zabludosvky, a white anchor, with a foreign last name, who was in collusion with the 

economic and political elites. The election of José Martín Sámano for Noticiero 

Nacional Azteca America seemed to follow the same pattern of seeking credibility for 

the Latino network.  However, such a racial strategy was denied by the producers of the 

newscast who claimed that the anchor’s dark-skinn was merely random.  The anchor’s 

capacities and career trajectory were specified as the main reasons for his selection.   

In the case of La Academia, the reality show has based its powerful attraction to 

audiences on aspirational elements that link common people’s life stories to self-

improvement, social mobility and professional and personal success.  Erasmo Catarino, 

an indigenous teacher from Oaxaca, with a combination of charm and a humble attitude, 

captivated audiences in Mexico and in the U.S. and won La Academia 4, becoming the 

most visible example of a dream of success for long-standing marginalized Mexicans.  

Erasmo has become the most common reference of Azteca’s authentic Mexican look in 

executives’ minds.  In second place was Yuridia, a first-generation Mexican immigrant 

from Phoenix, a mestiza who has also been the example of an immigrant success story.  

After the reality show, she became one of the best selling singers in Mexico.  

Also the impact of Lo que Callamos las Mujeres and its strategy of representing 

common people on the screen are deeply rooted in the personnel’s minds, and the 

program has become the cornerstone of the network’s assumptions about authentic 

representation of race and class. However, as I argued before, the rules of representation 

across different genres are not similar, and I decided to take a deeper look at telenovelas 

because of the genre’s paramount role in providing widespread representations.  Such 

an investigation is also important because the telenovelas’ representations are guided 

and thought of as having aspirational elements and having larger implications for 
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desirable images of race, class, gender and nationality.  Even though Azteca’s 

telenovelas have innovative and hybrid attributes of representations, it is particularly 

telling that blond actresses are still the main leads in them.  Just recently,  the most 

important telenovela female parts were occupied by blond, light-skinned Latinas: Silvia 

Navarro in Perla (1998), Catalina y Sebastián (1999), Cuando seas Mía (2001), La 

Heredera (2004), and Montecristo (2006);  Mariana Ochoa in La Hija del Jardinero 

(2003), and Amor sin Condiciones (2006); Margarita Gralia in Amor en Custodia 

(2005); Andrea Noli in Se Busca un Hombre (2007); and Margarita Rosa de Francisco 

in Mientras Haya Vida (2007).   This pattern seemed to be invisible to Azteca’s 

executives across borders who strongly claimed that racial features are not relevant in 

telenovelas because one can also see successful characters such as Tito Sanchez in Los 

Sánchez (2004), played by a dark brown mestizo, or Paola Núñez, a mestiza, as Barbara 

in Amor en Custodia (2005).  However, Los Sánchez did not match with traditional 

standards of telenovelas.  It was basically a daytime telenovela with a satirical and 

comical approach in which Tito Sanchez was a charming anti-hero who embodied the 

good nature of the disempowered masses. And Paola Núñez was a secondary character 

in Amor en Custodia, while Margarita Gralia occupied the leading role. The case of 

Paola Núñez is an interesting one.  Paola Núñez may be described as having the Latino 

Mediterranean look, with dark hair and some European traits, but also can be deemed as 

a Mexican mestizo with light brown skin. Núñez’s particular features have allowed her 

to navigate from Diana in Mirada de Mujer, el Regreso (2003) as the daughter of the 

maid, to Barbara, the upper class spoiled daughter of Margarita Gralia in Amor en 

Custodia (2005).  The European facial features of this light brown-skinned actress 

allowed her to portray Diana, a lower class girl who makes her way up while studying 

nursing and establishing a love relationship with a rich young boy. In Amor en 

Custodia, her role was a satirical imitation of a spoiled rich girl that had some comedic 

overtones, while her imitation of the assumed attributes of upper class young women 

gave her the status of a new Barbie doll of sorts in the audiences’ minds. It seems that 

the formula of success achieved by both the characters Tito and Barbara have overtones 

of farcical and glamorized elements regarding social realties. It is important to note that 
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Azteca also has a large group of female talent that follow the light-skinned, blue or 

green-eyed, black haired Mediterranean look. These actresses play important roles in 

telenovelas, but they have played leads on day time ones. Some of the most remarkable 

cases are Ana Serradilla in Campeones de la Vida (2007) or Adriana Louvier in Ángel 

las Alas de Amor (2007). It seems that the heroine characters and leading roles in 

Azteca’s prime time telenovelas are still colonized by las gueras. 

The Idea of Universal Narratives  
The telenovela factory has linked the organizational culture of the institution with 

the commercial enterprise of producing successful programs for the domestic market in 

Mexico as well for audiences overseas through the work of its Ethics and Values 

Committee.  After reviewing the logic of melodrama and the aspirational elements of the 

television projects, the committee assesses the ethics promoted by the program. A 

member of the committee argues, “the committee evaluates telenovelas by taking into 

account the ethics and ‘universal’ values as well as our knowledge of national culture and 

values.” The telenovelas’ universal value can be understood as the common values shared 

across borders at international levels as well as the universality of characters and themes 

that can be found in the melodramatic genre over time.  “We did not invent the 

melodrama,” said a committee member; there are well-known stereotypical characters 

that have been the source of dramatic inspiration for centuries.  But one criterion for the 

committee is to produce television that “is able to be watched with our children without 

feeling ashamed,” as the committee member added. A programming executive pointed 

out that one of the innovations of Azteca’s telenovelas was their linkage of the characters 

to problems that were deemed more realistic. However, the downside of the realistic 

approach is that it relies on localism.     

When you tried to make a deep realistic approach to a telenovela, you have the 
risk of carving out local realities that are not appealing for audiences in other 
countries (TV Azteca Programming executive.)  
 

Thus, executives need to address real situations in telenovelas without a local touch that 

will appeal to audiences overseas. A top executive in international sales is fully aware 

of the kind of cultural, religious or socioeconomic narratives or representations that will 
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not travel easily in particular areas of the world.  However, he points out that “simple 

love stories are watched and preferred around the globe.”  

 The Television Trade Market across Borders 
In the case of overseas sales, I identify six defining factors based on the presence 

of sales criteria for the kind of programming that travels well across borders. First, the 

story is the central element for success. Second, it should address universal themes and 

values. Third, it should use proven formulas to help viewers identify the plot and 

characters. Fourth, good ratings in the domestic market may help, but not necessarily. 

Fifth, the use of famous artists may be of minimal help. Sixth, the success of a program 

does not necessarily depend on its production values. The sales executives strongly argue 

that by far the most important feature for a product is the story. In describing which kind 

of stories can travel or sell well overseas, he repeatedly asserted that simple love stories 

are the most successful.  

This institutional mechanism involves the linkage of the culture of the 

organization with the production criteria, the promotion of ethics and values that protect 

family, the reliance on well-known stereotypes and universal narratives, and a blind 

position on race. These factors prompt me to argue that the Azteca telenovela factory has 

created a safe creative process that produces “Mexican-ness” for a television market. 

A Preemptive Measure for Broadcasting in the Hispanic Market  
Despite executives’ awareness of the paramount position of the U.S. Hispanic 

market, there was a widely-shared recognition that Azteca’s production was mostly made 

for the Mexican domestic market. I argue that there are two main reasons for this 

condition.  First, as I argued, taking into account the preferences of the Mexican audience 

provides one with a possible preemptive conservative formula that may work overseas. 

Second, Azteca’s targeted population within the Latina/o community is largely Mexican.  

However, there are some institutional considerations that now are taken into account. The 

first signal of this position was an email coming from the international office asking to 

avoid any derogatory depiction of the American government or American characters 

within the narratives. “We were asked to eliminate from the vocabulary of the characters 
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in telenovelas the word gringo,” point out an executive. A good example of such a 

depiction was, according to the executive, the telenovela Al Norte del Corazón produced 

in 1996 in which the depiction of the U.S. border patrol was negative.  Even though the 

telenovela was a success in Mexico, it has not been broadcast Azteca America; in the 

opinion of these programming executive it is highly likely that this telenovela will not be 

broadcast any time soon by Azteca America. Another case the programming executive 

recalled involves an American character coming to Mexico for business; the character 

was depicted in a negative light, and all the scenes in which the character participated 

were edited for broadcast in the U.S. 

Re-imagining the Audience for U.S. Hispanics 
Something that divides the assumptions about audiences is the way media and 

society is conceived of in Mexico as opposed to the U.S. For instance, there is the 

shared assumption among the personnel in Mexico City either working for TV Azteca 

or for Azteca America that Latina/o audiences in the U.S. in general are far more 

permissive than audiences in Mexico. The reasoning is that U.S. Latina/o audiences are 

more exposed by media in general and television in particular to violence, sex, drugs, 

and many other different issues considered polemical in Mexico.  The most radical 

approach in trying to explain this assumed divide was exposed by a TV Azteca 

employee in Mexico who considered the values of the American people as a whole to 

be the product of a “decadent corrupted society” equivalent to a modern biblical 

“Sodom and Gomorrah.”  The differences in the cultural approach to audiences and 

content preferences seem to put the personnel from the network in both countries in a 

paradoxical situation. For some personnel in TV Azteca, some of the requests about 

programming from their Azteca America counterparts reflect the pursuit of scenes that 

contain explicit violence or sex, while for some personnel in Azteca America in the 

U.S., the video-library’s lack of programs addressing some sensitive issues is conceived 

as a lack of openness from their Mexican counterparts. An interesting dynamic in terms 

of gender issues arises when it became apparent that TV Azteca had in its library, albeit 

few, but some programs addressing male homosexuality, while lesbianism has not 
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received enough attention by the Mexican network. This lack is part of an unequal 

approach on gender issues. For an executive in Mexico the petition for more programs 

addressing lesbianism was viewed as part of a more sensationalistic approach to 

programming followed by the U.S. network.    

Representations and Localizing the Programming 
In the first place, it was thought that entering into the Hispanic market would 

involve relying on Mexico’s TV Azteca productions.  “It is a win, win situation when 

65% of Latinos are Mexicans and they are anxious to be in touch with Mexico,” said a 

sales executive.  However, the possible success of Azteca America also relies on its 

capacity to link it programming to the particular realities experienced by these Mexicans 

and Latina/os in the U.S.  Then there has been a slow but steady process of localizing 

programming tailored for Spanish-speaking audiences in the U.S. Azteca America claims 

to have tailored around 1000 hours of programming for Latina/o audiences (AzA Gazette, 

2007 May). However, mainly due to the expensive nature of programming production 

costs, the process has been gradual.  

It is important to point out that this section will refer to strategies of localization 

and representations within Azteca America’s programming at national levels. I will refer 

to the local production processes in the next chapter in which I address distribution and 

promotional efforts by local affiliate stations. However, it is important that local stations 

such as Azteca America KAZA 54, its flagship, has produced local programming that 

does not reach national levels, such as Noticiero Azteca America Los Angeles, Jaripeo, 

and Futboleando among others. The contests Cante y Gane and the variety program 

Bienvenido a Casa55 were KAZA 54 local productions that were eventually included in 

Azteca America’s national programming. Many other affiliates stations in Houston, 

Dallas, Reno, Palm Springs, Orlando, New York, Fresno, Phoenix, Monterey, and 

Wichita also have their own local newscasts, variety shows, game shows, sports news, 

community events and local religious services.  Azteca America has also worked for 

years in promoting the affiliate stations using Azteca’s celebrities, offering concerts with 

                                                 
55 Bienvenido a Casa finally reached national distribution through the network in Summer 2007 
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La Academia singers through several cities in the U.S.  In a parallel effort, the program 

Ventaneando has been produced from some cities on the U.S. West Coast. To reach out 

to local communities, there have also been promotional efforts whereby the local stations 

get involved with social events, celebrations and community-oriented actions.  Local 

affiliates have also allied themselves with Latino grass roots movements.  

In the case of U.S. programming, Azteca America has followed four general 

steps. First, and still the most important, it relies on programs produced in Mexico. This 

is largely the case with telenovelas. The second is the production of some segments 

tailored for Latina/o audiences included within some programs produced in Mexico. 

That has been the case with Venga la Alegría, Ventaneando and DeporTV. Third, there 

are entire programs tailored for Latina/o audiences but produced in Mexico. This has 

been the natural evolution from segments tailored for Latina/o audiences to entire 

programs such as Hechos America (2002), La Academia USA (2005), Ventaneando 

America (2006), DeporTV America (2007) and No te lo Pierdas (nd). And fourth there 

has been production of programming for Latina/o audiences also produced in the U.S. 

This is the case of Noticiero Nacional Azteca America (2004), Cante y Gane (2004), 

Suegras (2007) and Bienvenido a Casa (2007). 

It is important to take into account that in the case of the programs produced in 

the U.S. aimed at national audiences, the strategies and origins of their production have 

also taken different paths.  Some of them have been crafted by taking into account 

people, brand names and styles from Mexico City’s programs; others have been 

produced in Los Angeles with local producers and released on a national level; and   

ones produced with a national Latina/o audience in mind.  The second were produced 

for audiences on the West Coast; the third signifies an attempt to reach more diverse 

groups of Latina/os on the West as well as the East Coast. The recognition of these 

different paths allows understanding the different production strategies and 

representations produced in all of them.   

Noticiero Nacional Azteca America is anchored by José Martín Sámano, produced 

by María Elena Jauregi in KAZA 54 Los Angeles.  This show is the product of a 

localization process that started in 2002. In broadcast television one of the most 
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important sources of local attention are the news. The creation of local, regional or 

national newscasts has been the primary goal for broadcasters fighting for audiences’ 

preferences.  Since the network’s inception, the newscasts that it broadcast were made 

in Mexico from the team Fuerza Informative Azteca, particularly Hechos.   The appeal 

of these shows was that they brought Mexicans information about their country. Hechos 

was the leading newscast on the network until in November 2002 when Hechos 

America was launched. The first localized newscast at national levels was made in 

Mexico and anchored by José Martín Sámano and Rebeca Saenz, both anchors working 

for in Fuerza Informativa Azteca’s newscasts. This was the initial preferred route of the 

network when it came to localizing programs: to use the personnel, resources and 

brands of famous programs in Mexico, and produce them with variations tailored to 

U.S. Hispanics.  However, to be able to produce an original newscast for broadcast 

television has been historically paramount to position networks and stations in the 

middle of the economic, social and political life within their geographical area of 

coverage.  

This presence became a political factor that facilitated promotion and social 

visibility that encouraged good business.  The naming of Elisa Salinas as General 

Director of Azteca America was received as the signal to reinforce the network’s 

production at local and national levels in the U.S. The team of Elisa Salinas worked on 

a plan from a newscast produced from the U.S. Hechos 54, a local newscast version 

produced in Los Angeles, was launched in October 2003 with Edgar Munoz and Emilia 

Jiménez.  In November 2003, two versions of national newscasts were launched: 

Noticiero Nacional Azteca America and Noticiero Azteca América Última Edición, both 

anchored by Armando Guzmán and produced from Washington, with support from the 

newscast team from Mexico City. The newscast suffered some changes; by May 2004 

Noticiero Nacional Azteca America was anchored by José Martín Sámano, and Rebeca 

Saenz returned to the studios of TV Azteca in Mexico City, while Noticiero Azteca 

America Última Edición was still made from Washington with Armando Guzmán. By 

September both versions were again produced from Mexico City with Noticiero 

Nacional Azteca America anchored by Hannia Novel and Edgar Galicia and Noticiero 
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Azteca America Última Edición anchored by José Martín Sámano and Rebeca Saenz.  

Armando Guzmán kept an important section for interviews and news from the U.S. 

within Noticiero Azteca America Última Edición. Finally in February 2006, Noticiero 

Nacional Azteca America was produced and launched from Los Angeles and anchored 

by José Martín Sámano and Nancy Agosto.   

  The interesting case of the Azteca America newscast illuminates the long 

process that Azteca America undertook in assessing the moment during which an 

original U.S. newscast would be a viable project on the operational and economic 

levels. From Mexico’s Hechos in 2001 to Los Angeles’s take on Noticiero Nacional 

Azteca America 2006, many different hybrids were produced for which the logistical, 

operational and audiovisual support of TV Azteca in Mexico was paramount.  However, 

even though the newscast is entirely done for Latina/os, the producer and anchor that 

made it possible came from the Mexican team of Hechos.  The evolution of the 

newscast has been inevitably shaped by the very production values, news judgment and 

editorial position of a Mexican team producing from Los Angeles that includes the 

anchor José Martín Sámano. The style of the anchor standing up with a background that 

shows the images of the news also resembles Hechos in Mexico.   The production 

values and styles from the TV Azteca newscast tradition can be seen in Noticiero 

Nacional Azteca America. The image of José Martín Sámano, a brown-skinned 

Mexican with a mustache, resembles strongly that of Javier Alatorre, the leading figure 

of Hechos in Mexico.  It is important to note that the most recognizable anchors in 

Spanish-language television are Jorge Ramos and Enrique Gratas, both white-skinned 

Latinos from Univision.  It would be predictable that the selection of José Martín 

Sámano for Azteca America’s newscast would be a similar strategy to the one used in 

1994 to put Javier Alatorre against Jacobo Zabludovsky.   

However, when asked about this resemblance, the producer who launched Azteca 

America’s newscast from Los Angeles rejected the idea that it was intentional. Actually 

he pointed out that José Martín Sámano has resented his resemblance with Alatorre 

because frequently he is misrecognized.  However, when asked about decisions based 

on racial features for the selection of anchors from the Azteca team, he strongly rejected 
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that possibility.  The producer explained that the characteristics that the anchor should 

have are experience and charisma. He insisted that it is not about putting handsome 

people on the screen, or any specific racial feature; it is more about charisma.  The 

producer was in charge of creating a local newscast for Los Angeles, and he remembers 

taking into account people from different origins to make up the team and the casting, 

In particular Mexicans and Salvadorans because of the number of immigrants from both 

countries. When he was asked about the physical type that he had in mind for the 

newscast, the dialogue developed as follows: 

JP: When you imagined these possible Salvadorans or Mexicans how did you 
think about them in terms of race? 
XX: Normal people… 
JP: What does normal people means to you? 
XX: (emphatic) Normal! If you are Salvadoran, you are Salvadoran!  
JP: in Mexico we do not talk about race, but the race is there… 
XX: I do not care about that…  
(Interview with an Azteca America producer) 
 

Just a few months later, María Elena Jauregi was appointed as the new producer, a 

Mexican woman, but with a long history in newscasts within the Latina/o community. 

Jauregui, as a 1 ½ generation Mexican American, as América Rodríguez points out, has 

to be a cultural translator between three different intersecting worlds; the one between 

Mexicans with Mexican Americans;  the one among Mexicans and Mexican Americans 

and Latina/os in general; and the ones among Latina/os and the larger U.S. population.  

Cante y Gane launched in 2004 and Bienvenido a Casa launched in 2007 are live 

format programs, and they have several advantages for local production. The first 

advantage of the live format programs is that they are cheaper than fictional programs 

or newscasts because they allow for avoiding postproduction. Second, after the initial 

cost of production on set and artistic, material and technological resources, no more 

investment in production is involved, but rather in talent. Third, the simultaneous nature 

of a live program allows it to be longer, and that fills the programming slot better. And 

fourth, they are perfect windows for local talent because of the possible participation of 

audience, guests, interviews, musical performers and so on. Cante y Gane was a singing 

contest anchored by Javier Hernández "El Jarocho" and Laura Caro, a former La 
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Academia contestant, while Bienvenido a Casa is a variety program hosted by Omar 

Fierro with different sections. The sections are devoted to different themes of general 

interest, with specialists, interviews and gossip. Both Cante y Gane and Bienvenido a 

Casa are non-prime time programs.   

Two of the most ambitious projects produced by Azteca America that reveals an 

effort to reach the broader category of Latina/o people have been in the realm of reality 

shows: La Academia USA in 2005 and Suegras 2007. Suegras is an original U.S. Latino 

production made in Miami.   They both reveal the kind of representations that the 

network is crafting while keeping in mind Latina/os in the U.S.  I will argue that La 

Academia USA shows an approach to Latina/os that replicates the idea that the people 

living in the U.S. are more liberal, while Suegras shows an approach on Latina/os 

expressed by a sales executive in which representations are sexier.    

Particularly telling of this divide in audiences’ ethic and moral values was the 

way the blockbuster program La Academia was localized for Latina/o audiences in the 

production of La Academia USA. While the program was made by TV Azteca in 

Mexico City, with the very same production team, anchor, professor, resources and 

dynamics of La Academia, the localized version underwent some changes to make it 

more in tune with sensibilities. While in La Academia in Mexico, the contestants live in 

a house where women and men sleep in separate rooms, in La Academia USA the 

contestants shared rooms.  In many ways the program has a more sexualized approach 

than the Mexican version. From the beginning in the U.S. version romantic 

relationships were a central subject of the narrative. Particularly the choreography in 

each Sunday’s concerts stood out remarkably because of the highly sexualized 

performance of the dancers.  For example, two dancers simulated a sexual act on stage 

while one of the contestants performed a love ballad.  In another number, a group of 

dancers emulated orgiastic encounters that while not uncommon for a Madonna concert, 

are rarely seen in performances produced for Mexican audiences. The programs were 

not broadcast in Mexico. The program did not gain the ratings achieved by La 

Academia 4 and did not attract sponsors as was thought. 
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After five generations of La Academia and one generation of La Academia USA, 

the commercial failures of the U.S. version and the plummeting ratings of the fifth 

generation, TV Azteca thought about discontinuing the La Academia brand. While in 

Mexico TV Azteca prepared Disco de Oro, another singing contest with well known 

singers anchored by José Luis Rodríguez el Puma, in the U.S. they found a seemingly 

more attractive idea in a reality show named Suegras.  The show has been Azteca 

America’s most telling effort to reach audiences beyond Mexicans.  The independent 

producer Promofilm was in charge of the production of Suegras.  Situating the program 

in Miami was a way to frame it in a friendlier context for East Coast audiences. 

Furthermore, the host of the program was Dominican Amelia Vega, a former Miss 

Universe. The participants on the program were six men who spent ten weeks in a house 

together and who would decide on their potential wives from a pool of twelve women, 

and they needed the consent of the women’s mothers. The dynamics of the program are 

a dating game in which participants are meant to find true love, and they are expelled 

one by one from the house until a couple is declared the winner and gets married.  The 

program seemed to be based on dual premises, conveying the strong value of family 

embodied by the image of the Latino mother. It also depends on the sexy depiction of 

men and women participating in the dating game that is at the center show.  The 

wedding at the end as the final proof of love is conceived as part of the aspirational 

strategy and has the purpose of attracting and creating empathy with audiences.  The 

representation offered by the show oscillates between the eroticization of female and 

male bodies, in continuous games and displays of possible sexual appeal of every 

participant and the containment of those same the erotic elements to avoid any possible 

excessive sexualized behavior.  The program did not attract the attention expected and 

went off the air without major announcements. A common practice at the end of TV 

Azteca’s reality shows such as La Academia has been to display the shows’ ratings 

through Azteca Ameica institutional communications. In spite of the cost and economic 

investment that Suegras represented, since its first week it achieved rating below half of 

a point. The show did not start strong and did not end that way either. Suegras never 
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achieved any institutional mention in the AzA Gazette or in press releases about 

attracting viewers or improving its performance, not even for the finale.  

There are two very telling characteristics of this ambitious project in terms of 

representations: first the commitment shown by Azteca America in breaking the 

inherent Mexican-ness of its production and programming, and second, the erotized 

nature of the project that was chosen. In terms of representations it seemed that the idea 

was to follow hegemonic ideas in corporate America that Latina/os are the exotic and 

sexualized other. This idea was articulated by an Anglo executive with a top position 

within the sales team who characterized Latinos in prime time as having a “sexier 

look:” “The Hispanic market in general has a more sexy approach than what you see in 

the general market” (Azteca America Sales executive).  

Local Versus Trans-local Realities  
The production of programs that better reflect the diversity and realities of 

Latina/os in the U.S. seem to have arrived in an apparently paradoxical situation. While 

La Academia 4 brought big numbers in ratings for the Azteca America network, the 

localized show La Academia USA and the original Latino show Suegras did not meet 

ratings expectations.  The attraction derived from the very Mexican-ness of the Azteca 

productions seems to surpass the attraction to products tailored to have a trans-national 

Latino appeal.  The trans-national origin of Latina/os conceived as elements of localism 

is competing against the trans-local every day life experience of the Mexican diaspora.  

An interesting case is La Academia USA. Las Academias produced in Mexico have 

systematically included Mexican immigrants living in the U.S. as contenders. The 

process of casting in California for the reality show brought several immigrant stories 

that linked the Mexican show with diasporic audiences in the U.S. One of the big 

moments of this strategy was the inclusion of Yuridia from Phoenix Arizona, who 

fought against Erasmo for first place in the final concert of La Academia 4.  First and 

second places were between an indigenous teacher from the Oaxacan mountains and a 

Mexican immigrant living in the U.S. who represented the possiblity for success for a 

disempowered Mexican looking for a better life elsewhere. The program achieved great 
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ratings. The next reality show produced was La Academia USA and despite of the 

intensity, the sexier approach, the fight between the judges, and the multinational 

Latina/o contestants, the show failed.   Azteca America’s executives across borders 

were clueless about the causes of its failure.  But there were two executives who offered 

some hypotheses about it; a marketing researcher in New York answered that maybe the 

cause was the counter programming of Univision. After the success of La Academia 4, 

Univision programmed Cantando por un Sueño, and the audience that followed that 

show did not came back to Azteca America. But another provocative hypothesis was 

given by a top executive in Los Angeles:  

Maybe because the program was not broadcast in Mexico, and somehow, La 
Academia is part of the culture that implies: look I live here but I want to know 
about there (referring to Mexico) particularly from certain generations  
(Top executive Azteca America Network.) 
 

The provocative value of this answer is the implication that La Academia as a reality 

show allowed an imaginary dialogue between the realities in Mexico with its audiences 

in the U.S. by sharing viewing experiences across borders. La Academia USA broke that 

contract, the program was not followed by Mexicans in Mexico, and furthermore it 

established a stronger connection of the contestants with their families in the U.S. 

Paradoxically, the trans-local reality experienced by Mexicans was betrayed by a 

product full of localism and a lack of a cross border simultaneous viewing experience. 

The link offered by Azteca America between itself and Mexican realities to its 

audience in the U.S. is still very strong.  The most telling example of Azteca America’s 

recognition of the trans-local experience of Mexicans is the amount of space and time 

dedicated to newscasts from and about Mexico. Also, the long process of localizing 

Noticiero Nacional Azteca America reveals the production, economic and cultural 

realities that have attached the Latino network to Mexico City as the center of 

operations and information. In a parallel way, the programming of newscasts about 

Mexico has not diminished, while the network cancelled the night version of Noticiero 

Nacional Azteca America Última Edición, offering just one transmission of the U.S. 

Latino newscast at 6:30 pm PST. The network offers at least three newscasts from 

Mexico.  At 6:00 am CST, Azteca Americas broadcasts a two hour newscast called 
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Hechos AM, at 10:30 pm CST Hechos 7 and at 12:00 am CST Hechos.  Since 2002, 

when Azteca America first launched Hechos America, the network described the 

additional broadcast of Hechos from Mexico as complementary (AzA Gazette, 2002 

Nov).  The coexistence of both sources of information was deemed as positive.  Today 

this coexistence shows a paradoxical situation in relation to audiences’ responses at 

local, trans-local and national levels. The producer who worked on the launch of 

Noticiero America Los Angeles describes how the newscast brought fresh air to Los 

Angeles’ market of Latino information. The human approach and professionalism was 

quickly recognized with several Emmy nominations.  

Telemundo and Univision started to follow us […]  I was worried about 
conveying a more human approach in news […] they stole all my ideas. They 
did not care about us before and later they started to monitor us. We arrived and 
I think I arrived and made a revolution in the television media here (Azteca 
America producer.) 

  
The ratings of the newscast at the local level are good, and the producers are highly 

proud of success with it. However, when it comes to national levels, Noticiero Nacional 

Azteca America is performing in a lackluster way, while the newscast broadcast from 

Mexico Hechos is doing better.  A marketing researcher from the sales team in New 

York explains that the demographics and realities for Latina/os on the West Coast have 

little to do with the ones on the East Coast. When the executive referred to the 

performance of the Noticiero Nacional Azteca America, she pointed out:  

I hate to sound so negative, but talking as a rating person the numbers are not 
there, at night the later news [Hechos from Mexico] does better (Staff Spot Sales 
New York.) 
 

Probably due to the status of national narratives, a newscast made in Mexico for the 

domestic markets can be more attractive to U.S. Latina/o audiences than Noticiero 

Nacional Azteca America, the localized product. However, this dynamics does not work 

equally at local levels because Noticiero Azteca America Los Angeles enjoys a better 

position. The fact it is that the most successful programming of Azteca America is still 

by far the programs made in Mexico. The soccer matches from the Mexican League of 

Football are programs that have steadily given the network big numbers Mexican soccer 
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is the sole event that has allowed the network to enter among the top 25 most watched 

programs reported by the NHTI.  Only with soccer has the network displaced 

Telemundo and Telefutura and some times Univision in specific time slots. The 

performance in ratings and share of the network on weekdays is totally different that 

shown on weekends when Mexican sports are broadcasted.  Somehow this divide may 

define the network as a more male-oriented one.  

CONCLUSIONS 
TV Azteca’s case allows us to reexamine how the predominant position of 

television domestic markets have a strong impact on programming and production 

strategies for cross border markets. Institutional policies, programming and production 

strategies and selling dynamics have produced particular narratives that are considered 

successful. I have argued that these dynamics in the site of production have produced a 

safe formula based on conservative principles such as morality, sense of decency, 

entrepreneurial ethical values and a liberal project of nationhood. At the same time, the 

need for international sales has pushed for what are termed universal themes, simple 

stories, and stereotypes that can be easily identified and followed by buyers and 

audiences overseas. The process of innovation in telenovelas and network 

differentiation from Televisa/Univision has created an idea of the network as producing 

a more authentic and realistic look when it comes to racial representation.  The former 

combined with the institutional culture and the Mexican blind position on race has 

cemented in the executives’ mind the idea that there is no racial bias or preferences 

when it comes to the process of casting selection.   However, the inclusion of 

aspirational elements, in the context of a “marketing approach on programming,” 

particularly in telenovelas, has produced representations that deviate from this widely 

held idea.  In terms of strategies of tailoring its programming for Latina/o audiences, the 

network still suffers the paradox that a great deal of the localized programming 

produced by the Azteca America network is designed and made for Mexicans either in 

Mexico City or in Los Angeles. Furthermore, executives who have spent a great deal of 

time in Mexico and came from TV Azteca in Mexico City are loyal allies of Salinas 
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Pliego, and they have come to occupy the highest places on the executives’ 

organizational chart. The network faces an interesting paradoxical dilemma, while 

pushing for localism, by tailoring its products for U.S. Latina/os it risks losing the trans-

local characteristic of its programming that may be one of the main sources of appeal to 

diasporic Mexican audiences.   
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Chapter Eight: Marketing Programming 

The goal of this chapter is to analyze how Azteca America uses programming 

promotion as a framing device for the network’s identity, as well as branding it and its 

products as different from its competitors. The description of the different programs are 

contained in the categories elaborated in the network’s communications and serves as a 

guide to what the network offers and why it is valuable. However, the main challenge 

facing the network is its Mexican network identity. Thus, the network displays a 

promotional effort of passing as “Hispanic media,” in the very process of describing its 

programming as an attractive choice for Latina/os in the U.S.  

The network promotes its lineup while building a discourse that operates 

differently according to different target audiences such as affiliates, sponsors, press, 

possible clients, and viewers. First, the network builds on the prestige earned through TV 

Azteca’s mode of production, trying to reach its intended audiences in the U. S. by 

promoting itself as delivering superior quality programming, and so the programming is 

largely characterized as urban, innovative, young, fresh, and socially and community-

oriented. Second, through a process of framing, the network also tries to reach possible 

affiliates and sponsors through producing discourse that creates a parallel between the 

monopolistic practices of Televisa because the network constantly made reference to the 

long-standing supremacy of Univision in the U.S. In the case of Azteca America, this 

discourse allows the network to link it to TV Azteca’s success story in Mexico, implicitly 

suggesting a similar scenario of success with Azteca America. Third, Azteca America is 

trying to reach the market as a whole by promoting the network as the only truly Hispanic 

network.  These discursive operations apparently are in tune with the imagined and 

constructed commonalities of the Mexican audiences for whom TV Azteca made the 

programs, and the characteristics of the Latina/o audiences Azteca America targets. 

In analyzing the way the network promotes its programming, it is possible to see 

the categories, framing devices and values given to a complex flow of audiovisual 

sequences; “programming is the core of the network identity,” as pointed out by an 
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Azteca America top executive.  Raymond Williams (2003) has characterized 

programming’s “planned flow” as the most salient characteristic of the broadcasting 

media as a technological and cultural forum (Williams, 2003: 86). The “planned flow,” as 

Williams described it, is a continuum that differentiates the medium from the discrete 

elements that characterize other media, such as books, newspapers, theater, and other 

examples (Williams, 2003: 87). However, the process of describing this continuum 

through discrete categories is a promotional one from which institutional values emerge.  

Promotional programming expresses the assumptions of what should be underscored and 

what should be said or noticed in many ways, thereby establishing what is to be 

considered valuable. This promotional effort, in the case of Azteca America’s incursion, 

is still a textual device within the larger process of branding. The description of the 

programming is important within the different promotional activities, as its purpose is to 

differentiate the brand from its competitors (Mc Dowell & Batten, 2005). 

This promotional effort can be understood in what William Bielby and Denise 

Bielby (1994) have described as the “rhetorical strategies” within “highly 

institutionalized” environments; it is part of a “ritualized” practice that explains the 

executives’ decisions through rhetorical devices with the purpose of giving certainty to 

uncertain future program performance (Bielby & Bielby, 1994). These scholars argue 

that framing, constituted by the use of genre, imitation and reputation as rhetorical 

devices is the most widespread resource (Bielby & Bielby, 1994). While Bielby and 

Bielby refer to these rhetorical devices as institutional strategies to produce certainty in 

business contexts, John Tulloc (1990) points out that genre is constructed using myths 

that guide the meaning of social realities provided by audiences. The structure of genre 

narratives allows naturalizing particular conceptions about the role of specific social 

institutions, while commodifying and disciplining the audience through a process of 

power stratification that results from the way gender, race and class are deployed within 

the narrative (Tulloch, 1990). Keith Negus refers to the dual symbolic process produced 

from promotional activities in which executives, acting as cultural intermediaries, 

intervene in the commodification process of symbolic goods, while connecting these 

goods to the everyday life of people (Negus, 2002).  
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The AzA Gazette serves  as an institutional communication vehicle, as it 

connects, through its text, the assumed programming values in the contexts of broader 

cultural notions, such as modernity, urbanity,  and youth with the assumed audience’s 

needs and expectations. In contrast with on air video promos, this Gazette targets the 

business community and develops a common discourse for network executives and 

affiliates while also targeting sponsors and possible clients, and it serves as a vehicle for 

the construction of this wholly imagined market (Havens, 2002: 384).  The AzA Gazette 

as a vehicle is best understood through the notion of “deep industrial texts” provided by 

John Caldwell. 

The material and nonmaterial artifacts that reflect how the industry makes sense 
of itself, to itself, and that serve as user guides and road maps for practitioners 
(John Caldwell in Harrington & Bielby, 2005: 904).  

 
While giving certainty to the business community about programming decisions, 

the AzA Gazette allows the beginner to be trained in the “correct” reading of the 

company while understanding the programming offerings. The discourse of programming 

promotion aligns network and affiliate perspectives under a disciplined discourse that 

frames the contexts and gives value to programming through genres, and this operation 

asserts the economic value of the symbolic goods offered in the shape of programs. What 

dwells in the middle of this operation is the continuous goal of network executives to 

construct its market, and what lies at the core of the analysis of the discourse for 

marketing its programming are Azteca America's notions about what makes it a suitable 

option to its imagined or constructed audiences. 

AZTECA AMERICA PROGRAMMING  
In 2007, Azteca America’s local or localized programming averaged between 2 

½ to 3 ½ hours out of the 18 hours of daily programming, between 6 A.M. and 12 A.M. 

during week days.56 Azteca America’s strategies of programming are tightly linked to 

TV Azteca’s production-programming strategies. While Azteca America’s 

                                                 
56 The local and localized programming during weekdays includes Noticiero Nacional Azteca America, 
Ventaneando Azteca America and the new variety program Bienvenido a Casa. The variation at these times 
is produced by the seasonal character of its reality shows such as La Academia U. S.A. and Suegras.  
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programming executives have no impact on the decisions made by the production team 

in Mexico City, they can freely choose from the programming available in the TV 

Azteca library. The only barrier for them in the process is the copyrights of the chosen 

programming. That condition underscores the dependency of the U. S. network on TV 

Azteca’s productions. However, Azteca America’s programming strategies are thought 

out and decided in Los Angeles. This process involves the close collaboration of 

executives from Azteca America and its flagship station KAZA with executives hired 

for Azteca America working in the facilities of TV Azteca in Mexico City. How is it 

that a video library with programming produced having in mind the Mexican domestic 

market, has been thought of as the main source of the U.S. Latino network? This 

question is answered by the promoted characteristics of the programming in relation to 

the intended imagined audiences.   

Azteca America’s Audiences 
What is the audience for Azteca America? For Azteca America executives, the 

answer to this question seemed to be a very simple one: the audience is the people of 

Mexican origin living in the U. S.    Hispanics 2002 had $531 billion of purchasing 

power in 2002, and this grew to $600 billion in 2006 (AzA Gazette, 2006 May). In the 

report released by the Tomás Rivera Policy Institute about Latino television viewing 

practices (DeSipio et al., 1998), one finds that three quarters of the Latina/o population 

either speak Spanish or both English and Spanish. In relation to television viewing 

patterns, the study reveals that Latina/os are the population that watches the most hours 

of television a day (DeSipio et al., 1998). Also, the increasing economic power of the 

Hispanic market is making it more attractive to advertisers and investors (Korzenny & 

Korzenny, 2005) 

Immigration patterns also show a shift in immigration from rural areas of 

Mexico to rural areas of the U. S. to urban areas of Mexico to urban areas of the U. S.  

New cities have become the preferred destination for immigrants due to the scope of 

immigration patterns in which new social networks have emerged such as in Chicago 

and New York (Cornelius, 2002: Farr, 2006). The integration of Mexican immigrants to 
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urban settings and their incorporation to a new culture of consumption seem to be 

critical factors in the rapport between the audiences across borders (Suárez-Orozco & 

Paez, 2002). The characteristics of TV Azteca’s programming have largely targeted the 

lower middle and middle classes within the main 27 cities in Mexico. The access to 

consumption and urban realities of these audiences have been equated by network 

programming executives with the new realities faced by immigrants within the process 

of economic upgrading upon arrival in the U.S. Also Azteca America’s executives are 

aware that there is an increase of lower-middle and middle classes Mexican 

immigration into the U. S. At the same time, they assume that when economically 

disempowered Mexicans join the U. S. economy, they go through the process of 

becoming consumers in the context of their new urban realities, with their attendant 

economic resources and cultures of consumption. It is within the context of these new 

modern and metropolitan settings that the Azteca network tries to build a link with its 

targeted audiences by stressing the commonalities that arise from urban settings across 

nations:  

Our programming block is ultimately what determines our channel image, which 
we like to characterize as modern and urban. These features allow for a strong 
identification with Mexican audiences but at the same time more crossover 
appeal since urban settings are more universal across all Latin America (Mario 
San Román COO TV Azteca, AzA Gazette, 2003 April: 3.) 
 

I will address the significance of this reasoning on two levels: first, its implications in 

relation to the imagined Mexican population living in the U. S., and second, its 

implications about the assumptions regarding how programming can travel not among 

countries, but among different U. S. Latina/o groups. The institutional promotional and 

marketing strategies have constantly referred to Azteca’s programming as innovative, 

targeting the “young, modern and upscale urban audiences” (AzA Gazette, 2003 June: 

09).  This description of the characteristics of the assumed audience becomes 

problematic in terms of understanding the particular demographics of Mexican 

immigrants looking for a job opportunity in the U. S.  The success achieved by TV 

Azteca in Mexico is arguably due to the network's ability to lure upscale sectors that 

were not seduced by telenovelas before, as was the case with Mirada de Mujer (1997) 
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or La Vida en el Espejo (1999).  These telenovelas attracted sectors of the Mexican 

middle classes that found the plots and characters more realistic and elaborate than the 

melodramatic, formulaic and stereotypical ones offered by Televisa (Terán: 2000, 48). 

However, the hardcore telenovela viewers (lower and lower-middle classes) have not 

abandoned Televisa. This is exemplified by Televisa’s long-standing superiority in 

telenovela ratings; even in TV Azteca’s brightest moment with Mirada de Mujer, 

Isabel, a Televisa telenovela, still had a larger national audience (Daily Variety, 1997 

October). Azteca America announced proudly that it is trying to reach the more 

economically upscale U. S. Latina/o audience. But if the economic power, educational 

level and urban/rural settings of the large majority of recent immigrants or first-

generation Mexicans living in the U. S. are taken into account, there is no perfect match 

between the “commercial audience” that Azteca targets in Mexico and the potential 

Mexican audience living in the U. S. Executives within the sales team have pointed out 

in different conversations that the problem of Azteca America is that it delivers 

programming that depicts rich people and their problems to the largely economically 

disempowered first-generation immigrants. Census data have shown that Mexicans lag 

in education, income and job positions among Latina/os in the U.S. (Pew Hispanic 

Center, 2006, August 29.)  

The way Azteca America has planned to reach its intended audiences can be 

explained in two ways. First, there is the economic and social mobility that Mexicans 

have found by immigrating while getting accustomed to U. S. social dynamics. Second, 

there is the idea that more and more Mexicans coming from middle-class sectors are 

leaving Mexico and coming to the U. S. less as a desperate measure and more as  a 

search for better economic conditions. In relation to the first position, I argue that the 

idea of “modern, urban, upscale audiences” that Azteca was willing to pursue can be 

thought of in the context of what the new executives imagined as newfound socio-

economic mobility for disempowered Mexican immigrants after they crossed the 

border.   The money poured into Mexico from Mexicans living and/or working in the U. 

S. has risen exponentially from $13.6 billion in 2003 to $26 billion in 2006 (Pew 

Hispanic Center, 2007 May 30); these remittances have taken second place after 
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petroleum in the Mexican national income (De la Rosa, R; Pérez, A & Romero, L, 

2006).  But the main fact is that the Mexicans who immigrate lack economic resources 

in Mexico to be inserted as consumers within the capitalist chain of the sought after 

modern Mexican economy. Mexican immigrants in the U. S. become consumers and 

gradually insert themselves in a culture of consumption of goods promoted by 

television. Even though first-generation immigrants may get caught in lower social class 

scales in the process of immigrating, their newly achieved economic position may 

mirror the economic position and consumption habits of the Mexican lower-middle and 

middle classes. It is important to note the fact that Mexican immigrants comprise 

mainly young people who can face the hardships of crossing the border as well as the 

hard working conditions in the construction and service industries.  

In relation to the second position, recent research has shown that Mexican 

immigrants are not being pushed away for being below the line of poverty but rather as 

a strategy followed by individuals, families and entire towns to maintain certain 

standards of living in Mexico.  Jorge Durand and Douglas Massey argue in Crossing the 

Border that it is a myth that the poorest Mexicans are the ones who immigrate (2004). 

These scholars have found that, contrary to common assumptions, the majority of 

Mexicans coming to the U. S. were not unemployed or desperate, but the move is rather 

part of a well-envisioned plan of familial social mobility (Durand & Massey, 2004). 

This plan can be seen in family movement that affects around 100 towns in Mexico, and 

such movement has arisen as a network of families' collaboration across nations. The 

single most important factor, as argued by Durand and Massey (2004), is the desire to 

buy property in Mexico, and immigration to the U. S. has traditionally been viewed as 

the way to gain that economic position due to the lack of opportunities in Mexico.  This 

position seems to be confirmed by Azteca America executives, who see an increase of 

immigration among middle classes with more educated Mexicans coming into the U. S., 

and so a certain upscale economic position achieved by Mexicans immigrants has 

arguably allowed Azteca America to transport or transfigure the characteristics of this 

immigrant population as “young, modern and urban.” The reasoning that the “modern 

and urban” settings of TV Azteca’s telenovelas were going to allow the programming to 
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travel across different Latina/o social groups is also particularly telling. What this 

statement implies is the recognition of global realities in which new cultural practices 

impacted largely by media consumption and telecommunication have set the ground for 

a universal cultural matrix from which people living in cities can find cultural 

commonalities among themselves (García-Canclini, 1997). 

The Discourse about Programming 
In terms of the general institutional promotional strategy used by Azteca 

America through the years, the “production quality” of the network’s programs has 

always been stressed. It is also frequently referred to as a way to equate better 

programming with upscale audience demographics: “our audiences are more likely to 

be ages 25-54, have an income of over $60,000, have some college education and are 

more likely to be employed” (Carlos de la Garza, former President of Sales AzA 

Gazette, 2005 May: 4).  

The following statements were made through 2003, 2004, 2005 and 2006 in the 

context of the promotion of the upfront programming event held by the network; these 

statements synthetically capture the institutional views over the years of Azteca 

America’s programming:  

We have the certainty of having some of the best Spanish language content 
available today (AzA Gazette, 2003 April: 2). 
Azteca America’s exclusive programming is changing the face of Spanish-
language television in the U.S. (AzA Gazette, 2004 May: 7). 
We have unmatched production experience (AzA Gazette, 2005 May: 3). 
We can improve the state of Hispanic Television broadcasting in the U.S. (AzA 
Gazette, 2006 May: 5). 
 

There is the institutional assumption that Azteca’s production has not only better quality 

than Telemundo's and Univision's, but also that this assumed characteristic will make a 

difference to change the status quo in Spanish-language television.  What they meant by 

changing the “status quo in Spanish-language television” is to disrupt the duopoly held 

by the two networks. Luis Echarte points out that “we have the dream of breaking the 

absolute market dominance to bring a third voice to the Hispanic television industry” 

(AzA Gazette, May 05: 1).  
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Superior Quality and Innovative Programming 
This has been the leitmotif of TV Azteca since 1996 and 1997, when TV Azteca 

co-produced with Argos Communication the telenovelas Nada Personal (2006) and 

Mirada de Mujer (2007). The scripts and production values of both telenovelas were 

praised by critics in Mexico, and they were able to attract the more educated audience 

segments of the Mexican middle and upper-middle classes. The social and aesthetic 

awareness of the Argos team within the telenovela industry in Mexico paid off in terms 

of TV Azteca’s prestige. Because the telenovelas traveled under the name of TV 

Azteca, the Mexican network was able to start selling programs overseas, to reach 

further agreements with Telemundo, and later to sell itself as a serious contender as 

Azteca America in the U. S. Latino media landscape.  

Thus, it is important to put the effect of the Argos production style into 

perspective in the Mexican television industry and later in the U. S. Many of the scripts 

and productions from Argos Communication were adaptations from Colombian and 

Venezuelan telenovelas that had proven successful in South America. Argos brought a 

style of making telenovelas to Mexico that was already in use in Brazil, Colombia and 

Venezuela. However, Argos was able to adapt the themes to Mexican contexts, while 

achieving distinctive camera direction and lighting aesthetics. Argos also worked on a 

more realistic and beautiful way of setting the sequences; in contrast to Televisa’s 

studio based productions, Argos used locations for indoor scenes, and avoided the use 

of electronic devices to dictate the lines to actors while acting (these innovations were 

already in use in other Latin American countries). The power of the Argos-TV Azteca 

contribution was that it initiated appreciation of this production style.  

Independent producers and South American networks had already adopted these 

formulas long ago, and they also had been broadcast within the Hispanic television 

market as a counter to Univision’s telenovelas. TV Globo from Brazil has been 

recognized since the 70s as the best telenovela maker in the world, and since the 90s and 

2000s, Radio Caracas Television (RCT) from Venezuela, Radio Cadena Nacional (RCN) 

and Caracol Television from Colombia, and Telefe from Argentina some of the television 

networks already offering a refreshing take on telenovelas in order to fight back against 
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Televisa’s Latin American dominance with the genre. As I describe in more detail in the 

mode of production chapter, the creativity of South American telenovelas has been 

deeply felt in the Mexican industry, which relies more and more every day on ideas, 

scripts, and formats from Venezuelan, Colombian and Argentinean networks and 

producers. TV Azteca itself has gone through a process of Argentinization in its 

productions during the last three years that reached a peak in 2007; the integration of 

South American narratives and production styles, in combination with aesthetics 

inherited from Argos and the traditional Mexican take on telenovelas have produced a 

hybrid product. The fact that TV Azteca, with its Argos productions, was the one who 

fought against Televisa in Mexico targeting audiences that were not exposed to this 

different telenovela formula is what allowed Azteca America to keep promoting itself as 

a quality programming producer. Today, the hybrid telenovelas broadcast by Azteca 

America still have a flavor that seems to avoid a flat take on Cinderella stories or the 

melodramatic dramatizations that have been the core of the telenovelas produced by 

Televisa and broadcast by Univision. 

Today, this conception of superior quality is promoted by Azteca America’s 

institutional communications and is also widely shared in the views of the network’s 

executives. Jorge Jaidar said “our telenovelas are different, the stories are better, the 

production values are better. You are not going to find the classic Cinderella story that 

you find in our competitors.” From Mexico to the U. S. there is a total conviction 

amongst producers, programmers, sales managers, operations personnel and newscast and 

sports personnel that Azteca telenovelas are far superior to the ones offered by Televisa. 

This conviction has unquestionably become a part of the organizational culture, one 

related to being part of the Azteca family. Luis Mariano, a financial executive, points out 

that “the plot of our telenovelas does not follow the typical Cinderella story. Our 

telenovela Montecristo is an Alejandro Dumas novel. These are not stories for the masses 

because it has a plot, a storyline […] But if masses see them, it could be interesting 

because they can see the production quality, the format, etcetera.” 
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 The Alternative in Programming 
Azteca America has inherited from TV Azteca a winning strategy for becoming a 

second or third-place television field network participant: if you are not the leading force 

in the market, then promote yourself as an alternative. In the U.S., Azteca America is 

constructing itself as the alternative to Univision and Telemundo. The alternative 

characteristic can be understood on different levels, for example, it could be an 

alternative to the virtual monopoly of Televisa’s prime time telenovelas. The label 

revives the idea of the newcomer against the giant, in this case Univision. The idea 

exposed by executives of Azteca America is that by eliminating Univision’s virtual 

monopoly, Spanish-language television will be improved: 

It all began with a vision; an idea that we can improve the state of Hispanic 
television broadcasting in the United States (Steckel; AzA Gazette, 2006 May: 5). 
 

The executive described the incursion of Azteca America as one meant to shake up the 

status quo of Spanish-language television. One also finds the widespread view from TV 

Azteca’s and Azteca America’s executives that the programming offered by their 

competitors is of very low quality. Executives constantly referred to the programming 

production of Univision and Telemundo with scorn because of the constant use of semi-

naked women in different shows, the low quality of their sit-coms and the saturation of 

double entendre with sexual overtones. Clearly, the idea of high quality programming is 

used as parallel with the idea of being the alternative. However, in the notion of being the 

alternative there are two different aspects that are underscored by the Azteca America 

campaign machine.  First, there is the idea that only Azteca America has the resources to 

break the monopolic or duopolic status quo on Latino television; and second, there is the 

promotion of the need for this change based on what executives consider televisual 

practices that merely exploit formulaic narratives, contain morbid themes and are overly-

sexualized. Additionally, Azteca America has reconstructed the idea of being the 

alternative, the David against the Goliath, the one that can change the Spanish-language 

television landscape. Adrian Steckel contributes to this new Azteca America myth when 

he asserts that “we are not upstarts, but rather giant slayers” (Adrian Steckel quoted in 

AzA Gazette, 2006 May: 6).     
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Young and Urban Programming   
The programming offered by Azteca America is the result of two combined 

circumstances: Mexicans, as well as Latina/o audiences, are considered to be young and 

highly urban. In Mexico, the effort is to reach audiences living within the 28 urban 

areas57 where IBOPE58 has set its television viewing measures (TV Annual Report, 

2005); Azteca America is targeting mainly the 16 main Hispanic markets where Nielsen 

has based its NTHI (Changethesample.com, homepage 20005). The combined realities 

of methodologies of television viewing measurements and the systematic migration of 

Mexicans to cities within Mexico or in the U. S. push the network into taking into 

account urban audiences over rural ones. Azteca America promotes its programming as 

urban-oriented, based on the idea that Latina/os are a population highly concentrated in 

such areas in the U. S. 16 main Hispanic cities contain two thirds of all Latina/os, while 

more than three quarters live within the urban areas of the main 25 cities (AzA Gazette, 

2003 February). Also, there is the assumption that Latina/os live in metropolitan areas 

in clusters that recreate the colonias and barrios where they used to live in their original 

countries.   

 The concentration of Latina/os around urban areas and the number of people 

living in the same house are more likely to be higher than in the average American 

household.  

The typical Hispanic household has nearly twice as many children under age 18, 
and 50% fewer persons over 65 years of age compared to average U. S. 
households (AzA Gazette, 2003, February: 6).  
 

Describing the programming as urban and youth-oriented is part of the network’s 

strategy to capture recent immigrants as potential viewers by following the 

demographics of the contemporary flow of people coming to the U. S. Immigration 

trends from Mexico and Latin America show that the young and strong are the ones that 

                                                 
57 The 28-City survey from IBOPE AGB Mexico included approximately 11 million homes with television as of 
September 1, 2005, the most recent date of this survey (TV Azteca Annual Report, 2005) 
58 IBOPE Mexico is a branch of the Brazilian Institute of Statistics and Public Opinion established in 1942. 
In Mexico, the company initiated operations in 1991. IBOPE AGB Mexico main services are Television 
Audiences Meassurements, Advertisign Expenditures and Consulting (IBOPE AGB Homepage; 
http://www.ibope.com.mx). 
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are able to take the risk and make the journey to come to the U.S. looking for a better 

life (Durand & Massey, 2004). 

Community and Socially-Oriented goals 
Particularly telling is the effort made first by TV Azteca and now by Azteca 

America to position the network as an instrument of Latino empowerment through 

social service and community-oriented initiatives.  The strategy of becoming a social 

and community-oriented television network emerged within the economically, socially 

and politically troubled years of the mid 1990s in Mexico. Perhaps this was a strategy to 

ameliorate the mounting criticism following the publication in June 1996 by journalist 

Andres Oppenheimer of a piece claiming that Raúl Salinas de Gortari, in jail accused of 

the homicide of Francisco Ruiz Massieu, lent $29 million to Salinas Pliego to buy the 

network, and speculation arose that Raúl Salinas was a partner of Salinas Pliego 

(Olmos, 1998: 134).  These revelations were used by Televisa to initiate a fierce 

information battle against TV Azteca (Olmos, 1998:134).  The speculations provoked 

demands in the Mexican Congress to renew a privatization process that would end any 

reported anomaly (Paxman, 2001: 495). TV Azteca took its boldest step when in 1997 it 

launched Fundación Azteca that actively promotes “social entrepreneurial 

responsibility” through promoting TV Azteca’s declared values.59 Some of the projects  

Fundación Azteca has taken on are an aggressive campaign against drugs called Vive 

sin Drogas, a comprehensive scholarship programs for disempowered young Mexicans 

named Plantel Azteca, an event named Juguetón aimed to distribute toys among poor 

children during the Holiday season, the campaign Breaking the Silence to support 

surgery for deaf children and finally, the broadcast of A quien Corresponda, a social 

service-oriented newscast program (Fundación Azteca home page).60   

                                                 
59 These values are described in the Fundación Azteca home page as generosity, love for Mexico, self 
confidence, support of the family, effort, learning process, passion, honesty, freedom with responsibility 
and tolerance (http://www.Fundaciónazteca.com/Fundaciónazteca/vision.shtml). 
60 However, community and social approaches made by a national network were not new. Televisa 
launched Fundación Televisa and has a long history of producing campaigns, educational telenovelas and 
events to raise funds for humane causes. Televisa has introduced as early as 25 years ago innovative 
campaigns such as Mucho Ojo teaching little kids against about predators, and later Cuenta hasta Diez, a 



 220 

Azteca America has followed the same steps by launching in May 2005 

Fundación Azteca America (FAzA), an organization that aims to improve the quality of 

life for members of the Latina/o community in the U.S. FAzA declares on its homepage 

that it reaches its goals by using the power of the television screen through Public 

Services Announcements (PSAs). Some of the projects promoted by FAzA are a series 

of capsules with information on workers’ rights called Welcome to the U. S. for recent 

immigrants, offering help getting ITIN cards and filing taxes among other important 

issues; the campaign against drugs named Vive sin Drogas; a campaign named 

Tradiciones which reinforces cultural values; a collaborative relationship with the Ad 

Council to produce, distribute and promote public service campaigns; and Padres 

Contra el Cancer,  an effort to support the families of children with cancer with 

understanding and treatment options for this terrible illness (Fundación Azteca home 

page).  

Fundación Azteca is Azteca America’s vehicle to reach out to disempowered 

Latina/o communities. In the context of this community commitment, Azteca America 

promotes its links with the Latina/o community through three different strategies: first, 

the inclusion of specific community-oriented programs; second, the broadcasting of 

social service campaigns; third, the inclusion of space to inform about events within the 

community; and fourth, the promotion of specific Fundación Azteca actions within 

disempowered communities. 

 During the day, the spaces not used for advertising purposes are filled either 

with programming promotions or with different PSAs either produced by Azteca such 

as Vive sin Drogas, and Padres Contra el Cancer, or with the different campaigns 

supported by the Ad Council. Also, the network broadcasts segments in which the 

audience is informed about events taking place in their communities. These segments 

are designed in the format of a calendar that reminds the viewer about the most salient 

non-profit events to come. These informative capsules and campaigns are integrated 

                                                                                                                                                 
campaign aimed at parents to avoid domestic family violence, among many others (Televisa niños, 
retrieved May 29, 07).   
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within the programming flow, and there are also programs that are promoted as forging 

a culture of social service. 

The social service-oriented programs A quien Corresponda, the series Lo que 

Callamos las Mujeres and the newscast Noticiero Nacional Azteca America are some of 

the programs that tried to reinforce the intended goal of satisfying Latina/os’ needs for 

assistance.  The newscast Noticiero Nacional Azteca America attracts audiences by 

addressing the hardships and obstacles faced by Latina/os across borders while also 

covering news and events that happen in the U. S. or in Mexico affecting Latino 

communities. As an effort to reach out to the Latina/o community, the editorial position 

of the newscasts takes sides with recent immigrants and their struggle to find their place 

in U.S. society. Also, surprisingly, through its newscast the network has taken an 

activist position on the struggle toward the approval of an immigration bill that would 

offer better living conditions to the millions of undocumented immigrants living in the 

U. S. The denouncement of actions and positions against immigrants goes a step further 

from Univision’s and Telemundo’s tradition of taking side with Latina/os on issues of 

immigration.   

Within the regular programming, perhaps the most salient social commitment is 

represented by Lo que Callamos las Mujeres. This program shows different scenarios in 

which women face oppression, discrimination, violence, segregation and harassment 

among many other daunting social problems, and provides possible ways of reaching 

feasible solutions. The profile that producer Genoveva Martínez already has shows a 

trajectory of using television as an educational medium: Martínez earned her master's 

degree from the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor with a specialization in 

education. Later, Martínez worked at the Educational and Cultural Television Unit 

(UTEC), the television branch of the Secretary of Education in Mexico. Network 

executives notice Lo que Callamos las Mujeres because of the very different approach it 

offers to dramatic narrative formulas than telenovelas, and also because of its realistic 

approach to representations through its inclusion of groups made up of people of 

different races, classes, ages and places of origin. In spite of its very different dynamics 

of representation and narrative style, the program has achieved good ratings in Mexico 
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and the U.S. and has been sold successfully overseas (Hopewell, J. & Tasca, E., 2004, 

March 30).  

 Also, it is important to look at the way programming is categorized and 

promoted by genre. These advertising efforts reveal the values linked with specific 

narratives and genres and how they may relate to possible audiences. I argue that each 

genre has its relative weight either in its capacity to lure audiences or in the kind of 

space that it occupies within the programming grid. There are genres that traditionally 

occupy prime time positions such as telenovelas, or programs that attract larger 

audiences such as sports. In contrast, there are others such as newscasts that do not 

attract larger audiences at national levels, nor are they scheduled in prime time, but they 

represent the connection of the network with the Latina/o community.  

CONCLUSIONS 
Azteca America’s framing devices allow the network to characterize the programs 

in relation to possible audiences, whether they are clients, personnel from the Azteca 

network and affiliates, or audiences, though underneath these devices underneath lies a 

larger assumption about the imagined place the network ocuppies within the field.  The 

recurrent description of Azteca America as the only truly Hispanic network, delivering 

superior quality, alternative, innovative, young and urban programming and as one with 

social and community-oriented goals combine to offer tropes that have largely been 

constructed in the imagined confrontation of Azteca’s programming against Televisa’s. 

In framing its position within the U.S. Hispanic market, Azteca America recreates a 

position in which the newcomer is fighting back alone against the main force of 

Univision. The discourse Azteca America uses is based on the strategies of the second-

place player in any market. However, this discourse in the institutional communications 

and executives' comments ignores the position of Telemundo as the participant with the 

second position. This nuance that is sometimes unnoticed in conversation with executives 

and institutional communications has it roots in the way Azteca America grounds its 

possible success on TV Azteca's success story when that network fought against 

Televisa’s overwhelming supremacy. Thus, this operation is possible because the 
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inherent Mexican-ness of Azteca America allows conceptualizing the new network vis-à-

vis Unvision’s long standing ratings supremacy. Framing the position of Azteca America 

as a fighter against the monopoly in the Hispanic market reflects that operation. 

References to a Hispanic market on the rise and the emergence of new 

opportunities provide the context in which Azteca America claims a piece of the pie from 

this growing market. In the case of sponsors and clients, it is important to note that in the 

executives’ reasoning, it is clear that clients will come from those already attracted to the 

Spanish television market and Univision. In the case of audiences, the main battle again 

is against Univision by trying to attract the very same Mexican population that the major 

network taps.  

Azteca America positions itself and its programming as being of superior quality, 

social and community-oriented and the alternative in Spanish-language television. This 

positioning ignores the long-standing trajectory of Telemundo in positioning itself as the 

alternative to Univision's hegemonic position. However, Telemundo’s East Coast 

Hispanic look, with more of a Caribbean feel, seems to be off of Azteca America’s radar. 

Somehow, Telemundo is erased in this imagined battle. Telemundo has been 

broadcasting telenovelas that have not strictly followed Televisa’s formula. Original 

Venezuelan, Colombian, Brazilian and Argentinean telenovelas have been broadcast on 

Telemundo with modest success, and even TV Azteca’s telenovelas were broadcast from 

1996 to 2000. Moreover, Argos Production has partnered with Telemundo in the last five 

years in telenovelas productions, offering the so-called quality approach to telenovelas.  

However, in the AzA Gazette’s discourse and in the executives’ assumptions, this 

scenario does not appear when it comes to framing Azteca America telenovelas.  

 The boldest assertion made by the network is that it is the only truly Hispanic one. 

The logic of this assertion works because of the combined history of Univision and 

Telemundo where the latter are owned largely by non-Hispanic persons, while Hispanic 

Mexicans own Azteca America. However, the very flaw of the assertion can be reveal 

through this simple axiom: all Mexicans can be Latina/os, but not all Latina/os are 

Mexican.   
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Chapter Nine: The Latino field, AzA’s Distribution,  Marketing and 
Sales 

 The U.S. television field had been structured largely as an oligopoly since the 

1950s with the earlier appearance of the commercial television networks at a national 

level.  Rivals NBC and CBS were well established, with large revenue streams still 

coming from their radio networks.  Newly spun off ABC (formerly the smaller, “Blue 

Network” of NBC) and DuMont, backed by the television set manufacturer of the same 

name, entered a life and death struggle when it became apparent that there was no market 

for a fourth national network.  The industrial dynamics of the field have been shaped by 

the commercial nature of the media institutions that established a relationship with 

clients, sponsors, ad agencies and marketing research agencies.  The FCC’s legal 

provisions over ownership limits both on programming and on TV station infrastructure 

cemented an interdependent relationship with content providers such as major films 

studios and independent producers and a model of network growth through the affiliation 

of TV stations.   

Over the years, economic, technological, legal, socio-cultural and demographic 

dynamics have decreased the overwhelming national predominance of the three major 

television networks. Today the U.S. television field can be characterized as a more 

competitive and diverse one with the emergence of new national broadcasting networks, 

the penetration of cable and satellite signals that brought cable networks to the forefront, 

and the rise of new technologies that challenge television media consumption through 

internet and mobile technologies.  These combined factors have slowly decreased 

mainstream major networks’ capacity to attract audiences. The appearance of specialized, 

niche and ethnic media has witnessed the increasing presence and coverage of Latino 

media, and in particular the foregrounding of U.S. Spanish-language television.  

 The emergence and growth of the U.S. Spanish-language television networks has 

been central in the creation of a Hispanic market and the formation of a subfield within 

U.S. television media, the Latino television field.  Latin American television interests and 

programming have played a central role in the growth of Spanish-language television 
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networks, and their presence has historically shaped the nature of the business in the U.S. 

Azteca America’s incursion can be understood given the offered market opportunities of 

the Spanish language media expansion in the U.S., the central position of the Mexican 

population in this growth, and TV Azteca’s transnational corporate and business 

strategies. This chapter addresses Azteca America’s distribution, marketing and sales 

strategies in the contexts of the Latino field’s dynamics.   

 The transnational nature of Azteca America’s business model, in which the 

network is owned by Mexicans but relies entirely on U.S. affiliates, has posed a corporate 

test in adaptating to the new market and matching the organizational culture of 

transnational Azteca executives with U.S. personnel, partners and clients.  Getting the 

signal out there through affiliate distribution has been the first and most challenging goal 

facing Azteca America. This process reveals the very competitive and sometimes 

predatory logics prevailing in Latino television and the discursive business logics to 

allure new affiliates, while showing the reasserted weight of Latin American corporations 

and their moguls in the field.  The strategies of marketing used by TV Azteca in Mexico 

resembled the strategies deployed by Telemundo in the U.S. Both television networks 

challenge the respective ruling players, Televisa and Univision as being alternative, 

innovative and young, while sales strategies show different approaches to the national, 

regional, or local market shaped in relation to their intended clients.  However, in the 

context of this cross-border business model, tensions and struggles may occur between 

companies, personnel, and departments caused by different cultural, organizational and 

business approaches under the common goal of network success.    

 TV Azteca as a family business and public entity is  a model of a post-

bureaucratic organization (Peterson & Anand, 2004) that tries to leave the traditional 

uncontested loyalties of employees to its bosses by producing a more entrepreneurial 

approach in which personnel’s and executives’ actions are triggered by the needs of the 

sovereign consumer (Du Gay, 1994). Peterson & Anand (2004) argue that large firms 

take advantage of bureaucratic structures to keep central control while at the same time 

taking advantage of entrepreneurial governing styles in creative services or working 

teams through short-term contracts.  Ricardo Salinas Pliego has pushed for a culture that 
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collects independent entrepreneurial thinking through committees while preserving the 

boardroom’s decisive control.  The creation of Azteca America opened the need for a 

transnational global executive whose identity, habitus, and discourse about the television 

business would play a central role in the network’s performance (Du Gay, 1997) as 

cultural intermediaries for Azteca America (Nixon, 1997). Joseph Straubhaar (2007) uses 

Giddens’ notion of structuration to frame the possible action taken by executives in 

highly institutionalized environments. Anthony Giddens argues that the same structure 

that sets the limits on agents also provides the resources for them to make something out 

of them (Cassell 1993). Straubhaar stresses that the very institutional, legal, and 

technological structure that constrains personnel may trigger among them different 

approaches and strategies on the production, distribution and circulation of programs 

(Straubhaar, 2007).  

 Azteca America’s cross-border dynamics exist in the contexts of new global 

spatial proximity and business deterritorialization that brings a new landscape of 

connectivity (Tomlinson, 1999), in which according to Paul Hirsch (2000), corporations 

have developed relations of “interdependence and interconnectivity” across boundaries 

(Bielby & Harrington, 2004). In contrast, Paul Du Gay refers to this new globalized trade 

as the effect of “dislocated economies” in which discrete sectors are still defined by the 

boundaries of national states but become the sites where capital and goods flow 

internationally (Du Gay, 1997b). Du Gay uses the concept of dislocated identity from 

Lauclau (1990) that “an identity depends upon an outside which both denies that identity 

and provides its conditions of possibility at one and the same time. This means that every 

identity is an ambiguous achievement” as cited in (Du Gay, 1997b: 289). In contrast, 

Straubhaar (2007) refers to the hybrid and multilayered identities of Latina/os in the U.S. 

in which multiple cultural proximities can be prompted through different cultural settings 

at local, regional, national and transnational levels (Straubhaar et al., 2007b).    

 The creation of the Azteca America network embodies the site of the flow of 

people, good and culture across borders, while the organizational identity of personnel 

and executives can be placed into context given the combined factors of their ethnic, 

gender, and national identity, as well as their occupational career and their position 
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within the different entities that make up the network’s business. In transnational settings 

the network provides a discourse that allows the personnel across borders to rationalize 

their positions within the network and its institutional goals through marketing, 

promotion and organizational culture (Robins, 1997). Azteca America offers a fertile 

ground to address the relation of the Spanish-language television field dynamics and its 

reflection in the microfield of the television company as a field (Bourdieu, 2000). The 

appointment of executives and managers in the company at the same time reflects their 

imagined suitability and desired influence and competitiveness within the Spanish-

language television industry, while at the same time the reproduction of desirable careers 

and social and demographic profiles mirrors social and demographic hierarchies within 

the larger social structure (Bourdieu, 2000; Negus, 1999).    

 Distribution has been the most crucial goal since the network was launched in 

2001.  In analyzing the site of program distribution through international markets, 

Timothy Havens (2002) offers analytical tools to understand the very intimate and 

personal process by which Azteca America’s executives embarked on the effort to attract 

affiliates to distribute programming throughout the nation. The constant process of 

negotiating new channels of distribution can be understood from the way network 

executives and affiliates conceived the value of the Hispanic market and the effectiveness 

of Mexican programming as a way to attract audiences and create a profitable business 

(Havens, 2002). After the process of getting affiliates on board, notions of economic 

priorities through strategies of marketing, promotions, and sales were still in the forefront 

of the common understanding of the network and affiliates about the value of Mexican 

programming and its value to U.S. Spanish-speaking Latina/os. The trans-local character 

(Kumar, 2006) of the Mexican diasporic experience in the U.S. allows envisioning 

“televisual Mexican-ness” as a commodity to be sold to Latina/o populations that are of 

largely Mexican heritage. However, central to Azteca America’s possible success is how 

the Mexican nation is imagined and how programming narratives fulfill the aspirations of 

disempowered Mexicans in the U.S. Shanti Kumar (2006) points out that international 

networks cater to global aspirations of ethnic and national diasporas by creating “hybrid 

vernacular narratives.” Univision has been successful in capturing these aspirations 
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through the narratives of Televisa’s programming; however, Azteca America’s process of 

differentiation and innovation seems to put it at odds with its potentially massive 

audience.   

 Since Azteca America is in L.A., it already signals a counter flow from the 

territorial preeminence Miami has as Telemundo’s and Univision’s distribution and 

production hub (Mato, 2005, Sinclair, 2003). Different sites lend different executive 

compositions and sometimes different perspectives on the business. The axis of Mexico, 

Los Angeles and New York, where the central offices are located, also reveals subtle 

differences and rationalizations about the strategies followed by the corporations in each 

space.  

THE LATINO TELEVISION FIELD  
The formation and dynamics of the U.S. Latino television field needs to be 

understood in the context of global tendencies of migration, liberalization, privatization, 

and transnational media conglomerates’ operation. What has been missing is Latina/o 

ownership in Latino media (Noriega, 2000). Even though the participation of U.S. 

Latina/os, particularly the 1½ generation,61 has been crucial to the development of the 

television industry’s content and news coverage, and these Latina/os have pushed for 

information relevant their communities in the U.S. (Rodríguez, 1999), they have 

historically suffered a setback because of the revealed preference to hire Spanish-

language native speakers from Latin American countries in key positions within the 

industry (Dávila, 2001). Particularly, U.S. Latino television ownership has been a 

decisive factor in the way the field operates, as well as in networks’ production and 

programming strategies. Television’s basic economic goal in pursuit of profits is based 

on the initial recovering of production costs and further earnings gained through selling 

advertising (Freedman, 2003). When the television production cost is recovered in the 

domestic market, revenues overseas necessarily increase. That is the primary economic 

condition that allowed Televisa to develop a network on U.S. soil (Rodríguez, 1999; 

                                                 
61 América Rodríguez borrows the term from Ruben Rumbaut (1991) to describe knowledge of the critical 
process of cultural translation media professionals born in Latin America but raised and educated in the 
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Sinclair, 1999), and it is this same principle that is pushing TV Azteca to pursue success 

in the market through Azteca America.  

Dávila (2001) also describes the impact of Latin American executives in 

advertising agencies and their role in collaboration with television networks in producing 

images of Latina/os considered saleable to the market.  Dávila points out that the opening 

of advertising agencies by Cubans and later by Mexicans has produced images of 

Latina/os largely attached to Latin American attributes.  The positions taken by upper-

middle and upper class Latin American professionals has allowed them to claim authentic 

Hispanic looks, based on hegemonic ideas of cultural traditions and language attachment 

inherently defined by its Latin American-ness, instead of its U.S. Latino-ness.  Dávila 

denounces the ethnic division of labor in which U.S. Latina/os became marginalized by 

the very media industry that is supposed to represent them. This marginalization occurs in 

a two-fold institutional organizational strategy: first, because of the role of Latin 

Americans in taking over creative and executive positions that control the production of 

authentic images of Latina/os; and later, because of Anglo executives’ steady co-optation 

of the sales areas to connect the agencies and television networks to sponsors from 

corporate America (2001).   

Meanwhile, América Rodríguez (1999) describes the successful identity, 

programming and marketing strategies used by Univision on the basis of a Pan-Latino 

identity and a so-called neutral Spanish speaking accent. The Spanish language has been 

the center around which the identity of Latina/o audiences revolves in Latino networks. 

However, Latina/os do not constitute a culturally, racially and geographically 

homogenous audience. The differences between U.S. Latina/os derive from different 

Latin American countries of origin, followed by race and class. The clearest marker of 

these different populations is their different Spanish accents (Waisbord, 2004). Based on 

demographics, Mexican, Cuban, and Puerto Rican accents are the most prominent.  

Audiences prefer local or national programming when available (Straubhaar, 

2007), thus, the production of what is considered local or national in the Hispanic market 

                                                                                                                                                 
U.S. exercise on the production and representations offered by Latino media, as referred to in (Rodríguez, 
1999)  
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has produced a paradox. While networks try to attract the whole Latina/o audience by 

producing programs with a Pan-Latino accent, the reaction in many cases has been the 

alienation of audiences who do not see themselves in this TV identity construction. This 

paradox has triggered different programming strategies from the two traditional 

networks. Mexicans are the majority in the Latina/o population, prompting Univision to 

rely on primarily Mexican-oriented regional imports, revealing that audiences find 

“cultural proximity” (Straubhaar, 1991) in these products based on national origin, but 

also based on decades of Mexican programming flows coming from Mexico to the U.S. 

and Latin America. At the same time, Telemundo has tried to appeal to a broader Latino-

ness spectrum by targeting a multicultural and bilingual audience profile.  

The Players in the Field of Latino Television 
I have discussed the virtual duopoly in which Univision enjoys a dominant 

position with two national networks, Univision and Telefutura, against NBC’s 

Telemundo, a distant second.  The role of Univision has been particularly important in 

defining programming, production, and marketing approaches to the Hispanic market that 

have been shaped by Televisa’s programming formulas since it launched the network in 

1961.  Even though Univision and Telemundo have a central position in the U.S. 

television industry, local, regional and global economic and cultural logics have opened 

the door to a variety of national and international players in the process of supplying, 

producing or co-producing programming.  Azteca America’s incursion as the fourth U.S. 

Hispanic national network is an example of these transnational patterns. The need for 

creativity and economic logics has brought the vibrant participation of transnational 

independent producers such as Promofilm, FremantleMedia, Nostromo América, Artear, 

Argos Comunicación, Polka Productions, Iguana Producciones, and RGB Entertainment 

among others; and Latin American networks such as Televisa, TV Azteca, Venevisión, 

TV Globo, TV Caracol, Canal RCN, Telefe, and RTVC as producers or suppliers of 

programming. An increasing variety of Spanish and English language cable networks 
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addresses Latina/o viewers, and these networks fight for a niche within the Hispanic 

market.62  

Today there are several factors that attract advertisers and mainstream media 

corporations to the Latino television media. First, the Hispanic market is growing both in 

numbers and purchasing power. Second, while the audience share of the big four national 

networks are shrinking, the numbers for the Spanish-language television networks are 

growing. Univision in particular is consistently attracting larger audiences in prime time 

slots over one or two of the mainstream networks. Third, as a result of this phenomenon, 

as of August 2007, the national Spanish-language television networks are moving to the 

Nielsen Television Index to be measured under the same umbrella that mainstream 

English television networks are. Fourth, a move to decrease the dependency on Latin 

American production with the increase of U.S. television production and/or co-

productions has resulted in a new boom, positioning Miami as a relevant Spanish 

television producer. Fifth, while the sometimes contradictory moves of innovation and 

homogenization have produced the growing success of  importing successful Latin 

American formats and screenplays to be localized, original material still finds an 

important place in programming lineups. Particularly telling is the case of Colombian and 

Argentinean formats. Sixth, the rise of reality shows as the new darling for young 

demographics. 

In spite of a complex web of sponsors, ad agencies, independent producers, 

independent stations, and cable networks, the dynamics of the Spanish-language 

broadcasting field in the U.S. can still be characterized as the competition of the four 

national networks: Univision, Telefutura, Telemundo and Azteca America.  

Spanish International Network (SIN) 
In 1961, Televisa initiated its expansion onto U.S. soil by creating the Spanish 

International Network (SIN) aimed at Spanish-speaking Latina/os.  SIN eventually grew 

and became the first national Spanish-language network in the U.S. (Sinclair, 1999). 

                                                 
62 Among the most salient examples are Bandamax, Boomerang (SAP), Canal 22, Cartoon Network (SAP), CNN En 
Español, De Película, Discovery Español, ESPN Deportes, Fox Sports en Español, Galavision, HBO Latino, Infinito, 
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During the next 25 years, Televisa’s programming dominated. While arguably Emilio 

Azcárraga exercised, illegally, power over the affiliate stations that comprised the 

network, Erik Stilling (1995) argues that he was less interested in the profits coming from 

the television stations and “more interested in establishing consistent buyers for his 

programming,” (Stilling as cited in Havens, 2006: 22). An important step within this 

strategy was the creation of Teleprogramas de Acapulco in 1962, later renamed Protele 

which was Televisa’s company dealing with programming exports to Central America 

and the U.S. (Havens, 2006). By the early 1980s, SIN/Televisa recognized the limits of 

equating programming strategies for its audience from Mexico to the intended target 

audience in the U.S. In 1981, SIN started to produce some programs in the U.S. aimed at 

Latinos such as its nightly news program Noticiero Nacional SIN (Rodríguez, 1999: 40).   

Univision 
Because under U.S. law foreigners are not allowed to own more than 25% of TV 

stations, in 1986 a court ordered Televisa to divest its interests from the Spanish 

International Communication Corporation (SICC), the corporation that owned and 

managed the TV stations affiliated with SIN. The outcome of this divestment was the sale 

of SIN/SICC to Hallmark Inc. and its renaming as Univision.  Latino grassroots 

organizations contested this sale because of the buyer’s lack of connection with the 

Latina/o community (Rodríguez, 1999).   Then in 1987, Telemundo was launched by 

Reliance Capital. The opening of a second Latino network started national competition 

and the need for specifically Spanish-language programming (Rodríguez, 1999). This 

principle triggered the increase of production in both networks.  In order to sell Latina/o 

audiences to advertisers, both Latino networks paid the Nielsen Media Research company 

to produce television viewing research within the Spanish speaking populations, and the 

“Nielsen Hispanic Television Index” was created (Rodríguez, 1999). The first numbers 

came out in October, 1992 (Sinclair, 1999: 111). However, the Hispanic “economic 

purchasing power” derived from the way they have been socially constructed within the 

market did not encourage advertisers and sponsors to pay and to support the homemade 

                                                                                                                                                 
Latin TV (LTV), LATV, Más Música, MTV Español, Mun2, Play Boy en Español, Ole TV, Once México, SiTV, and 
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Spanish-language production (Rodríguez, 1999). By the late 1980s, it was already 

apparent that the domestic market could not support the cost of the networks’ 

productions. As a result, in the early 1990s both networks were facing debts and had 

financial deficits. In 1992, Hallmark sold Univision for $550 million to mogul Jerrold 

Perenchio in partnership with Televisa and Venevision (Pendleton, 1992, April 13). 

Perenchio was the majority stakeholder, while Televisa and Univision owned 25%, 

respectively (Rodríguez, 1999). One year later, Telemundo suffered a take-over from 

Apollo and Bastion Capital. After these structural changes, Telemundo followed a 

strategy of importing regional programs (from Latin American) that has proven to be 

successful, and it is less expensive to acquire them than to invest in local production.  In 

1992, Univision reached an agreement with Televisa which granted the rights of 

transmission of its popular television shows until 2017; in return Televisa received the 

15% of Univision’s revenues from its programming (Clemens, 2006, October 16).  

Univision took advantage of its Televisa partnership and programmed Mexican 

telenovelas that were already highly popular within the Latina/o community to fill out 

day and prime time slots and produce economic gains (Learmonth 2006, July 5).  

In 1994 the NHTI declared Univision the fifth largest U.S. network with 70% of 

the Hispanic audience share (Lenti, 1994, March 28).  By 1996 it was clear that Mexican 

telenovelas were the highest prime-time moneymaker, making the network the top Latino 

network in the U.S. (Paxman, 1996, October 7).  Univision’s main weakness was its 

reliance on imported programs from Televisa and the possibility that this relationship 

would sour, which could end up hurting the network. The answer by Univision was its 

own expansion into the Latin American market with the exports of successful programs 

such as El Show de Cristina and Sábado Gigante (Paxman, 1997, March 31).  The 

combination of imports from Latin American telenovelas on prime time was a parallel 

strategy with more aggressive exports of U.S. Latino productions (Rodríguez, 1999). In 

1997 Henry Cisneros, a well known politician from San Antonio, Texas, was tapped as 

Univision CEO (Margolis, 1997, June 2).  Univision’s predominance in ratings is also 

beating Anglo mainstream networks in some main markets. Due to its financial 

                                                                                                                                                 
The History Channel En Español.  
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restructuring, Televisa reduced its share in Univision by half, to just under 10%, but it 

received merely $214 million (Sutter and Tegel, 2001, February 26).  

Even so, by 1999 the network enjoyed a 93% share of the prime time audience, 

but that number does not translate directly into advertiser dollars. One of the problems is 

that telenovelas, the bread and butter of Univision’s enormous success, are alien to Anglo 

advertisers that underestimate the genre and the purchasing power of the Hispanic 

demographic (Paxman, 1999, April 26). The low cost of Televisa’s and Venevision’s 

programming broadcast by Univision has been at the heart of its economic success: in 

seven years it grew from $550 million to $5.4 billion in 1999 (Littleton, and Paxman, 

1999, May 24).  

 In December 2000, Univision closed a deal to buy Barry Diller's U.S.A. Network 

television stations. The deal gave birth to Telefutura, the second Univision network, but it 

has been seen as a move by Univision to narrow the opportunities for growth for nascent 

Azteca America (Sutter and Diorio, 2000, December 11). In 2001, Televisa started 

negotiations with Univision to raise the revenues obtained from its blockbuster 

telenovelas as well as to increase its 6% share in the company (Sutter and Tegel, 2001, 

February 26). Univision announced the launch of Telefutura, trying to position itself as a 

full service company with two networks, a cable network Galavision, and a website 

Univision.com. The company also announced the production of at least 50% of its 

programming, the rest coming mainly from Mexican Televisa, and to a lesser degree 

Venevision (Goldsmith, 2001, May 21). In 2002, Univision announced the production of 

Te Amaré en Silencio, the first U.S. telenovela made by Univision with an estimated cost 

of $70,000 per episode. This is in part Univision’s answer to a new trend of Telemundo 

producing U.S. Hispanic telenovelas with the participation of independent producers 

(Sutter, 2003, January 20).  Telemundo was working on Los Teens, its first Miami-based 

U.S. telenovela and its first U.S.-based reality show Protagonistas de Novela. Also there 

was an increased presence of independent producers getting their foot in the Hispanic 

markets such as Independent Intl. Television, the U.S. branch of Argentinean Ledafilms; 

Plural Entertainment, the N.Y.-based division of giant Prisa of Spain; Nostromo América, 

a joint venture formed by Miami-based Venevision Intl.; and Spain's Nostromo, Spaniard 
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Promofilm and Mexican Argos (Sutter, M. 2003, January 20).  However, in the last years 

a new genre is making its way out in ratings and presence in Univision:  reality shows. 

One of the most startling examples was Bailando por un Sueño in 2005, which situated 

Univision in third position with 18-34 national audiences in its time slot (Sutter and 

O'Boyle, 2006, January 23).     

Univision has historically relied on Televisa’s telenovelas, and its attempts at 

producing U.S.-based telenovelas have ended in failure. Today, reality shows are also 

proving successful. However, Univision’s main success has been in its imported prime 

time programming from Televisa and its in-house production in non-fictional programs 

such as news, sports, variety, and talk shows, and Despierta América, Primer Impacto, El 

Show de Cristina and Sábado Gigante are successful original programs (De la Fuente, 

2006, April 10).   

However, recently disagreement between Televisa and Univision intensified 

between Jerrold Perenchio Univision’s Chairman and Televisa’s major shareholder 

Emilio Azcárraga Jean.  The differences between the two networks were increasing.  In 

2005, Emilio Azcárraga complained that Jerry Perenchio did not take into account 

Televisa or Venevision in naming Ray Rodríguez as President and CEO. This position 

was considered to be in line to replace Perenchio, already in his mid-70s when he retired 

(De la Fuente, 2005, February 14). Also, Televisa complained of being underpaid in the 

context of the programming contract reached in 1992. Televisa filed a lawsuit to increase 

the amount of revenues obtained in the agreement that binds the network until 2017 

(Learmonth, 2006, July 5).  In July 2006 Televisa filed another lawsuit in relation to its 

internet programming rights (Politi, 2006, July 20).  The tension reached a climax when 

Perenchio announced his intentions of selling Univision, and Televisa lost its bid to 

acquire the network (Grover, 2006, June 28).   In 2006 Univision was sold to a 

consortium that includes Madison Dearborn Partners Inc., Providence Equity Partners, 

Texas Pacific Group, Thomas H. Lee Partners and billionaire Haim Saban's Saban 

Capital Group.  The transaction was completed in March 2007 for $12.3 billion, or 

$36.25 a share (Learmonth and O’Boyle, 2007, March 29). In March 2007, Televisa sold 

its minority stake in Univision for $1.1 billion (O’Boyle, 2007, April 18). 
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Telemundo 
In 1986 Saul Steinberg and Henry Silverman from Reliance Capital, an 

investment group, bought an independent Spanish language TV station in Los Angeles; 

they then added others from Miami, New York and Telemundo Canal 2 from Puerto 

Rico. This group of acquisitions led to the launch of a new network under the umbrella of 

the Telemundo Group in 1987 (Sinclair, 1999). That year Telemundo added television 

stations from San Francisco, Houston and San Antonio. As América Rodríguez (1999) 

pointed out, the market was not prepared to support the two Latino networks, and in 1993 

Telemundo declared bankruptcy and went public, gaining investments from Apollo and 

Bastion Capital (Sinclair, 1999). In the mid-1990s the network announced its return to 

telenovelas and the production of shows from original concepts. Telemundo inked a deal 

with TV Azteca to obtained telenovelas for its prime time slots (Katz, 1999, May 24). 

The agreement also involved independent producer Argos and resulted in the production 

of several telenovelas (Sinclair, 1999: 112).  

In 1997, CBS took over the newscast Telenoticias from Telemundo and made it 

cable Channel CBS Telenoticias while preserving broadcast time in the network (Sinclair, 

1999: 115).  The same year a consortium including the Sony Corporation and Liberty 

Media acquired a controlling share of Telemundo, and the network started a change in the 

profile of its audiences by targeting a middle-class bilingual Latina/o population 

(Rodríguez, 1999: 66). The change of strategy was based on the recognition that its 

audience share had been falling in the last five years from 30% to 13%. Univision already 

claimed 87% of the total audience share. The new proposed formula was based on 

successful formats used by Sony, the parent company: “[formats] drive English television 

and we believe they also will successfully drive Hispanic TV in the U.S.," pointed out 

Roland Martinez, Telemundo’s President (Consoli, 1998, June 22).  The network took a 

bilingual approach to programming with the use of English subtitles.  This new approach 

reflected the efforts of the network to reach a younger audience; they were attempting to 

be more culturally connected with the realities of the nation’s Hispanic households. The 

idea was to keep the same path that other media like magazine, radio and publishing were 
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riding with cross-over cultural content that reflects the Latina/o experience (Adelson, 

1998 June 15).   

However, by the end of 1998 it was apparent that using American shows with 

formats such as Charlie’s Angels and Who’s the Boss?, as well as a bilingual approach, 

produced an immediate drop in ratings, primarily from the shows inspired by programs 

from the Sony Corporation (Freeman, 1998, December 7).  Telemundo had also trimmed 

out its telenovelas from prime time, and that ended up hurting the network’s ratings. In 

1999 it tapped James McNamara as Telemundo CEO (Littleton, 1999, July 12). 

McNamara moved the network to a new programming approach with telenovelas in the 

day time and night time that was successful in elevating the network’s ratings (Zbar, 

2000, May 15). McNamara also pushed for several production agreements and join-

ventures with networks such as TV Azteca and TV Globo and with several independent 

production companies from South America (Sutter, 2000, May 22; Variety, 2000, June 

26). In September 2001, Telemundo announced the launch of Mun2, an entertainment 

cable network. Mun2 was meant to target young Latina/o viewers in the 18-34 group, an 

audience that is considered to be underserved by the offerings of the main Latino network 

(Umstead, 2001, September 17).  

In October 2001, NBC acquired Telemundo.  NBC took control of Telemundo by 

buying it from Sony Corp., Liberty Media Inc. and other private equity investors for $2 

billion (Shearer, 2001, December 1).  Mirroring the protests triggered by Hallmark’s 

acquisition of Univision, in 1986, NBC’s acquisition of Telemundo triggered protests 

from grassroots Latino organizations and media ones, which felt that Latino media have 

systematically left out Latina/os in the process of ownership and access to Spanish-

language television (Hispanic, 2002, Jan-Feb). McNamara remained as CEO and 

launched a new of aggressive in-house production. This strategy was possible due to the 

resources and financial backing that the giant NBC offered. The network also capitalized 

on access to NBC’s programming and network exclusive agreements on shows and 

events (Reynolds, 2003, March 17). However, by September 2003 Telemundo’s ratings 

dropped from a 21% share in the same period in 2002 to 18%, but in contrast, the 

capacity of the network to sell ads gave it a 35% share of money spent by advertisers on 
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Spanish-language networks, arguably due to the doors opened by its NBC ownership 

(Downey, 20003, September 8).  

 Telemundo also returned to a subtle bilingual approach in its programming when 

in 2003, the network also started showing subtitles in English, using the closed-

captioning feature on it most important shows (Mediaweek, 2003, September 8). Also 

using cable network Mun2, Telemundo delivers programming in English to young 

Latina/os with bilingual hosts (Romano, 20003, September 8).  By 2004, Telemundo had 

boosted its ratings based on McNamara’s strategy of more in-house original production, 

and the network produced 75% of its prime time programming (Bergantini, 20004, March 

22).  Telemundo’s telenovelas were produced with the thought of exporting them to 

South American markets (Besinger, 2003, November 24).  Even though Telemundo still 

depends to some degree on telenovela production from partners in Latin America, 

Telemundo’s push in U.S. telenovela production has been a key element in making 

Miami a new telenovela production center. Univision already produces 3,600 hours of its 

programming in Miami such as talk shows, news and variety shows (Sutter, 2004, April 

19). In 2005, Telemundo continued with a strategy of joint ventures with the production 

of three telenovelas with independent Spanish producer PromoFilm, Mexican 

independent Argos and international content producer FremantleMedia, a branch of 

European RTL owned by German Bertelsmann (Sutter, 2005, February 28).   

 In 2005, ratings plummeted and left Telemundo with a share of 17% of the 18-49 

viewers, a drop from 24% in the same period in 2004. Univision was also claiming that 

its network Telefetura was number 2 in some daytime spots (Sutter, 2005, May 18).  As a 

result, McNamara was removed and Don Browne, a longtime NBC news executive and 

number 2 in Telemundo, took his place (Sutter, 2005, April 7). Meanwhile, NBC made a 

move that seems to be a new trend among the mainstream television networks, translating 

successful Spanish-language telenovelas into English.  Telemundo’s El Cuerpo del Deseo 

was the first in line (De la Fuente, 2006, February 26).   

Since 2003, Telemundo has strengthened its creative control over its telenovela 

production in its facilities in Miami and Colombia, but in 2006 the strategy was to pursue 

Mexican-flavored telenovelas by opening facilities in Mexico City. Telemundo’s initial 
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move was the opening of a news bureau and corporate offices. However, the idea was to 

open production facilities as a way to pave the road for the launch of a third network in 

Mexico in partnership with Mexican Group Xtra (O’Boyle, 2006, October 9; O'Boyle, 

2006, November 6).  These plans received fierce opposition from Televisa and TV 

Azteca and triggered one of the most aggressive campaigns against Group Xtra (Trejo, 

2007 February). Also, the possibility became a political problem in the newly elected 

government of Felipe Calderón, who had promised to break open the duopolistic 

television system (Rodríguez, 2007, June 8).  In the context of this fierce battle, TV 

Azteca, with the help of the Mexican police, raided the studios where independent 

producer Nostromo América was making a reality show named Quinceañera: Mamá 

Quiero ser Artista (De la Fuente, 2006, September 27).  TV Azteca claimed that the host 

had an exclusive contract that would last until 2010; the Mexican network argues that in 

an opportune manner it let Telemundo known about this contract preventing it from 

hiring him (O'Boyle, 2006, October 2).  

A battle unfolded with NBC’s complaints to the FCC, asking it to cancel Azteca 

America’s concession in Los Angeles.  NBC argued that TV Azteca, the parent company 

of Azteca America, was corrupt and lacked the “character qualifications” required by 

federal law (James, 2006, December 1). However, the FCC renewed KAZA 54’s license, 

and stated that the Commission would not consider issues of misconduct outside of its 

jurisdiction, and the FCC added that it was inappropriate to intervene in a private dispute 

between NBC and TV Azteca (James, 2007, April 17). It is worth remembering that NBC 

and TV Azteca already had a history of legal disputes over ownership rights as discussed 

in chapter 4.63 Another reason for conflict between the Mexican and American networks 

was the battle for UHF with Mexico City’s Canal 40. Canal 40’s main shareholders 

Javier Moreno Valle and TV Azteca were in a dispute in which TV Azteca fought to 

                                                 
63 In 1994 TV Azteca made an alliance with NBC in which NBC had the rights to acquire from 10% to 
20% of TV Azteca’s shares, and to give technical, commercial, and administrative advice and support in its 
programming.  However, NBC announced its decision to buy just 1% of TV Azteca’s shares.  NBC alleged 
a breach of agreement on the part of TV Azteca.  This decision triggered the disagreement of Salinas Pliego 
who settled an international controversy against the U.S. network in the Trade Commerce Chamber in Paris 
(Olmos, 1998: 136). NBC and TV Azteca reached an agreement after three years of complex legal battles 
in which the Mexican network agreed to pay $46 million, while NBC promised to take a 1% stake in 
Azteca that represented $20 million dollars for Azteca (Tegel and Sutter, 2000, May 15). 
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enforce an option of taking 51% of Canal 40’s shares as a result of agreements on 

production and advertising. In the battle, Canal 40 suffered of loss of advertisers, and it 

ran out of cash. In 2005 the channel went off the air due to an employee standoff. The 

personnel claimed $40 million in back pay. Without money and with accusations of fraud 

and money laundering, the channel faced a grim future. The attorney for Canal 40 denied 

that it ran out of money because of the predatory practices of TV Azteca and threats over 

its clients (Besinger, 2005, May 30). NBC offered a loan of a $5 million to Canal 40 that 

sparked TV Azteca’s anger and speculation in Mexico about the ultimate goals of this 

loan (O'Boyle, 2005, August 1).  In 2007, the Mexico Supreme Court ruled in favor of 

TV Azteca against charges that it illegally usurped control of the station (O'Boyle, 2007, 

February 12, 2007).  However, the incident has been seen by Azteca executives as an 

incursion by NBC in a private legal dispute between two Mexican television 

corporations.  

Telefutura  
In 2000 Univision made a strategic preemptive strike against the announced 

launch of Azteca America by acquiring 13 TV stations from Barry Diller's USA 

Networks (Sutter and Diorio, 2000, December 11). The move drastically decreased Papas 

Telecasting’s chances of nationally launching the Azteca America network. On the 14th 

of January 2002, Telefutura was launched with 70% of Hispanics homes covered. Its 

purpose was to offer counter programming to its sister Univision that would target 

younger audiences with a heavy dose of Hollywood movies dubbed into Spanish 

(Consoli, 2002, January 14). Since its first weeks, Telefutura started drawing young 

viewers, reaching 4% of the audience share in the 18-49 cohorts while longstanding 

Univision competitor Telemundo averaged 9% (McClellan, 2002, January 21).   

After a temporary drop in ratings, in March 2002, Telefutura made some moves in 

its programming lineup by including telenovelas and an entertainment magazine in prime 

time. The telenovelas do not cannibalize the Univision audience which airs a variety 

show at the time of the Telefutura telenovela (Consoli, 2002, March 25). By September 

2002, Telefutura was capturing 8% of the audience share in prime time (Grover, 2002, 
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September 9).  By mid 2003, it was reaching 75% of Hispanic households and was 

already solidifying its position as the second network in some daytime hours, in particular 

with the 18-34 and 18-49 demographics, still relying on its library of Hollywood films 

dubbed into Spanish (Amdur, 2003, May 15).  Telefutura became an outlet for Latina/o 

audiences’ new hunger for reality television, having slated the production of Objetivo 

Fama and En Busca de un Sueño. This was a move by Univision to enter into the 

business of reality television and counter successful reality shows from Azteca America 

such as La Academia or those from Telemundo such as Nuevas Voces de América 

(Clarke, 2004, May 31). In 2005, Telefutura reached 86% of Hispanic households. The 

programming of the network still relies on Hollywood movies, but variety shows and 

games shows have a strong presence during the week, while on weekends the network is 

carving out audiences with the Mexican Soccer League, and soccer and sports in general 

(Multichannel News, 2005, May 30). The network joined the National Television Index 

in February 2006 (Sutter, 2006, February 16). However, in 2006, the ratings of the 

network dropped due to the increased participation of different Latino television outlets 

in Spanish and in English, particularly in cable (Clemens, 2006, May 15).  In 2007, 

Univision and Telefutura combined have 80% of the Hispanic viewers share. Telefutura 

averages 624,000 viewers in prime time programming in contrast to 864,000 viewers for 

Telemundo, while parent Univision draws an average of 3.6 million viewers at the same 

time (Becker, 2007, April 16).  Today Telefutura occupies third place in the race for 

attracting audiences, but still in some time slots is actually taking second, beating out 

Telemundo. 

THE CASE OF AZTECA AMERICA  
TV Azteca had developed an aggressive strategy of internationalization that 

included the selling of its programming overseas, distribution through cable, and buying 

assets on television stations in Central and South America.  It is in this broader context of 

international expansion that in 1998 Ricardo Salinas Pliego announced his intention of 

launching a network on U.S. soil (Video Age International, 1998, May). By 2000, the 

international strategy of TV Azteca had changed.  The Mexican network backed off of its 
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initial intentions to own assets in Central and South America changing its goal to merely 

getting its signal distributed through Latin America. TV Azteca centered its efforts on 

entering the U.S. Hispanic market that was defined as a central priority just after the 

domestic market. The plan to enter into the Latino television industry took shape when 

TV Azteca confirmed an alliance with Pappas Telecasting, a major television station 

group in the U.S. In 2000, Harry Pappas, CEO of Pappas Telecasting, announced the 

launching of the new network named Azteca America. Pappas Telecasting was going to 

provide the net of TV Stations and TV Azteca the programming. In the context of this 

operation Pappas planned in having 80% ownership of the new network (Megan, 2000, 

September 11). In November 2000, Pappas Telecasting announced its network’s soft 

launch with future presence in 16 markets covering 45% of the Hispanic market 

(Mediaweek, 2000, November 27). In January 2001, the Federal Communication 

Commission (FCC) gave the license approval needed to build a full power TV Station in 

Los Angeles that would be the flagship station for it (Schneider, 2001, January 1). In July 

2001 TV Azteca launched Azteca America.  TV Azteca founded the Azteca International 

Corporation in Delaware to operate Azteca America.  Unlike the other Spanish language 

national networks, Azteca America is a television network owned by Mexicans. Under 

U.S. law, foreigners may own as much as 25% of a TV television station; however, there 

is no prohibition in percentage of foreign ownership of a television network (Fernández 

& Paxman, 2001; Rodríguez, 1999) the law does not restrict television programming flow 

(Galperin, 1999). This lack of restrictions allowed TV Azteca to launch Azteca America 

as a 100% Mexican network in 2001 

Network and Distribution  
Since Azteca America was conceived as a network, the crucial issue for its 

possible success was distribution.  This issue is still of paramount importance. Nowadays, 

the most critical challenges Azteca America faces are distribution and ratings.  And for 

some, the problem of ratings results from the network’s weakness in distribution. 

Launched in July 2001, it was not until mid-2006 that Azteca America achieved the 

status of a national network, based on 70% of coverage in Hispanic households based on 
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Nielsen parameters. During these five years the central commitment of the team was to 

get affiliates on board to be able to compete with Nielsen numbers against the other 

players. However, the journey has not been easy, and it still is challenging. There have 

been five main factors slowing or even preventing the growth of Azteca America. The 

first is the troubled relationship between Pappas Telecasting and Azteca America; 

second, the moves and obstructions by Univision and Telemundo against Azteca’s 

growth; third, the scandals of corruption, particularly the investigation of the U.S. 

Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) into Ricardo Salinas Pliego; fourth, the 

lawsuit from EchoStar; fifth, the technical disadvantages of a low-power station 

distribution system; and sixth, the separate condition of the network and its affiliates as 

different business entities.    

The first and most crucial challenge has been a troublesome relationship with 

Pappas Telecasting Companies. Initially Pappas was going to own 80% of Azteca 

America; however, initial financial setbacks that did not allow Pappas to buy the required 

television stations to launch Azteca America at national levels pushed the group to 

decrease its role. Furthermore, disagreements with TV Azteca prompted legal battles 

since 2002. Azteca was seeking to maintain its affiliation agreements while Pappas was 

simultaneously suing Azteca America arguing a breach of contract. Azteca was asking 

for the reimbursement of around $100 million in investments in television stations 

(Broadcasting & Cable's TV International, 2002, November 8). The companies signed an 

agreement to resolve their disputes out of court (TV Azteca, 2002, December 10). As a 

result of these processes, in February 2003, Azteca International Corporation and Pappas 

Telecasting modified their agreements because of the payment by the latter of 25% of TV 

Azteca’s investment in the Houston and San Francisco-Sacramento television stations. In 

case of a failure to pay Pappas, it had agreed that TV Azteca had the right to acquire 25% 

of KAZA Los Angeles and designate a U.S. partner in the acquisition of the rest. A 

paramount decision within the new settlement was the change of the local market 

agreement terms from a revenue-split model to a 50-50 commercial split frame (TV 

Azteca, 2003, February 13). However, a slow but steady decrease in participation in the 
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network resulted in the April 2007announcement that Pappas would not renew the 

agreements of 5 of its television affiliates with Azteca America due to a lack of ratings. 

The second has been the challenges imposed by Univision and Telemundo with 

the purpose of closing opportunities for growth to new Azteca America. Among others, 

the buying of infrastructure and TV stations by the two networks and the challenge before 

the FCC of KAZA’s license. Alan Sokol, COO of Telemundo, denied that Azteca 

America was the target of Telemundo and Univision. Telemundo again attempted in 2006 

to rip away Azteca America’s license by challenging its permission to broadcast in the 

U.S. before the FCC. 

The third was the scandal triggered by the accusations of fraud made by the (SEC) 

against Ricardo Salinas Pliego and top executives of TV Azteca that produced an impasse 

in network growth for almost two years.  In 2004, the SEC’s investigation put TV Azteca 

under suspicion of fraud over a debt transaction in its telephone unit Unefón (New York 

Times, October, 06, 2004). The investigation led to the filing of charges of fraud in 2005 

(Luhnow and Solomon, 2005, January 05). This accusation was denied by Salinas Pliego 

who accused the SEC of discriminatory practices (Authers and Silver 2005, January 20).  

This is the firts time that the SEC looked for prosecution under Sarbanes-Oxley’s 

corporate-governance law for a foreign entrepreneur. Shareholders of TV Azteca voted in 

June, 2005 to delist the company “citing high costs of meeting U.S. regulatory 

requirements” (O'Boyle, 2005 July 18). For more than a year, Ricardo Salinas Pliego 

refused to seek a settlement with the SEC, arguing that he was treated unequally. “Legal 

battles are not new for TV Azteca,” journalist John Hecht said, “some industry watchers 

have coined the term ‘the Salinas Factor’ in reference to Salinas Pliego's confrontational 

approach to conducting business” (Hecht, 2005, May 4). TV Azteca’s value suffered a 

blow, and this ended up hitting its U.S. subsidiary. Under mounting pressure, in May 

2006 Salinas Pliego proposed a settlement that was accepted by the SEC in September. 

The settlement included a fine of $8.5 million to be paid for ill-achieved gains, and the 

executives involved in the scandal including Ricardo Salinas Pliego were banned from 

serving as officers in U.S. public companies for 5 years (Burns, 2006, September 14). It 

seemed that the SEC’s investigation affected the growth of the network as there was 
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stagnation for almost two years. It is worth noting that during the turmoil triggered by the 

SEC’s accusations in Mexico and in the U.S., none of the network’s affiliates left. A top 

executive from the network remembers that this fact demonstrates the confidence in 

Ricardo Salinas Pliego, in the Azteca America team and the profitability of the network. 

The fourth challenge occurred when EchoStar, a satellite provider with exclusive 

rights of distribution of TV Azteca’s Canal 13 signal, filed a law suit against Azteca. The 

satellite distributor argued that TV America had breached its contract through the 

distribution by cable and satellite of its Azteca America signal (Hogan, 2002, July 22). In 

April 2003, a court based in New York’s Southern District dismissed a preliminary 

injunction that would have kept Azteca America’s signal off cable and satellite (Tegel, 

2003, April 4).  This legal precedent was paramount to Azteca America’s future, as its 

strategy has been defined by the attraction of low power stations that complement their 

distribution capacities through agreements with cable and satellite distributors at local 

and regional levels. 

Fifth, because of a lack of financial resources or access to full power television 

stations in designated market areas (DMAs), the growth of the network has been largely 

done through co-opting low-power stations nationwide.  The weakness of the signals of 

these UHF stations needs to be compensated for with local agreements with cable and 

satellite providers.  Azteca America’s low-power UHF stations are not covered under the 

FCC’s “must carry” rule for their local markets.64 The owners of the television stations 

need to pay to get their signal delivered by cable.      

Azteca America’s Business Model 
Azteca America is a foreign company, a separate entity, while its affiliates also 

are from clusters of other groups of different companies.  Azteca America has grown 

under a unique business model for a U.S. national network.  A Mexican Azteca America 

                                                 
64 The FCC ruled in 1966 that cable providers should carry the signals of all local stations. The 1984 Cable 
Act makes clear that cable providers, as television broadcasters, were not common carriers and they have 
no obligation of providing cable access to everybody. The cable Act of 1992 took a different approach by 
establishing must carry obligations between cable networks with local television providers. These 
differences are in relation to the cable provider’s installed capacity and channels available. However, low 
power stations are not contemplated in the must carry rule enacted by the FCC (Blumenthal & 
Goodenough, 2006: 49).  
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is possible because of the agreements reached between the network and the affiliates. The 

strategy works based on three basic ideas: Azteca America provides the programming 

and the program information required for promotion purposes to the affiliate stations; 

neither Azteca America nor the television affiliates are required to pay any fee or 

financial compensation because of the supply of programming or its broadcast; and the 

economic agreement is based on the idea of splitting 50-50 commercial time. This split in 

commercial time comes from the network time in which Azteca America has the 

responsibility of filling their programming lineup. Within a program there are two 

commercial segments, one for local advertisers in which the affiliate can sell time, and all 

the revenue coming from it is profit for the stations. The other half of the time is the 

network’s.  There is no conflict of interest in the process of selling because the local 

affiliates attract local or regional advertisers, while the network targets national 

advertisers and sponsors. 

Since the beginning, a team of TV Azteca executives were involved in the process 

of getting television stations to affiliate with the network. While Pappas Telecasting was 

trying to buy stations for the network as their initial part of the deal, the Azteca team 

worked in a different model that did not involve any monetary compensation but the offer 

of programming in exchange for commercial time. Initially TV Azteca hired a broker 

from Miami who made the connection between the personnel of Azteca America and 

owners or operators of television stations in the U.S.  From there, through a process of 

networking, the Azteca team took the lead and went through an intense process of 

lobbying and talking to possible television affiliates across the U.S., and this process has 

not been finished. A top executive from the Azteca America network recalled the 

intensity of the process: “we were like bible sellers, like encyclopedia sellers! You go to 

the streets, with your shoes on! You have your airplane tickets and your hotel expenses 

and that’s it! And then you go to find new possible television affiliates.” The executive 

remembers that the team had interviews with all the affiliates that were interested in 

hearing about Azteca America.  

Among top executives of Azteca America there is a common agreement that three 

elements are crucial in their presentations to get affiliates on board. First is the 
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importance and purchasing power of the Hispanic market and its potential. Second, there 

was TV Azteca’s success story, programming resources and infrastructure along with the 

support of the Salinas Group. Third was the fact that the business model did not require 

payment of any fee for programming while giving a lot of opportunities for ad revenue.  

In many cases an important factor in closing the affiliation agreement was the visits to the 

TV Azteca installations in Mexico City, where the owner and affiliate operators were 

able to certify the presence and importance of Azteca in Mexico and the amount of 

production and programming resources backing Azteca America. 

 The strategy of seeking low power stations has been characterized by Randy 

Nonberg from Una Vez Más, the largest group TV station’s owner from the nework, as 

the creation of “synthetic low power stations” in every Designated Market Area (DMA). 

The strategy consisted of acquiring a low power station in a DMA. Then the network 

moved to add analog cable distribution and/or satellite distribution to be sure that the 

signal is distributed beyond the limits of the low power station coverage. This strategy 

has been reinforced because the Hispanic markets are concentrated in certain cities 

(Korzenny & Korzenny, 2005). This strategy allows us “to compete head to head with 

full power stations at a substantially lower cost,” Nonberg added (Clemens, 2006, 

January 01). This trend followed by Azteca America is outlined by Luis Clemens in an 

article published in Multichannel News. Clemens recalls that the use of low power 

stations as alternatives in certain markets is not a new strategy, since it was already used 

by Univision and Telemundo, but Azteca America’s creation of an entire network within 

this business model has put the technological and financial advantage of these low power 

stations in the spotlight (Clemens, 2006, October 16).  

The economic dynamics ruling the low power stations in the markets set 

particular challenges in the process of convincing new affiliates. “I was not competing 

against Univision,” recalls a top executive Azteca America. “I was competing against the 

Home Shopping Networks, the Churches, the products that help you lose weight that get 

announced by the hour,” he added.  TV station affiliates were in a comfortable position as 

a result of the economic stability of getting payments from infomercials or economic 

percentages earned by direct response television. That comfortable position represented 
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the main obstacle for Azteca executives when it came to convince these TV station’s 

owners to sign with the new network.  

potentially the owner of a television station receives a check from 5 to 7 thousand 
dollars a month, and he gets them, just because he has its low power stations. But 
he gets paid based on the percentage of sales from Home Shopping Networks.  

 Then I told them,  
- Stop getting just $7,000 when you can get $15,000 dollars 

And they responded  
- What should we do? 

I then said 
- Ah! You need to sell. You need to hire people.  

Then, well they would prefer to do nothing and keep getting the money, without 
any risks (Top Executive for Azteca America).  
 

Even though Azteca America’s business model does not require economic compensations 

within the parties, clearly it brings to the affiliates the need to increase operating costs for 

the executives, sales team and personnel needed for the operations to exploit the 

economic advantage of being part of the network.  An Azteca America top executive 

enthusiastically asserts, “what is good for the network is good for everyone,” an assertion 

that can be sustained by Azteca America’s performance “if the local TV station does not 

want to spend money in programming, they can use what the network gives to them, but 

if they want, they can use whatever programming they want” added the executive. The 

strategy of Azteca America has been mainly tapping cities with Latina/o populations in 

which Spanish language television had an opportunity of success. However, the very 

Mexican identity of the network can be an obstacle for cities in which the majority of the 

population includes Puerto Ricans, Cubans or Dominicans. A top executive from KAZA 

Los Angeles explains there are not too many options to choose from, only Univision, 

Telefutura, Telemundo and Azteca America, and the idea of being part of a national 

network is powerful. 

“There are routines,” comments an executive from KAZA. “Some dynamics and 

obligations within the agreements that the network and the affiliates need to comply 

with.” The network provides programming 24 hours a day, but the affiliates are not 

forced to use all of it. Even though the top executive from KAZA Los Angeles points out 

“certain hours are considered ‘mandatory;’ legally the affiliates are not forced to comply 
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because they are the owners of their television stations.” However, there are certain hours 

that the affiliates need to give to the network because at certain schedule points 

everybody needs to be broadcasting the same programming in order to preserve the 

network’s status.    

Amount of Growth  
Azteca America has been marketed as the fasted growing Hispanic network due to 

its exponential growth in the first years.65 While Azteca America started in July 2001 

with 20% coverage of the geographic market, by December the coverage quickly grew to 

28% through the addition of television stations from its natural partner Pappas 

Telecasting in San Francisco, California and Houston.66 In December of 2002 the 

network showed extraordinary growth in coverage of up to 52%, adding Texas and 

California stations and those in New Mexico, Nevada, Utah, Kansas, Florida and New 

York.67 In December 2003 the network expanded its presence to Washington, Colorado, 

Illinois, Arizona, Oklahoma, Tennessee and South Carolina, increasing up to 69% in 

coverage.68 In December 2004, the states of Idaho, Nebraska, and Connecticut were 

                                                 
65 The first television station launched by the network was KAZA 54 in Los Angeles, followed by KZAR 
Reno 46 accounting for 20% of the Hispanic market coverage (Azteca America Press Release homepage). 
66 In January 2002, Azteca America announced the addition of a third and fourth television affiliates. The 
two new television stations KAZH Houston and KTNC with power to cover San Francisco, Oakland and 
Sacramento, are full power stations from Pappas Telecasting group, boosting the coverage to 28% of the 
Hispanic households.  
67 In September 2002, Azteca America announced the addition of five affiliates: KQDF-TV Albuquerque, 
New Mexico; KDAF-TV Austin, Texas; KSMI-TV Wichita, Kansas; KYAV-TV Palm Springs, California; 
and KSBT-TV Santa Barbara, California; increase the coverage to 35% of the nation’s Hispanic households 
(McClellan, 2002, September 23). In November, the network announced the addition of four more affiliate 
stations with the debut of WPFM in Miami; West Palm Beach, Florida; Fresno and Bakersfield, California; 
increasing the network coverage to 42% (Tegel, 2002, November 26). The co-optation of Miami was 
considered a milestone followed by the inclusion in December of New York City affiliate station WXNY 
Channel 39, home to more than 3.7 million Hispanics, boosting the coverage to 55% (Tegel and Sutter, 
2002, December 4). By 2002, Azteca America already has 18 television affiliates, with a strategy of 
bringing together low power stations as an alternative to the scarcity of full power station available 
triggered by Univision’s and Telemundo’s moves.   
68 The network kept adding stations and reached coverage to around 69% at the end of 2003. In March 
2003, Azteca America added affiliate KTDF/ 31 in San Antonio Texas, owned by Una Vez Mas, and 
KBGS 51 in Victoria, Texas owned by a local broadcaster increasing the coverage to 56% (Brown, 2003, 
March 17). In April and May of 2003, Azteca America reached around 60% coverage with the addition of 
four new television affiliates with AZD 42 in San Diego; Channel KOHC 38 in Oklahoma City; HTPH 14 
Ft. Myers Channel 14; and KMCE-53S in Monterrey Channel (AzA Gazzette, 2003 April-May). In July the 
network added KPDF-43 in Phoenix; KUDF-14 in Tucson; in October WOCK-13 in Chicago; WDGA-43 
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included, achieving coverage of 77%.69 In December 2005, the number remained the 

same because of a state of stagnation, perhps due to Ricardo Salinas Pliego’s problems 

with the SEC that may have put investors and station affiliates on hold.70 In December 

2006, the network started growing again, reaching 89% coverage by adding Oregon, 

Massachusetts, Georgia, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, North Carolina, Louisiana and 

Washington D.C.71 In March 2007, the network reported maintaining a geographic 

coverage of 89%.   The dynamics of this impressive growth are shown in the following 

chart.   

    
 

Month/Year Geographic 
coverage 

July 2001 20% 
May 2002 28% 
May 2003 60% 
May 2004 77% 
May 2005 77% 
May 2006 83% 
May 2007 89% 

Table 9.1 Azteca America’s coverage growth  

Source: AzA Gazette and Azteca America homepage  
 
 

Affiliates play a central role in Azteca America’s business model because they 

provide the source for distribution. The main TV Stations Groups affiliated with Azteca 

                                                                                                                                                 
in Chattanooga; WAZS-22 in Charleston; and in December KZCO-27 in Denver; and KAZW-9 in Yakima-
Pascoe-Richland (AzA Gazette, 2003, July, October and December). 
69 Early in 2004, Azteca America added KYDF-64 in Corpus Christi; and KODF-26 in Dallas. In May 
2004 the network added KBDF-64 in Brownsville-McAllen;  WXAX-26 in Tampa; WHCT-38 in Hartford, 
Connecticut; WHOA in Raleigh-Durham; and KCBB-51 in Boise, Idaho, reaching 78% in coverage with a 
presence in 38 markets (Bensinger, 2004, May 19). 
70 However, an important move that occurred within this period of coverage stagnation was the integration 
of the McGraw Hill Group in December 2004, with the purchase of an Azteca America affiliate in Denver. 
In April 2005, McGraw Hill launched its affiliates named Azteca America Colorado (Broadcasting & 
Cable, 2005, April 4). The Azteca America network has a presence in 39 markets, including 17 of the top 
Hispanic markets (Multichannel News, 2005, May 30). 
71 From March to December 2006 Azteca America added WXSI-33 Philadelphia, WUBM-4 Atlanta, 
KDFL-69 Lubbock, WFXZ-24 Boston, KYTL-53 Twin Falls, KHCV-45 Seattle, KEPA-42 El Paso, 
WTNO-22 New Orleans, WQAW-69 Washington and WBWT-38 Milwaukee, achieving a presence in 55 
markets and reaching a geographical coverage of 89% and Nielsen coverage of 71% (AzA Gazzette, 2006). 
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America are Una Vez Más (UVM), McGraw Hill, TVC and Cocola Broadcasting, and 

until June 2007, Pappas Telecasting. However, the role played by EchoStar’s Dish 

Network, Cox Cable, Direct TV, Time Warner, Comcast Cable, Charter Cable, Alta 

Invest and Dish Network as cable and satellite distributors is crucial.  The Dallas-based 

TV station group, Una Vez Más, has become the main television station group in the 

network with 23 stations, while TVC, a Miami based TV station group was in a strategic 

position within Azteca America with its affiliates located in the most important Hispanic 

markets such as Miami, New York and later Chicago. The partnership of McGraw Hill in 

Colorado has also been important for the network. The initial approach to the geography 

of acquiring the groups was characterized by the participation of Pappas Telecasting, 

largely on the West Coast, with the exception of its full power station in Houston; while 

Una Vez Más is largely in the South West, having its most important bastion in Texas; 

TVC group reaching mostly the East Coast with a presence in Miami and New York with 

the strategic inclusion of Chicago; and McGraw Hill concentrated in Colorado.    

Even though affiliates and the network have a common goal, sometimes the 

different natures of their businesses collide. There are subtle differences in network and 

affiliate approaches to business that became apparent when it comes to determining the 

right television strategies. The tensions that surface, particularly about programming 

strategy, expressed a deeper challenge: a crisis of identity. 

Challenges to the Model of Distribution 
The “Synthetic Full Power Station” strategy has two main problems in getting the 

signal out. First, the transmission does not reach all the urban areas evenly; and second, 

because low power stations do not enjoy the “must carry” definition as full power stations 

do, they need to pay for cable supplier services and they are also confined to the higher 

areas of the dial spectrum.  

A marketing manager from Spot Sales in New York explains that because there is 

no legal must-carry provision for low power stations, they have been designated to 

channels that are digital and that do not serve the Latina/o community. The disadvantage 

of being a low power television station, the marketing manager argues, is that you are 
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paying millions to cable suppliers and you are not getting all those millions back. And 

this manager added, “the network is made of low power stations that are bound together 

all as one, but when you isolate the individual market that is another story.  We are really 

hurting in the majors: New York, Chicago and Miami, because of coverage issues”. 

Then, because of limited low power coverage and higher numbers on digital cable 

systems, the people simply do not know anything about the network.  

 A station manager in Chicago describes his TV station as a low power TV 

channel, and he explains that his biggest problem is the signal limitation. He points out 

that the Mexican programming is working and the people that watch Azteca America in 

Chicago are the people who are actually able to receive the signal. The problem is it has a 

limited transmission, and the executive argues that if the signal does not improve, then 

there is no way that it will be able to gain more audiences. Meanwhile, an executive from 

Azteca America Spot Television Sales in New York explains that the network has added 

9 new television affiliates in the last year and across 17 different markets contracts were 

signed with cable and satellite providers. This growth in station and cable subscriptions 

has added 5 millions households to the Azteca America network, and the number will 

grow another 1.5 million up to April 2007.72  The Spot Sales executive argues that if the 

problem were distribution, then why would the ratings remain the same if the network 

solves it?  The executive disputes, “to blame the lack of success on distribution, can be a 

valid argument; however, that shows a lack of understanding of the whole dynamics, 

where we think mentality is the main problem.” 

Nielsen Coverage and Audience Share 
In March 2004, Azteca America signed on to be monitored by Nielsen Media 

Research’s Hispanic Service. Azteca America was defined as a “limited coverage” 

Spanish-language broadcast which is the definition for networks with a national coverage 

greater than or equal to 30%, but less than 70% of Hispanic television households.73 

                                                 
72 “Experience the passion of Azteca America Spot TV Sales,” a brochure from the Sales Spot Office in 
New York.   
73 Azteca America Signs with Nielsen as Limited Spanish-Language Broadcast Network.    Noticias Nielsen Todo el 
mundo cuenta, New York March 8, 2004.Contact:  Kerry Kielar; 646-654-8357. 
http://everyonecounts.tv/espanol/news/2004/azteca_agreement.htm 
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Azteca was looking to give more certainties about audience measurements to sponsors, 

investors and possibly new affiliates (Mediaweek, 2004, March 15). In February 2006, 

Nielsen announced that Azteca America became the fourth national Spanish language 

network receiving its services. After this announcement, the maps that had shown the 

growth of Azteca America’s so-called “geographic coverage” started to add a note 

warning of the differences between the mapping tool and the official Nielsen coverage. In 

March 2006, the geographic coverage announced by the network was 81%, while the 

Nielsen coverage was situated at 65%. In December the geographic coverage was 89% 

and the Nielsen coverage was 71%, and the numbers remained the same until March 

2006. The growth of geographical coverage announced monthly by the network through 

the AzA Gazette on its corporate website takes into account the physical presence of 

affiliates in DMA, as well the signing of agreements with cable and satellite providers. 

However, the a different landscape is shown when it comes to Azteca America’s signal 

either through the low power stations or through cable and satellite providers are exposed 

by the Nielsen coverage numbers that by May 2007 accounted for 71% (AzA Gazette 

2007, May).    

In August 2006, it was announced that Azteca America joined Univision and 

Telemundo with being monitored by the Nielsen’s general market ratings, known as the 

National Television Index (NTI). This move is a consequence of the next elimination of 

the NHTI, the rating service that had monitored Azteca America since 2004. The NHTI 

rating system will disappear in September 2007 (Goetzl, D. 2006, August 29). It is 

important to note that at local levels the National Hispanic Station Index (NHSI) is the 

Index that measures audience share in local markets.  However, the elimination of the 

Hispanic Index at national levels has triggered different positions about Azteca 

America’s fate. Azteca America, after being listed in Nielsen, started showing numbers 

of an estimated 3% audience share (Downey, 2005, June 13), which increased in 2005 to 

5% (Clemens, 2006, May 15). However, this trend was reversed in 2007 when the 

audience share plummeted to 3% (O’Boyle, 2007, May 8).  This trend seems to divide the 

way the network or affiliates with good performance, such as KAZA in Los Angeles, and 

the way affiliates in general see the ratings. While at network levels there is some 
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confidence in getting better sales, a top executive from KAZA Los Angeles pointed out 

the fact that Univision’s move to the NTI is going to make that station’s numbers more 

expensive. This is because the thousands measured in the NTI are more expensive than 

the thousands measured in the Hispanic Index.  This change will cause a rise in prices 

and more expensive bills, and that will affect the way little and mid-sized agencies 

negotiate with corporations.  The KAZA executive added:  “I believe that in the long run 

that move it is going to be beneficial for all because it will provoke corporations to 

increase the budget to spend in the Hispanic market.”   

The view for marketing researchers is different: “it is a big concern to all of us [at 

Azteca America], Univision less so, but Telefutura, and Telemundo they are suffering as 

well, so it is a very big concern within the market place and even with ad agencies as 

well,” commented a research director from the Network Sales at New York.  The director 

pointed out that the Nielsen Television Index is more in tune with “English dominant, 

higher earning, and more educated people who are more likely to watch English language 

TV.” In the meantime, there are marketing researchers working for affiliates who think 

that Azteca America is going to stop showing numbers in audience share at the new 

Index.  

When they go and they get rid of the NHTI this year we will be invisible, because 
we are shining in the NHTI but not strong enough to translate into NTI ratings 
(Marketing manager Spot Sales.)  
 

Interestingly, this seems not to be the same situation for Univision, a network that is 

showing strong numbers in the NTI. The Network Director of Research at New York 

refers to Univision as a mystery; the change to NTI seems to affect all Spanish-language 

networks Latino networks but Univision, but that “could be because of a non-Hispanic 

man married to a Hispanic woman, who may watch a lot of Univision,” the Director 

explained.  

Azteca America’s Ratings 
The geographic locations tied to the specific demographics of Latina/os in these 

regions results in different challenges to the television affiliates’ groups when it comes to 

attracting audiences and alluring sponsors. The Mexican identity of the network can be an 
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asset for its TV stations located in California, Arizona or Texas, but not when it comes to 

states on the East Coast and the Midwest such as Florida, New York or Illinois. The 

network’s stress on its Mexican-ness or Latino-ness seems to be guided by these different 

demographics.  The combination of these demographics impacts the business model 

when it comes to different positions about what is good for the network and what is 

convenient for the affiliates, with sometimes paradoxical consequences. It is clear for the 

network and the affiliates that ratings are by far the most pressing challenge. The ratings 

of the network’s most important programs during the week are about 1 point. The 

stronger numbers come from weekends with soccer games, achieving 2 or 3 points. But 

the prime time telenovelas, have maintained an average of 1 point ratings or lower, even 

though the picture at local levels is not the same. While Los Angeles’s newscast does fine 

with numbers of 1 to 1.5 point ratings, the same newscast does not show up in ratings in 

New York. Good ratings in Los Angeles, San Antonio or Houston sharply contrast with 

their lack in New York, Miami or Chicago. For instance, the manager of marketing from 

Spot Sales in New York pointed out, “one has to understand that the network is as good 

as the pieces that make it up; Los Angeles stations account for 50% of the audience.” 

This difference exposes the disproportionate role of markets with Mexican populations 

for Azteca America. 

The Marketing Manager pointed out, “in prime time our top telenovela delivers at 

network level 100 thousand households while Univision’s telenovela is delivering 3 to 4 

million households every day. Telemundo is getting more competitive and Telefutura 

benefits from Univision’s additional cross promotion, becoming stronger than many 

people expected.” The manager expressed feeling very disappointed about the network’s 

ratings performance: “If we do not have ratings, we do not have anything.” The 

marketing researcher considers that the network share fluctuates from between 3% to 5%; 

however, on weekends the share goes up to 8% or 10%, and particularly in afternoons 

because of soccer games it goes up to a 14% share. A top executive from the Azteca 

America Network argues if the network can get these shares, “then there are people out 

there that we can get to watch the network on weekdays.” Since 2003, Mexican soccer 

has given high numbers to KAZA in Los Angeles, when in September 27, 2003 the 
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Santos-Atlas match beat Univision and Telemundo in their time slots (AzA Gazette, 

2003, October). When the network started showing numbers in 2004, the soccer match 

showed outstanding ratings at network levels. In May and June 2005, Azteca America 

broke into the top 25 most-watched programs for three consecutives weeks with La 

Academia, but mainly because of soccer matches that in May 26 gave the network the 

13th place on the list with 1.34 million viewers (Aza Gazette, 2005 June; Besinger, 2005, 

June 6).  Soccer games consistently show big numbers on weekends, in many cases 

getting into the top 25 rated programs as on August 2005; February, June, August, and 

November 2006; January, February, March, and May 2007 (AzA Gazette 

2005/2006/2007). On the 27th of May 2007, the network reached the highest number of 

viewers in network history by attracting 2.2 million people with the Mexican final soccer 

match, beating all the networks in the same spot (AzA Gazette, 2007 June).  

The disproportionate success of soccer in relation to prime time telenovelas has 

produced a skew toward a predominately younger male audience. The lack of ratings for 

prime time telenovelas and the success of soccer on weekends are explained by the 

programming executives as a result of gendered viewing habits. “Women watch 

channels, while men watch programs,” said a top executive from KAZA Los Angeles. 

Latinas have been watching telenovelas on Univision for decades. “To make a woman to 

change her dearest channels takes education and years,” he added, “while in the case of 

men, they just follow what they want to watch and it does not matter on which channel it 

is shown.” Executives from the network are convinced that the quality of telenovelas and 

programming during the weekdays and prime time from Azteca America is superior to 

those of its competitors; however, because of woman-oriented programming during 

prime time, the network is having a hard time competing against the long-standing 

tradition of watching Televisa’s telenovelas on Univision. Some executives of the Azteca 

America Spot Sales consider the weak ratings a result of the ill-defined strategy of having 

telenovelas target the middle classes instead of working classes.  They consider that the 

classic aspirational element of Televisa’s formulaic telenovelas are absent in Azteca’s 

more quality-oriented ones.  
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Marketing Strategies  
When it comes to sales, Azteca America is overcoming the low ratings factor by 

using creativity, says the top executive from KAZA. The strategies used for the network 

are: first, its Mexican-ness; second, its possession of the most desirable audiences for 

advertisers: its status as younger, richer, and more easily reached because of its 

concentration in urban areas, with more educated, larger families and with higher 

consumption expenditures; third, its flexible plans at network and national levels; and 

fourth, its added plus of being community-driven at local levels.  The Azteca America 

brochures display this marketing strategy as follows:  

Quality programming, exclusive audience and superior viewer profile  
Azteca’s Prime Viewers Are the most upscale on Spanish language TV 

- Better income, more educated, better occupations and with more 
employed  

Azteca’s Prime Audience Also Has the Highest Concentration of under 35 
Households and Kids 

- younger audiences, targeting larger household size and with more kids 
Weekends on Azteca America Also Capture the Hispanic Middle Class Viewer 
with Families 

- younger audiences, larger size households, more income, better 
educated and employed  

Head to Head versus Univision, Azteca America’s Audience is much more 
desirable for Advertisers 
(Brochure “Experience the Passion, Azteca America Spot Sales” February 2007.) 
  

Programming and sales executives argued that both the marketing research done by 

Nielsen and the studies about audiences’ consumption habits and behavior done by 

Scarborough Research show that Azteca America’s captive audience has a higher socio-

economic profile.  Sales promotes Azteca’s audience as a “superior demographic” that 

has higher income, higher education, better occupation and higher rate of employment 

versus Univision’s, Telefutura’s and Telemundo’s audiences (Spot Sales Azteca 

Americas brochure, 2007). While the ratings are not strong enough, the purchasing 

capacity and consumption behavior of the Latina/os watching Azteca America is used as 

the main argument to attract potential clients and sponsors. 
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HH Income     % Prime Time Audience Composition 
 Azteca  Univision Telemundo  Telefutura 
HH Income $60K+ 19% 15% 14% 13% 
HH Income $50-59,999 9% 5% 5% 4% 
HH Income $40K+ 34% 31% 32% 31% 
 
HOH Educations      
 Azteca  Univision Telemundo  Telefutura 
1-3 Yrs. College 20% 13% 13% 9% 
 
Occupation      
 Azteca  Univision Telemundo  Telefutura 
White Collar/Skilled Blue Collar 20% 13% 13% 9% 
 

Table 9.2 Income and % of prime time audience compositon 

(Source: NHTI Nov’ 06, M-Su/7-11PM in “Experience the Passion” Azteca America Spot Sales Brochure) 
 
 Particularly telling is the fact that since Azteca America’s launch, this pattern of 

more upscale audiences started to show up on Nielsen measures at local levels. Statistics 

shown by the AzA Gazette from February 2003 showed data of the characteristics of the 

viewers of KAZA 54 in Los Angeles, describing them as younger, more affluent and with 

better occupations in contrast to audiences from Univision, Telefutura and Telemundo in 

LA. The information was based on Franco Research Group data from the NHTI sample 

in November 2, 2002.  

Based on the outstanding ratings shown by soccer matches that historically have 

made Azteca America a real competitor against Univision, Telefutura and Telemundo, 

the network is marketing soccer games as the main attraction for advertisers. A sales 

team brochure claims that the network broadcast 61% of the FML games in 2006, while 

Univision broadcast 13% and Telefutura 26%. 

 First Division Soccer: Mexican League of Football (FML) 
 Azteca televises over 140 games a year for each two seasons 

Azteca has the rights to 8 of the top 18 teams in the league 
Azteca broadcasts more FML soccer matches than Univision and Telefutura 
combined (Experience the Passion Spot Sales Azteca America brochure, 2007.) 
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A note at the bottom of the brochure makes clear the purpose of reaching the Mexican 

population in particular by declaring: “Telemundo carries soccer games; however, they 

are not from the FML games.”   

The fact that Azteca America operates with programming almost fully produced 

by TV Azteca gives the network a rare advantage that Univision, Telefutura, and to some 

degree Telemundo do not have. The network then markets itself as a fully integrated 

Hispanic network that has control of the whole production chain allowing Azteca 

America to use “product integration” as one of its more important selling strategies. The 

commercialization on the screen has surpassed the commercial slot for spots, and the 

programming itself has become a large and long space for branding purposes, selling 

products, and the commodification of everyday life routines.  

Azteca America’s Carlos Guzmán, former Sales president, defined a path of 

promoting “integrated advertising tools” as the main marketing and sales strategy, a path 

that was followed by the next appointed Sales’ Presidents of Azteca America, Phillip 

Woodie, Carlos Garza and Bob Turner, all of these during this year. The idea is to offer, 

besides the regular commercial times and spots, the opportunity to use capsules and 

interviews within the programs to promote products and to create links between popular 

programs and goods. Also, they offer the possibility of using virtual displays and 

electronic ads within programs, sports events and special events. These tools, as claimed 

by Azteca America’s site, can reinforce traditional spot advertising campaigns by 

increasing brand awareness.   

Carlos Guzmán pointed out that integrated advertising tools allow the network to 

“offer a lot of advertising options, product integration, production placement with virtual 

advertisement, and full sponsoring programs” (AzA Gazette 2003 April). Phillip Woodie 

commented on the three levels in which product integration would take place: first, 

mentions, capsules and interviews; second, virtual and electronic ads displaying the 

image of the brand for a period of time during a TV program; and third, the casual use of 

the product or brand in a natural way during the programs (AzA Gazette, 2003, June). A 

top executive on sales describe that clients are more interested in having their products 

integrated within the different programs than in 20 or 30 second spots. The executive 
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said, “we talk about products within our programs, we don’t talk about selling 

commercials, we talk about actually integrating the products into the soccer field, on a 

billboard within a novela, in our newscasts, in talk shows, people talking about the 

products, we do a lot of fancy things in the screen, such as a beer bottle coming up in the 

middle of the soccer field.” The sales group promotes product integration and 

technological expertise and how the network can integrate clients’ products within their 

programs.  “Our clients are more worried about brand awareness rather than simply 30 

seconds spots,” he added. In the context of the Azteca America 2007 Upfront, Bob 

Turner Sales President of Azteca America stressed the opportunities of product 

integration by showing some clips of their use in different programs to the advertisers, 

agents and affiliates that were present.  Even though the audiences cheered and laughed 

at the imaginative clips, Simon Applebaum, a reporter from the magazine Brandweek, 

gives testimony that a “[a media insider] was not impressed with the examples shown, 

claiming the ads were too intrusive” (Applebaum, 2007, May 21).  

TV Azteca’s success story and the growing economic power of the Salinas Group, 

that just celebrated 100 years of life (TV Azteca 2006, November 27), are actually a sales 

tool that is still used to open sales meetings and information handed to possible 

advertisers and sponsors. The presence of the Mexican parent company is still the ground 

of Azteca America’s future. The Sales Team Brochure shows the financial reliability of 

the company, pointing out some data about the Salinas Group’s economic performances 

such as: 41, 000 employees, 4.9 billion revenue of the Salinas Group, and 40% share of 

the Mexican audience with 13 Latin American countries getting the signal. At the same 

time, it shows a list of some of the companies integrating the group and backing Azteca 

America such as Grupo Elektra, Banco Azteca, Seguros Azteca, Afore Azteca, Círculo de 

Crédito, Unefón, Iusacell, movil@access, Todito.com, and Telecosmos. The economic 

power of the parent corporation and TV Azteca’s success story are still central to Azteca 

America’s marketing strategies. 
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Azteca America’s Revenues  
In 2005, 94% of TV Azteca’s revenue came from the Mexican market, while the 

revenue generated from domestic advertising accounted for approximately 76%.  One can 

see the strategic role of Azteca America for TV Azteca by focusing on the growing 

numbers on sales and revenues of the Latino network. In 2004, Azteca America 

accounted for 2% of all TV Azteca revenue, in 2005 it accounted for 5% of its total 

revenues, while TV Azteca programming exports accounted for 1% of the Mexican 

company’s revenue (TV Azteca Annual Report, 2005).  However, Azteca America was 

also responsible for TV Azteca’s increase of 16% for programming, production and 

broadcasting costs. The rising costs on TV Azteca’s part are mainly due to $21.5 million 

dollars caused by the increase in business costs of Azteca America (TV Azteca Annual 

Report, 2005). 

Under the Local Marketing Agreement reached by Azteca with Pappas to operate 

KAZA 54, Azteca America has been paying the rent for the operation of the station, 

money that had been compensated by the interest payment obligations of Pappas to 

Azteca America. However, this agreement was signed in July 2003, and after three years 

the payment to Pappas increased to $24.6 million dollars a year.  Some of the money is 

compensated by interest, but a top executive from Azteca America working in the 

financial area pointed out that “because of the contract that I have with Pappas I need to 

pay him additional money; and this money is around 10 million dollars that in normal 

circumstances I would not have paid.” The executive pointed out that Azteca America 

and KAZA are profitable businesses or they “just about break even.” Actually, the 

executives pointed out that their revenue allows them to invest in Suegras, a reality show 

that incurs an important expense.    

Sales Strategies  
Azteca America’s salese team and its affiliates operate at three different levels: 

network sales, national spot sales and local sales. Even though all of them rely on the 

ratings numbers Azteca America shows at local and national levels, the different market 

demographics, the different dynamics between affiliates and the network, and the 

different logics of operation between local, regional or national levels produce different 
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strategies and approaches to sell the brand and programming. The following summarizes 

the philosophy of selling expressed by the sales team: 

Why to buy us? 
  - Quality programming 
  - Exclusive audience 
  - Superior viewer profile 
  - Dramatically increased distribution 
  - Dramatically increased ratings gains 
  - Additional reach at no additional cost 
  - Lowered Cost per Rating Point CPP = Greater efficiency  

- Impactful localism added value enhancements 
(Experience the Passion Spot Sales Azteca America brochure, 2007) 

Network Sales  
The network sales team offers commercial sales to sponsors that are going to be 

seen all over the network in the 55 DMAs where Azteca America operates. That level of 

sales targets the larger and wealthiest sponsors interested in the Hispanic market at 

national levels. Because of that, the network’s sales team has its central offices located in 

New York where all the national corporate offices have offices. At the network level, 

everybody wants to reach the whole country from one spot, but such spots are the most 

expensive ones because they reach everyone. The ratings are the driving force of the sales 

operations. The network’s ratings numbers define the cost of commercial network time.  

A top executive form Network Sales in New York explains, “we sold 20 million 

last year [2006], and we probably are going to make 42 million.” In spite of low rating 

numbers, the network has been able to increase sales by marketing itself given its unique 

attributes. The biggest challenge facing the network is low ratings. “Improving Azteca 

America ratings is the central network challenge; however, we have been very successful 

selling, we improved on sales 35% each year, and this year is not an exception,” says a 

top executive from KAZA Los Angeles “We have used creativity,” says the executive, to 

make it happen.  “The tools for that success have been the philosophy of selling more 

than just spots,” says the sales network executive, and an “integral way of promoting the 

network.” One of the main challenges for the Sales team is that even though Azteca 

America is already the fourth national Spanish language television in the U.S., the 

network is still largely unknown and unseen. Because of the distribution limits on low 
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power stations and cable suppliers, there is a large portion of the Hispanic market that 

does not know anything about the network. What the network sales executive expresses 

as a first strategy exemplifies that one of the main challenges of the network is they are 

unknown.  The network sales executive describes that the effort that Azteca America 

needs to make, because it is the newest and smallest network, is to see as many clients 

and advertisers as it can. For this executive, this meant getting in front of people and 

talking about the network’s growth, audiences, product integration strategies and 

technological expertise.  

 National Spot Sales 
The Spot Sales team, also known as the National Sales team, also has its central 

offices in New York. This team represents the affiliate stations and has its sales team 

distributed in seven regional offices in Los Angeles, San Francisco, San Antonio, Dallas, 

Atlanta, Chicago, and Miami. They offered the other local markets around the nation to 

local advertisers. They do not offer clients the market of the city where their operations 

are based because those markets pertain to the local affiliate stations’ sales teams.  They 

can offer sales at regional levels targeting particular cities and sometimes regions. They 

do not sell with national integrated ratings; those are the ratings used by the network sales 

team. The Spot Sales team allows clients to buy time on behalf of advertisers in a local 

market without being in it. There is a company named InterRep that manate the Spot 

Sales situated in New York that represents the affiliate stations around the country. Even 

though they rely on Azteca America to perform well at national and local levels, they do 

not work for the network; its clients are the different television stations’ affiliate groups.   

The Spot Sales team’s situation is challenging. At a network level the good 

ratings obtained in the market spread to California, Arizona, New Mexico or Texas may 

balance the average national ratings to facilitate closing sales contracts. Promotion, 

community events and a local approach to dealers and retailers give good chances of 

getting local advertisers. For Spot Sales, share levels and ratings are crucial.   However, 

different advertising strategies used by different clients have allowed salespeople to 

overcome the network’s low ratings and keep selling. A Spot Sales Manager in Los 
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Angeles explains, “we basically have two kinds of clients, the clients with an ad agency 

and the ones without it. The clients without the agency, do not buy for ratings, cost per 

point, but he buys because of branding purposes, mainly looking for a tangible result.” 

The meaning of this strategy has to do mainly with small businesses, such as car dealers, 

restaurants, and stores that buy spots that want to see improved clientele and increased 

sales.  These small and middle -sized businesses want to see people going to their 

businesses and mentioning that they have seen the spot on television. In this category you 

can include direct response commercials, with a 1-800 telephone number through which 

companies count customers based on either the amount of responses and sales, or ones 

that request preferential costs because they are not asking for a particular rating point. 

This kind of sales has given local stations the possibility of getting cash influx to support 

the stations’ basic operations. The clients with agencies have the expectation that for each 

spot bought in each program, Azteca America is going to achieve a certain number of 

rating points. They pay according to that measure.  “The problem is that for many ad 

agencies Azteca America still does not have the point ratings achieved by Telemundo, 

Telefutura and Univision,” added the Spot Sales executive from L.A.  

Local Sales 
The Local Sales teams include the people of the local affiliate’s stations taking 

care of their natural domestic-community markets.  UVM, Pappas Telecasting, McGraw 

Hill, TVC and the other station owners are responsible for selling locally. They may have 

a team from their companies operating in their local/domestic city markets or have 

representative firms working for them locally. The local sales teams approach the local 

retailers, businesses and community organizations. The proximity of this situation allows 

the local stations the possibility of slightly increased amount of money because they can 

offer particular sales packages. “Nobody is selling only time; these days it has become an 

added value of doing community events,” points out the marketing manager from the 

Spot Sales in New York.  Then the manager added, “that is where the local stations have 

a little more advantage in terms of getting a little bit more money.”   
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The affiliates have the flexibility of tailoring the messages and the packages in a 

face-to-face transaction with their clients. An important factor in the local sales dynamics 

is the affiliates’ involvement with the community. Specific Latino festivities, parades and 

historical events have been included in the promotional calendars to inform the 

community of these events through the use of bumpers. This community involvement is 

providing the added value that ratings are unable to provide.  

The Logics of Success for the Business  
For the sales people, the key to success would be to get merely 10% of what is 

spent in the Hispanic television market. A top executive of the RepFirm of Spot Sales 

recognized that getting 10% of the audience share meant doing very well. The Spot 

executive added, “there is a lot of room within the Latino television to make business; 

Latinos are an underserved community.” The strategy of Azteca America in reaching this 

portion of the pie is to go for the clients that are already spending time in Spanish-

language television and convincing them to spend a portion of their money with Azteca 

America. The sales teams inform clients that already spend money with Univision and 

Telemundo that they are offering an audience that is not reached by these networks. 

Azteca’s upscale and superior demographic is one they can add to their existing audience. 

Former President of Sales, Carlos de la Garza, summarizes this philosophy as follows: 

A major advertiser invests about 715,000 dollars in Spanish language television 
that does not include Azteca America. That buy has a reach of 26,660,000 people 
18 to 49. Let’s say you take 15% of that 715,000 away from other networks and 
invest it in Azteca America. That buy reaches an additional 5 million people 18 to 
49. In other words by adding Azteca America to a buy, you will increase your 
reach 17% without expending an extra dime. Impressive, right? (Carlos de la 
Garza, Aza Gazette 2005, May)  
 

The logic behind adding Azteca America is also explained by the executives who 

mention that about half a million viewers only watch Azteca America for soccer, while in 

prime time almost half a million viewers watch Azteca America but not Telemundo, and 

over 100,000 watch Azteca America but not Univision (AzA Gazette, 2005, May.) 

A common idea sales teams held in either local, national or network levels was 

that the flexibility offered by Azteca America has been one of its best resources to 
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combat Univision’s dominance. There is also a widespread idea among executives that 

Azteca America needs to be successful for the well-being of the Hispanic market.  Even 

though Univision can offer great rating numbers, its dominant power ends up hurting the 

market.  The quasi-monopoly, or even a duopoly when taking into account Telemundo, 

does not offer much competition within the Hispanic market that has a wide variety of 

sales and marketing resources.  

Sales and Strategies of Programming  
Azteca America’s major advantage is its access to Mexican programming from 

TV Azteca, and this access is central to its business model. However, the programming 

decisions resulting from this initial advantage may harm the interests of the affiliates 

locally. Programming is the heart of a network’s identity. This initial network 

programming strategy has also become central to two related issues: first, it is blamed for 

the low ratings achieved by the network’s programs, and second, there are disadvantages 

given the network’s identity when it comes to selling commercial time to sponsors.  

Ratings in markets with Mexican populations are doing somewhat well, but they have not 

improved as expected. At national levels the ratings are rather poor and in some DMAs 

they are not even on the radar that effect called for a strategy of seeking more localized 

programming from the network. The move towards more diverse programming for 

Latina/os was the central effort of Joshua Mintz, who programmed South American 

telenovelas in prime time and promoted Suegras. However, this strategy has also found 

its critics in affiliates and in the affiliates’ sales teams in unexpected ways. Some 

executives from TV affiliates considered the move to less Mexican-oriented 

programming with new faces, even localized Latina/o talent, to be a mistake. They 

believe that the strongest selling argument from the network was its original 

programming from Mexico.  

If our businessman is Mexican we tell them that our audiences is 100% Mexican, 
well it is not that it is 100% Mexican, but we are not targeting Colombians or 
Venezuelans or anybody else who is not Mexican. Our effort is concentrated on 
this target. If a Venezuelan watches Azteca America that is fine, but that is not the 
intention (Station Manager Chicago.) 
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Azteca America’s programming strategies are at the center of the storm. The sales people 

from affiliates observed that low ratings are the result of the lack of understanding of 

Hispanic programming dynamics on the network’s part. They thought that the 

programming was not lining up with what audiences wanted to see. Paradoxically, the 

new strategies brought by the new programming team with Xica and Luz María, South 

American telenovelas in prime time that it was hoped would reach broader demographics, 

are criticized as being economically driven, rather than deriving from what audiences 

prefer. The main questioning came from the fact that both telenovelas have been 

broadcast before by other Spanish language networks, and that is to blame for their low 

ratings numbers. Some of the affiliate sales team wondered why Campeones de la Vida 

was not selected, a brand new TV Azteca telenovela that has a lot of good elements that 

may resonate with audiences: boxing, a romance, the idea of success, family and its 

relationships. This telenovela, however, was not programmed during prime time but at 

2:00 P.M.74 The sales team people do not see any problem in having Mexican 

programming and targeting Mexicans, as they are the vast majority of the audience, 

rather they argued the problem is the kind of programming. 

Executives from the Sport Sales team pointed out that the central problem of the 

TV Azteca programming is the lack of aspirational elements in telenovelas, a strategy 

that have proven to be very effective in the case of Televisa’s telenovelas broadcast in 

prime time by Univision. An executive from sales argued that Latina/os in the U.S. do not 

want to watch programs that show life as it is; they have enough hardship in their 

everyday lives. They want something to help them escape temporarily. The executives 

concluded by saying that there is not a need to change the Mexican identity and 

programming of the network; there is just the need to program the right shows.  A 

Director of Research pointed out that it is a social class problem; Azteca telenovelas 

show rich people and their problems that do not appeal to the interests the network 

audiences.  

                                                 
74 Ironically, this telenovela did poorly in the Mexican domestic market and eventually was dropped of 
from the programming line-up, instead of the intial 150 episode there were produced only 120 (Madrigal, 
2006, Noviembre 25). 
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There is some consensus between people in Los Angeles, New York and Los 

Angeles working in sales for affiliate stations that the move to Latin American 

telenovelas in prime time undercuts what the network stands for: Mexican-ness. An 

affiliate manager from Chicago expressed his dismay in programming new shows with 

people unknown to Mexican audiences. A salesman in Los Angeles pointed out that 

South American telenovelas are working against the sponsors’ expectations:  

The performances of the [South American] telenovelas may be o.k., but they are 
harming the whole discourse by which we have approached our clients. It is not 
congruent! (Sales Agent Azteca America.)  
 

An executive from Interep firm argues, “we have value when we say that we are 

Mexicans. Nobody is doing that.” But people from the rep firm insisted that the problem 

is the programming strategy.  The Interep executives firmly believe that Azteca America 

should follow the strategies used by Univision to reach the Latina/os who live in the U.S. 

and suggested that Azteca should hire a programming expert from Univision.  The 

executive added, “We are sure that in the TV Azteca library there are programs that can 

appeal to our audiences.” Based on the perspective of some executives in New York, TV 

Azteca is out of touch with the demographics of Latina/os in the U.S. They do believe 

that TV Azteca is producing telenovelas for the middle and upper middle classes in 

Mexico City, but these are not the audiences in the U.S. The people coming from Mexico 

include those with lower economic and educational resources who most likely are going 

to be Univision’s audience, and such people respond better to the aspirational element 

that Unvision uses in its programming.   

In contrast, a marketing manager from Sales Spot pointed out that programming 

South American telenovelas in prime time was an advantage because “you want any 

Spanish language speaker”  in order to enlarge the piece of the pie that you can reach. 

The manager also argues that the initial idea of targeting only the Mexican population 

with Mexican programming, which is the fastest growing population with the biggest 

segment, “works beautifully in Los Angeles but does not apply to New York. It works in 

Chicago but does not apply in Miami.”  
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The Audience and Ratings Dilemma 
Based on marketing research, Azteca America is reaching the U.S. Latina/o 

middle classes. This can be as a possible outcome of the particular narratives and 

characteristics of its programming. While some personnel complained that Azteca’s 

telenovelas revolve around the problems of the upper middle classes in Mexico City, 

perhaps these kinds of themes and depictions allow the network to reach what they call a 

superior demographic. The telenovelas broadcast by Azteca America are intended to 

target the urban middle and lower middle classes.  

 The top executive from KAZA Los Angeles explains that many of the people 

loyal to Azteca America are people who watched TV Azteca in Mexico and remain loyal. 

In relation to the audience’s demographics, the executive points out that the pattern of 

immigration from Mexico has changed to people from urban lower and middle classes 

who seek better opportunities in the U.S. KAZA’s executive thinks these people are quite 

a large portion of Azteca America’s audiences. However, a marketing researcher in New 

York has a different take on the dilemma: “TV Azteca targets higher income people from 

Mexico, but that is not the people that watch the network here, and that is probably our 

biggest problem.” Another approach to the dilemma is to find a way to keep the Mexican-

ness of the network and programming but tailor it to the particular Mexican audiences 

living in the U.S. to make it more Mexican American.  

Azteca America and Organizational Culture 
 Some of the challenges that Azteca America faces can be considered in relation to 

the structural integration of the company: first, the ownership structure of TV Azteca; 

second, the impact of Azteca America’s overall dependency on TV Azteca’s 

infrastructure; third, the differences between the television industry and markets in the 

U.S. and Mexico; and fourth, the different businesses and entities between the network 

and its affiliates.  Even though TV Azteca went public in 1997, one of the executives 

described the company as a family business with professional management: 

TV Azteca, in contrast to the majority of companies in Mexico, even though is a 
family business because the Salinas family holds the majority of shares, it is not a 
family business in management. The entire team of General Directors from the 
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Grupo Salinas companies is not related to the family (Azteca America Top 
executive.)  
 
The presence of Ricardo Salinas Pliego and his undisputed leadership that lives 

and has its financial interests in Mexico has had a strong impact on the U.S. network. The 

first and most visible is the assumed natural structural dependency of Azteca America on 

TV Azteca, related to different resources such as programming, administion and finances. 

Azteca America has several personnel supporting the network in the areas of operation, 

traffic, mastering, press and promotion from Mexico City. The second crucial factor is 

the fact that top executives appointed by the Azteca America network are people who 

either have worked closely with Ricardo Salinas Pliego or in the companies of Grupo 

Salinas.  This factor has created a subtle but powerful cultural dependency that has 

affected the organization at very different levels.  

Certainly as an effort to be in tune with U.S. realities, the two most important 

positions in Azteca America, Chairman and CEO, are filled by Luis Echarte and Adrian 

Stekel. Neither of these two individuals is Mexican or have Mexican heritage; however, 

both have lived in Mexico for approximately 10 years and have worked near Ricardo 

Salinas Pliego. Both have internalized TV Azteca’s business mentality and Mexican 

culture.75 Even today, this cultural dependency comes from the traveling dynamics across 

the U.S. and Mexico. Echarte still lives in Mexico, where he works closely with Hector 

Romero, the Director of Distribution and Affiliate Relations of Azteca America, and they 

                                                 
75  Luis J. Echarte, Chairman of the boardroom of Azteca America came to the U.S. in 2002 after occupied the appointment of Chief 
Financial Strategist of Grupo Salinas; Appointed Chief Financial Officer of TV Azteca in 2000; and Chief Financial Officer of Grupo 
Elektra in 1994. Adrian Steckel, President and CEO of Azteca America in November 2005, Steckel also formed the joint venture with 
Pappas Telecasting which has led to the establishment and launching of Azteca America, TV Azteca´s broadcasting arm in the U.S. 
He had been the CEO of Mexican wireless provider Unefón since December 1999; Mr. Steckel has been also a member of the 
Executive Committee of Grupo Salinas, which sets strategy for the group of companies controlled by the Salinas family, including 
Elektra, TV Azteca, Todito, Movilaccess and Biper. From 1994 to 1999, Mr. Steckel worked at TV Azteca, where he also served on 
the Board of Directors. While at TV Azteca, he served as the Company´s Chief Financial Officer, restructuring the Company´s capital 
structure, raising over US$2 billion for the Company, including taking the Company public in the largest IPO in Mexico since the 
public offering of Telmex. Hector Romero Tovar, Appointed in 2006 as Distribution and Affiliate Relations Director for the Azteca 
America Network. He is also acts as Chief Financial Officer of Unefón Holdings and Azteca Holdings, the holding companies of a 
wireless telecommunications company and a media company, both part of Grupo Salinas. Before this appointment, Mr. Romero held 
the position of Financial Research and Strategic Information Director for Grupo Salinas. From 2001 to 2005 he was the Director of 
Investor Relations for Grupo Salinas. Jorge Jaidar, the Operations Director for Azteca America Network since 2001, he Joined TV 
Azteca in 1997 as Financial Information Director, later appointed Strategic Planning Director for Sales. Héctor Romero Tovar, 
appointed in 2006 as Distribution and Affiliate Relations Director for the Azteca America Network. He is also acts as Chief Financial 
Officer of Unefón Holdings and Azteca Holdings, the holding companies of a wireless telecommunications company and a media 
company, both part of Grupo Salinas. Before this appointment, Mr. Romero held the position of Financial Research and Strategic 
Information Director for Grupo Salinas. From 2001 to 2005 he was the Director of Investor Relations for Grupo Salinas.  Horacio 
Medal, Director of Legal Affairs of Azteca America, Horacio Medal has been working for more than 5 years for TV Azteca . He is the 
Director of Legal Affairs of Azteca America http://www.aztecaamerica.com/corporate/what/management.shtml#. 
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have their offices in Mexico City.  In contrast, Adrian Steckel, after being appointed in 

November 2005 as Azteca America’s CEO, moved to Los Angeles as part of a more 

aggressive process of decentralization. However, the dependency of both executives 

comes from their itinerant positions that make them travel back and forth from L.A. to 

Mexico City, staying half the time in the U.S and the other half in Mexico.76 

Business and Nationality  
Arguably, people with a Mexican heritage constitute the largest ethnic group 

working in the Azteca America network, this is not necessarily true for the affiliates. For 

instance, the personnel working in Mexico City for the Latino network are basically 

Mexicans with addresses in Mexico City.  In the case of Los Angeles, besides the 

mentioned above cases of Echarte and Steckel, most of the executives in crucial positions 

are either Mexicans or people with Mexican heritage. In the interviews, people 

acknowledged that the network has made an effort to attract and hire professionals with a 

broader spectrum of national and cultural heritage. A programming executive said that in 

the beginning Mexicans were about 80% of the personnel, but the network has been open 

to hire people with different countries of origin; that number has thus been reduced to 

roughly 60%.  A top executive explained that the predominant position of Mexicans in 

the network is explained partially by the demographics of Los Angeles. Executives both 

from the Azteca America network and KAZA pointed out that there was no written 

policy or preference for hiring Mexicans in particular, and they agreed that this is an 

outcome of its Los Angeles location.  Also related to this demographic reality is the 

integration of Central Americans as the second largest group in the Azteca America 

personnel in Los Angeles. It is important to insist that this assessment of the number of 

Mexicans does not apply to either the affiliates or the sales offices in New York. 

The network thus has a combined culture of work that not only divides the ways 

of doing business between Mexicans and Americans, but among Mexicans, Latinoa/s and 

Anglos. An Anglo executive in New York was surprised at the lack of a communication 

culture with the people in Mexico and Los Angeles. “They do not return calls or emails,” 

                                                 
76 From an interview with Marketing researcher in TV Azteca.  
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the executive complained. This employee said that there were a lot of things that he/she 

ignored because of the way his/her counterparts worked. The executive then relied on 

people he/she knew, as only they were able to get the needed information. A Latina/o 

executive from the sales department pointed out that even though the Latino media in the 

U.S. has a warmer and more personal approach to business, he/she needed to adapt to the 

culture of quick moves and changes stemming from the way Mexicans do television in 

TV Azteca.  The executive stressed in the U.S. that people are more about planning and 

that Azteca’s people were more about reacting. This different timing has to do, explained 

the sales’ executive, with the fact in the U.S. that the intermediation of advertising 

agencies does not allow for fast reactions while in Mexico, the network can make quick 

changes in direct contact with clients. 

The combined factors of having Azteca America’s top executives either coming 

from Mexico or being attached to TV Azteca’s business culture and to Ricardo Salinas 

Pliego’s leadership has been blamed by some for the lack of results in Azteca America’s 

performance. Some people have voiced criticism by deeming this TV Azteca-oriented 

management as insensitive to the realities of Mexicans and Latina/os in the U.S.  An 

executive expressed some level of frustration: “the main problem that we are facing is the 

mentality of TV Azteca.” An executive pointed out that the success story expected by 

Azteca America is not going to happen just by moving Azteca’s business across the 

border. However, the executives stressed:  

You can move the people to another country, you can cross the border, because 
the border can be erased, but what you really need is to change the mentality of 
the people, if that does not happen, then things are not going to go work 
(Executive from the Sales team) 

Different Entities, Different Business Approaches 
The differences within personnel are apparent when they expressed what they 

consider the optimal way of achieving Azteca America’s expected success.  These 

tensions have concrete and reasonable sources: Azteca America, unlike the other national 

networks in the U.S., comprises two larger different entities with very different logics: 

the content provider Azteca America Network based in Los Angeles and the cluster of 

affiliate stations spread all over the country and coming from different television station 
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groups owned by U.S. groups.  Even though both network and affiliates are looking for 

advertisers and sponsors with the purpose of selling television time, the logics that 

triggered programming decisions are not similar.   

Interviewees’ opinions on the way the network should approach programming 

followed particular patterns that were correlated to the positions they occupied within the 

different companies and the organizational structure that makes up the network’s 

business. The more evident divide among interviewees appeared in the perspectives 

shaped by the nature of the different business interests of the network or its affiliates. 

Even though a top network executive affirmed, “what is good for the network is good for 

everyone,” there are some subtle economic dynamics that seem partially to contradict that 

generalization. Also, some slight differences appeared in the kind of programming 

decisions the company took given personnel working in Mexico City and those in Los 

Angeles. Other divides came from different departments in the Azteca America network, 

such as sales in contrast to programming or production. Some divides on perspectives 

were also evident based on different cultural background in the case of opinions from 

Mexican, Latina/o and Anglo executives.  Even though there was significant agreement 

about the potential of attracting the Mexican population, it is about the programming 

strategies that the personnel have different takes.  

As I noted, the most telling divide came from the people working for the affiliates 

who expressed somewhat harsh criticism on what some considered a lack of willingness 

from the Ricardo Salinas Pliego team to receive a critical assessment of Azteca 

America’s programming strategies.  This cultural and organizational divide seems to be 

felt more by Anglo and Latina/o executives working for affiliates; they tend to see  

Azteca America’s decisions as an imposition of TV Azteca’s programming that is 

intended for particular Mexican audiences that does not correspond with Spanish-

speaking Latina/os in the U.S.:   

I recognize that the appointed Azteca America executives have a lot of experience 
and successful trajectories in Mexico in the companies of Salinas Pliego, there is 
no doubt about it; however, the market and context of the audiences in the U.S. 
are very different; they cannot impose or apply the formulas that worked in 
Mexico in the U.S. context (Executive from Sales team)   
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Some executives, while recognizing that TV Azteca is doing great business in Mexico, 

have expressed their preoccupation that this is not happening in the U.S.  They did not 

want to produce the impression that they do not value the trajectory and experience of the 

Azteca America executives, but they do believe that the realities faced in Mexico are not 

the same ones faced in the U.S., and they viewed a change in programming strategies as 

urgently needed.  For some of them, the most telling example of this need was the fact 

that the network was suffering a drop in ratings; coming from 5% in 2005, the ratings 

were around 3% in 2006.  This lack of ratings was felt more intensely in particular cities 

with strategic importance but with less specifically Mexican audiences, such as New 

York and Miami.  A sales executive expressed profound frustration about rating 

performance: “If we do not have ratings, we have nothing to sell.”  

Differences in the Television Business across Borders 
 The team that came from Mexico to open the network in the U.S. quickly found 

that the dynamics of the business in Mexico and the U.S. are different. There are three 

areas where such differences have been felt most intensely: sales, programming, and the 

legal framework in advertisement and promotions. One of the main differences is the fact 

that in Mexico, Televisa and TV Azteca monopolize the national television sales market.  

The Mexican networks deal directly with their clients, and the agencies have been in a 

secondary position within the deals. The agencies complain in the background, 

sometimes just coaching their clients during the agreement process (Wentz, 2006, May 

22).  While Televisa asks clients to pay in advance, in December, TV Azteca offers some 

flexibility by allowing clients to pay during the first half of the year, offering better rates 

and space advantages to the ones that pay earlier (Wentz, 2006, May 22).  However, the 

transaction is very personal and involves a great deal of discounts.  

In the U.S. for advertisers there are more options given by the ten national 

television networks including both U.S. mainstream and Hispanic media companies.  

Also, national cable networks have an active role in the market. But the most salient 

difference comes in the process of negotiating sales closures. While in Mexico, the 

networks dominate the market, in the U.S., the agencies are the ones that follow and close 
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the deals on national television.  That is why in Mexico the networks do not hold upfront 

sales meetings because they have their personnel follow up with clients. In the U.S., 

Azteca America has needed to prepare upfronts since 2003 to call the attention of 

agencies and advertisers (AzA Gazette 2003 May). Azteca America then set up a sales 

office in New York to look for clients and deal with agencies.  

Some of the initial problems the Azteca team faced were related to the legal 

framework for advertisement and promotions.  In the U.S., there are some restrictions 

that apply differently at national, regional and sometimes local levels.  These are also 

different than in Mexico. Among some of the differences that the Sales Manager from 

Los Angeles recalled was that in Mexico beer can be advertised to people 18 years old, 

while in the U.S. the legal age is 21. In Mexico, it is possible to promote a raffle, game or 

contest in which people are invited to participate if they buy the product, while in the 

U.S., that is illegal.  

Probably the most telling challenge is in programming routines. A constant 

comment across interviews with people in the programming and operation areas was the 

different timing in the lay out of the programming lineups between Mexican networks 

and the U.S. networks. This difference affects Azteca America’s performance that 

depends on TV Azteca programming to bolster its own program grid.  There are two 

main problems that affect the network. One is the level of anticipation of programming 

decisions required by the U.S. market, and second the constant changes in Mexico that 

result in abrupt changes in the Azteca America lineup.  A KAZA top executive points 

outs that “they are used to knowing everything seven months in advance, while … we do 

not know what shows we are going to have in three months.” The shows’ synopses are 

not as well-structured in Mexico as they are in the U.S. However, “changes in 

programming, that was a shock for them,” added the executive. In Mexico executives are 

used to changes from one day to the other, while clients in the U.S. are looking to invest 

in certain programs in certain schedules that they want to see remain stable for years to 

come. The changes in programming are the effect of the structural dependency of Azteca 

America on TV Azteca.  The changes made by the Mexican network in trying to react to 

the Mexican market ended up hurting the image of the Latino network.  Particularly 
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problematic, remembers a programming staff from the network, is the case of programs 

that are just launching in the U.S. is suddenly being cancelled in Mexico due to poor 

ratings. Also a problem of simultaneously broadcasting shows in the U.S and Mexico is 

the fact that there is not a window that allows the network to produce promotions. Thus, 

the planning in programming became uncertain up to a point. As a way to fight back 

against these sudden changes, Azteca America is launching telenovelas several months 

after their release in Mexico. This delayed release provides the window needed to tailor 

the promotion for the Latina/o audiences, as well as to assess how the show works in the 

Mexican domestic market.    

Culture and Representations 
When it comes to representations, there were some subtle differences between the 

assessments offered by Azteca America’s executives.  These differences reflect 

differentiated cultural conceptions of race, class and gender.  When questioned about 

their racial identity, executives in Mexico or executives that were moved from Mexico to 

work in the network in the U.S. were broadly surprised by the question. For a great 

majority of Mexicans a question about race was unintelligible, and they asked for 

explanations. Many of them started out their answers by categorically stating: “I am 

Mexican.” These interviews framed the question for them in three initial broad racial 

constructions: indigenous, mestizo or white. Many of the executives recognized 

themselves as mestizos, very few as white, but many just insisted that they were 

Mexicans, avoiding my offered construct. Not one of them identified as indigenous.  The 

very same question about racial identity for second generation Mexicans and other 

Latinos was answered as Latina/o Hispanic.   

What I considered pertinent about this question is the divide among Mexicans or 

recent immigrants with more acculturated Latina/os in terms of conceptions of race. A 

successful producer who moved from TV Azteca to Azteca America quickly recalled the 

different and demeaning treatment that he gets in the U.S. because of his “Mexican” look. 

This producer in particular was unable to see racial bias in the representations offered by 

TV Azteca’s telenovelas, and refused to make any distinction that would make racial 
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differences among personnel, representations and himself; he identified himself as 

Mexican.  While offering a blind eye toward race, he widely criticized the double social 

dynamics in the U.S. through which Mexicans are racially classified and further 

marginalized. A Latina executive identifies herself in terms of race as “universal.” She 

claimed that Los Angeles is a melting pot where not only Latina/os, but Asians, African 

American and Anglo people come together. When asked about representations on the 

screen, the executive deemed that Azteca America not only delivers more mestizo 

representations than Univision, In case of representations of gender this executive pointed 

out that Azteca America avoids sexualizing women in the way that the competitor does 

(Univision and Telemundo). There was a widespread vision from people in Mexico and 

Latina/os in Azteca America that the programming offered by TV Azteca to the network 

avoided depictions that were demeaning to women or that overtly sexualized them. In the 

meantime, an Anglo executive from the East Coast commented that she found the 

depictions of women in telenovelas offensive, but she avoided talking about the issue 

because she recognized that she has a different cultural outlook. While another Anglo 

male executive referred to Latina/os as having “a sexier look.” 

 A staff member working for Azteca America in Mexico City complained about 

the continuous petition of U.S. executives for programs or scenes that show violence, 

sexual content, drugs or any morbid depiction that would call the attention of audiences. 

This vision was linked to a characterization of U.S. audiences as more liberal.  For 

executives in the U.S., the lack of options in certain themes in TV Azteca’s programming 

is more the result of constraints due to the particular institution’s idiosyncrasies.  

CONCLUSIONS 
 The U.S. Latino television field is like many others. It is a site of struggle in 

which newcomers try to climb to better places by challenging the position of the 

seemingly unmovable consecrated participants within the field (Bourdieu, 1993). The 

incursion of Azteca America and its marketing strategies illuminate some of the shared 

assumptions of imagined success that operate within the field of Latino television. These 

assumptions can be seen through actions such as distribution agreements, programming 
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and selling strategies, and hiring and casting decisions, but are contained and 

institutionalized through discursive formations expressed in the organization’s culture, 

promotion and marketing. Bourdieu (1993) suggests that the structure and tension within 

the corporation reflects the broader social structures and the struggles that take place 

within the field. Azteca America Network, a cross-border Mexican corporation with a 

heavy Mexican presence in executive positions, is operated by U.S. citizens with a 

multinational profile. It has a division of labor that shows the defined hierarchies based 

on career profiles and specific personnel habitus preferred and assumed more suitable by 

the very dynamics prompted by the Latino television field. These dynamics are mutually 

reinforcing. Some of these characteristics mirror the long standing dynamic within the 

Latino television field with the presence of Latin American capital and programming, the 

nature of the Spanish-speaking Latina/o audience as a multinational audience, the central 

role of corporate America in advertising and investment, the function of 1½ generation 

U.S. Latina/o as cultural translators, while English-speaking Latina/os are segregated 

from the television screen and they in general are absent in the boardroom of Spanish-

language television corporations.  

 The dynamics of the field rest on assumptions about programming success, 

desired rating performance and strategies of business profitability. The base of business 

profitability is the Hispanic market, Latino purchasing power, and ad market revenue. 

However, the central discursive notion revolves around the connection of the network’s 

identity and programming with the audience’s aspirations and viewers’ television 

routines.  It is here that Azteca America became a site in which the ideas about the 

Hispanic market and the Latino television field flow through the corporation by written, 

personal or audiovisual institutional communications among executives and personnel, 

yielding the discursive resources to frame their decisions and strategies.  

 The personal contact of public relations and “TV Azteca’s programming and 

selling success story” were means given by the network to pave the way for full growth 

of the network in the U.S. by getting affiliates.  This strategy was based on several factors 

that are at the core of the assumptions about the Latino field: first, Grupo Salinas’ 

backing as a solid company that produces billions of dollars a year; second, the image of 
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Ricardo Salinas Pliego as a risk-taking entrepreneur, with some unorthodox business 

tactics but effective results; third, the backing of TV Azteca’s infrastructure and 

production facilities for the constant supply of programming to the network and affiliates; 

fourth, the increasing size of the Hispanic market and Latino purchasing power; fifth, the 

ruling principle that Mexican programming is a hot commodity highly appreciated within 

the field; sixth, the idea that the new business was far better than the status quo and 

synergy in which these affiliates were trapped; and seventh, the assumption that TV 

Azteca’s negotiators have the habitus with a combination of moral stature, charm, 

honesty and responsibility required by the job to attract U.S. affiliates. The very personal 

process through which the Azteca America executives negotiated the affiliation of new 

television stations reasserts Timothy Havens (2002) ideas about the reached intimacy and 

close relationships produced in the television distribution site.  

 After getting affiliates on board, a flow of information about how to promote the 

programming via marketing and selling strategies catalyzed the assumptions about what 

should be considered successful within the market. These strategies are embedded in 

narratives of the nation, cultural roots and shared Latin American heritage. The network 

uses the idea of product differentiation by marketing its offerings as quality programming 

characterized as innovative, urban, young, and modern. Integral advertising, product 

integration and a flexible system of payments are constants in the selling strategies.  In 

many ways the Mexican-ness of the programs are underscored, sometimes explicitly and 

sometimes subtly.  

 The way Azteca America hired and appointed its personnel is a matrix in which 

nationality, language, gender, race, ethnic background, and occupational career operate, 

and this matrix distributes appointments based on assumptions about the most suitable 

characteristics in specialized organizational departments and contexts. The executives of 

Azteca America uniformly assert there were no particular policies about who should be 

hired and hiring decisions were based on no other characteristics than professional 

qualifications.  In many cases, however, the habitus of the employers and the employees 

works as a matrix of expected reasonable actions that led to the perfect employee being 

characterized in a broader scheme into which only a certain educational and professional 
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profile could fit.  That would explain, first, the fact that top executives from Azteca 

America were Mexicans or people coming from Mexico with professional ties to Ricardo 

Salinas Pliego and the TV Azteca organizational culture. This strategy assures loyalty to 

TV Azteca’s central position and Ricardo Salinas Pliego’s omnipresent status through his 

appointed men. Second, the fact that the sales departments were mostly staffed by Anglo 

professionals, many of whom do not speak Spanish, is clearly based on the fact that 

business is conducted in English and that corporate America and clients may be more 

comfortable dealing with executives with whom they can identify. Third, there is the fact 

that the television stations are owned in great part by Anglos and some Latina/os but are 

operated mostly by the laters.  A recurrent factor in many television stations was the 

return of executives who had worked either with Univision or with Telemundo but who 

had previously been left out from participating in the field and saw Azteca America as a 

great opportunity to make a comeback.  English-speaking Latina/os appear in mid-range 

executive roles. And finally on the screen are Latin Americans whose spoken Spanish is 

evaluated as correct.     

 In spite of the institutional resources of information based on imagined shared 

assumptions, it is at the level of the culture of the organization that tensions may surface 

across different localities, nationalities, business entities, occupational careers by 

specialized departments, languages, and cultures.  TV Azteca provides an organizational 

framework that allows a level of common understanding of the corporation’s goals and 

strategies. However, the conflict and struggles within the Latino field appeared in the 

organization through the different perspectives expressed by personnel of how to achieve 

the desired success.   
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Chapter Ten: Conclusions 

The entry of Azteca America into the U.S. Latino television field prompted 

several questions about the corporate and industrial strategies used to achieve its success. 

The very idea of being a competitive player within a U.S. context shows longstanding 

assumptions about Spanish-language/Latino television and its imagined audiences. At the 

core of these preconceptions, one finds the strategies developed and deployed by the 

Mexican network to become a suitable option for U.S. Latina/os.  The driving question of 

this investigation has thus been: How is Mexican Azteca America building its network 

identity for the U.S. Latino television field through organizational, programming and 

marketing strategies in the process of production and distribution of its television 

programming in order to be a suitable choice within the Hispanic market and among 

Latina/o audiences?   

The incursion of Azteca America offers a great opportunity to assess the different 

dynamics at the corporate, institutional and industrial levels within the Latino television 

field at national, cross-border and regional levels. The structure of the Latino television 

field mirrors the unequal distribution of power and resources of its participants within the 

structure of the larger social space in the U.S. (Bourdieu, 1990). The positions of power 

or disadvantage of the media institutions also reflect the resources accumulated through 

the battles fought in their trajectories in the field’s history (Bourdieu, 1993).  Players 

within the Latino television field struggle to control their positions as authorized 

producers of Latino representations by deploying what is considered their legitimate 

social and cultural capital.  The history of the Latino television field is the story of this 

ongoing struggle.   

IDENTITY  
The building of the Azteca America identity is central in the context of this 

struggle. The process of creating an identity for the network has a twofold purpose: first, 

the identity is the source for the network’s organizational culture making way for 

institutional strategies and business practices executives and personnel follow. Second, it 
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offers a way for Azteca America to position itself as a likable option for its Spanish-

speaking intended audiences in the U.S. I argue that Azteca America passes as a Latino 

network by asserting it Mexican-ness. This process is possible because of a fluid identity 

with flexible and exchangeable meanings that accommodates the hybrid and multilayered 

identities of the Latina/o population in the U.S.   

a)  Organizational Culture and Identity  
The corporate and business model of Azteca America can be characterized as a 

post-bureaucratic organization (Peterson and Anand, 2004) that promotes an 

entrepreneurial attitude across borders among its personnel by defining consumer 

satisfaction, the market, and the investors’ returns as the matrix for its personnel’s 

decision-making processes (Du Gay, 1994).   Azteca America’s organizational culture 

relies on the entrepreneurial character of its top executives and professionals in which the 

ultimate goal is to produce value for the shareholders (Picardi, 1994). Professional 

pragmatism, marketing reasoning, and entrepreneurial initiative are considered the 

necessary ingredients of flexible management, with executives and personnel ready to 

make quick changes in order to survive in global contexts (Du Gay, 1994).  This 

pragmatic spirit is evident in the financial professional profiles of the majority of Azteca 

America’s top executives. In spite of the ethos needed as an enterprising executive (Du 

Gay, 1994), in the context of this post-bureaucratic organization, the leadership of 

Ricardo Salinas Pliego as a quasi-patriarchal figure seems to be omnipresent in the 

discourse and business certainties of TV Azteca’s and Azteca America’s employees.  

Paradoxically, the bureaucratic notions of loyalty and rigidness linked to a family 

business, such as is the case with the Salinas Group, is the anchor that keeps the U.S. 

partners and affiliates together, giving them business certainties and fueling expectations 

of a slow but oncoming success in the context of a growing Hispanic market with a 

majority Mexican population.  The very same spirit has been the motivation of its U.S. 

business counterparts that have stayed with the network in spite of the different legal 

crises. 
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Azteca America is a deterritorialized entity that effectively works through the new 

possibilities of connectivity (Tomlinson, 1999). While Paul Hirsch focuses on the nature 

of interdependency and interconnectivity of corporations across borders (Bielby and 

Harrington, 2004), Paul Du Gay stresses the still predominant place of the nation-state as 

the territorial legal and market safeguard for corporations going transnational (Du Gay, 

1997b). National corporations have become the site of transnational flows of capital, 

goods and personnel (Du Gay 1997b). Azteca America is just such a site in which several 

corporations, business entities, organizational departments in Mexico and the U.S. come 

together under the umbrella of the identity and institutional culture of the Azteca 

network. The identity of the network, spread through the promotional and marketing 

efforts in the contexts of the different levels of institutional communication, is the glue 

that puts together “one imagined” organization under the core philosophy of the network 

(Chalaby, 2005), including different professionals with different language skills, ethnic 

backgrounds, and national heritages, working throughout the U.S. territory and serving 

very different Latino/a audiences. 

Azteca America’s organizational culture not only guides the business expectations 

but disciplines the views of the professionals working in it. The identity of the network is 

conceived as a bold contender against television monopolies, or as offering alternative 

quality programming, or as the community care taker, and all these tropes are part of a 

whole discursive formation (Foucault, 1972).  This formation is fed by the institutional 

communications and reproduced by its personnel and executives who make sense of their 

tasks and conceived superior goals. The organizational culture internalized by 

professionals disciplines their own views. The trace of a shared institutional culture and 

identity came through the answers personnel gave about production and programming 

strategies and seemed to be part of the institutional-corporate process of training its own 

professionals as cultural intermediaries (Negus, 2002).  It is also possible that there is a 

feeling of corporative surveillance or “panopticism” (Foucault, 1995) experienced by 

executives in conceived sensible business areas, which in many cases may operate in 

their answers that are considered pertinent to such surveillance. 
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b)  The Process of Branding and Identity  
Azteca America’s identity has largely been defined by the personality and 

programming of TV Azteca, through a strategy known as “brand equity” (Apéria & 

Black, 2005). This strategy allows the new player to be easily recognizable by associating 

the network with a strong and already well known brand image (Apéria & Black, 2005: 

40).   However, the very advantage implied by the connection to the Mexican network 

also shows the structural dependency in which the brand, organizational culture, and 

programming and marketing discourse are permeated by TV Azteca’s identity.  In terms 

of brand equity, Azteca America is easily identifiable as a subsidiary backed by TV 

Azteca’s financial performance and success (Mc Dowell and Batten, 2005).  The 

Mexican parent company produces programming and marketing strategies solely in terms 

of its domestic market: Mexicans.  The revenues coming from the domestic market 

account for more than 90% of TV Azteca’s profits, while sales for international markets 

represent only 1%, and Azteca America represented 5% by 2006.  Since the beginning, 

Azteca America was thought of as a vehicle to reach Mexicans in the Hispanic market, 

taking advantage of the production made in Mexico. 

The identity of TV Azteca was shaped very early in Mexico by its position as a 

challenger of Televisa’s long-lasting monopoly and dominance of the Mexican market. 

The organizational culture of Azteca America is grounded in TV Azteca’s, in which the 

values stated in the mission are love for Mexico, learning, trust, effort, family, generosity, 

honesty, freedom, passion, and respect and tolerance, the very same values stated by the 

American counterpart. The identity of Azteca America is built under four main clusters of 

ideas: one, a young, innovative, bold and urban network; second, community and 

socially-oriented, with a humanistic approach; third, as the David fighting the monopoly 

Goliath; and fourth, as the only truly Hispanic network. All these different levels of 

identity are wrapped up in the promotional and marketing efforts made by the network. 

The urban characteristic has been promoted as a better way to reach Latina/os across 

nationalities because the cities have given a common cultural ground that allows them to 

share common aspirations. The city is used as a cultural matrix for regional and global 

audiences (García-Canclini, 1997)  
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c)  The Impact of the Corporation’s Across-Border Nature on Identity   
Azteca America’s identity is the source of flexible interpretations in which 

geography, nationhood, ethnicity and citizenship can be understood differently depending 

on the local, national or cross-border cultural and social settings in which the message is 

read. According to John Harley (1983), there are different subjectivities that trigger 

different levels of access to identification processes such as self, gender, age-group, 

family, class, nation and ethnicity in relation to media messages at the moment of 

reception. The diversity of Latina/os in the U.S. and their own specific racial, linguistic 

and national traits offer different layers with which audiences can identify. Straubhaar 

(2007) describes the construction of identity as a double process in which cultural, racial, 

and national systems collide, forming a hybrid product, but also new layers of identity, 

which are added to other identity layers already present. Taking into account the 

combination of the flexible meaning offered by the brand and Latina/o multilayered 

identities, Mexican Azteca America has been able to pass as Latino media. The name 

America, from the brand, can be read as a continent or as country, an interpretation that 

divides the Latina/o population with education in Latin America and with Spanish 

language skills from Latina/os with education in the U.S.  That divide allows situating 

Aztecas/Mexicans as either occupying imagined hemispheric dimensions or at the U.S. 

national levels in the process of interpretation. This flexible connotation allows the brand 

to be read in an ad hoc manner, appealing either to Mexicans or Mexicans Americans.  

Moreover, the institutional discourse within the screen reiterates the audiences of the 

network to be made up of Hispanics and/or Latinos.  

Azteca America also offers through its identity and programming an electronic 

transposable Mexican homeland (Kumar, 2006). This process is possible through the 

fluid meanings yielded by the different possible reading of the Azteca America name. 

Azteca America’s institutional slogan: “Es tu Casa” (it is your home) has components 

that both give room for readings reinforcing notions of nostalgia for the Mexican 

homeland, and the reproduction of a Mexican-American and Latino nationhood within 

the U.S.’s borders.   
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d)  The Imagined U.S. Latino Audience and Identity  
Azteca America’s passing as Hispanic is possible in part because Mexican-ness 

and Latino-ness are identifiers that overlapin meaning, allowing for their interchangeable 

use across borders. This process has its roots in the institutional, geo-social, linguistic and 

cultural scenarios in which Mexicans have assimilated their own cross-border national 

identities.  A two way phenomenon has enabled a growing and overlapping ethnic 

identity across borders.  The long standing historical presence of Mexicans in the U.S. 

territory with the scale, intensity and proximity of the Mexican immigration across 

borders has produced an awareness of a nation expanding its political limits (Anzaldúa, 

1999) in which more Mexicans also became part of the ethnic group officially labeled 

Hispanic and self-denominated as Latina/o.  

Suzanne Oboler (1995) reflects about the governmental processes involved in the 

creation of a social group comprising different peoples with Latin-American heritage 

under labels like Hispanic or Latina/o and such construction’s social, economic and 

political impact. América Rodríguez (1999) and Arlene Dávila (2001) describe the 

commercial nature of this labeling process in which marketers, advertisers and media 

industries have pushed for the creation of an identifiable group of consumers conceived 

as audiences to be sold to sponsors. Since the 1980s the economic advantage of Spanish-

language television over other media targeting Latina/os produced a pervasive notion of 

Latina/o populations culturally bound by language.  

Strategies of institutional communication show the different use of the labels 

Hispanic and Latina/o depending on the institutional media contexts in which they are 

enunciated. Azteca America’s institutional communications make a clear distinction 

between the ways Latina/o or Hispanic as ethnic labels can be used. Both network’s 

executives in interviews and anchors and speakers within programming use Latina/o and 

Hispanic interchangeably, but the identity of the network has been built upon the 

exclusive use of the term Hispanic to define the network and its targeted audiences. 

Particularly telling is the fact that the language by which this corporate identity is 

delivered to the whole network is English. By explicitly avoiding the term Latino in the 

Azteca America Corporate English language website, and in its AzA Gazette institutional 
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communicative newsletter, the network seems to meet the ideas of its Anglo partners in 

the market and the commercial interests of corporate America (Dávila, 2001). It seems 

that the political connotation of the word Latino is avoided in the context of corporate 

identity-building; furthermore, the more socially and linguistically subversive labels 

Chicana/o and  Spanglish are neither present in programming content nor on the 

network’s corporate sites.    

The fieldwork done by this researcher showed that, when questioned about the 

Azteca America identity, the personnel share the common idea that Azteca America has a 

Mexican identity, even though being Mexican seems not to preclude having a Latina/o 

identity. In terms of the politics of labeling, I point out that Latina/o populations tend to 

identify with their national origins at first, and later with broader ethnic labels such as 

Hispanic or Latina/o. When executives are asked to think about their audiences’ 

nationality, they widely agree that they are Mexicans, but the express intentions to reach 

out to other national groups of Latina/os in the future. When they were asked to think 

about social class, their answers were ambiguous. While the primary number of the sales 

people recognized the economically disadvantaged position of Latina/os and Mexicans in 

particular as the majority of the group, others argued that the network reaches upscale 

Hispanics, mainly the middle classes emigrating from Mexico. These perspectives 

reflected the opposite views that are in the middle of the questioned programming 

strategies about who the actual audiences are and furthermore, how to reach such 

different social groups. It reflects a contradiction between the middle and upper middle 

class Azteca has pursued in Mexico and the reality of the working class of many Spanish-

speaking Mexican immigrants that constitute the majority of Azteca’s potential audience 

in the U.S. In terms of race, there was an almost uniform rejection of its consideration, 

either in casting for programming or in the actual profile of the audience targeted. The 

question was largely unintelligible for Mexican executives that avoided thinking or 

answering in terms of physical features or skin tones. The equation was several times 

answered by national origin that in many cases also came under the common idea that 

Mexicans are mestizos in the great majority. When it came to characterizing audiences of 

Azteca America in terms of race, the identifiers executives used were either Mexicans or 
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Hispanics. However, the identity of the network was thought of as portraying a more 

authentic Mexican look that was more mestizo in relation to Univision in particular.   

 

PRODUCTION  
The audiovisual Latina/o identity was mostly shaped by networks and ad agencies 

within the U.S. Latino field. In this field, the intertwined role of upper class Latin 

American executives and Anglo corporate America promoted the centrality of the 

Spanish language and a set of cultural values linked with idealized Latin American 

traditions and customs (Rodríguez, 1999; Sinclair, 1999; Dávila, 2001). English language 

was prematurely left out as an identifier for U.S. Latina/os in television, while some 

racial, ethnic, national and cultural traits were deemed the more legitimate 

representations of Latina/os, offering a hierarchical matrix of markers and values for the 

players in the field (Bourdieu 1993, Dávila, 2001). The Latino television organizations 

reflect this hierarchical order by the amount of resources and allotted decision making to 

particular division across the company such as programming, production, sales, 

operations, administration, finance and engineering and in the specific occupational 

profiles within and the particular ethno-demography of each division (Negus, 1999).  

1)  Organizational Culture and Managerial Decisions  
The presence of Azteca America in U.S. broadcasting television represents in 

some way the reaffirmation of Latin Americans as having “authentic” knowledge about 

the programming and representations to be delivered to Latina/o audiences, while at the 

same time as having the pertinent personnel profiles and corporate structure to compete 

within the Latino television field. The predominant position of Mexican, Mexican-

Americans and professionals coming from the Mexican Salinas Group companies across 

Azteca America has reinforced a particular set of racial, ethnic, national, linguistic and 

cultural sets of values that are taken for granted (Negus, 1995; Havens, 2002).  In the 

words of Azteca America’s executives, the criteria for hiring professionals for the 

company has not been driven by any national, race, ethnic, or gender consideration 

whatsoever, but rather ruled by the complex combination of academic and professional 
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background and personal likeability which combine to make them suitable for the job 

(Negus, 1997). The demographics of the networks professionals, said the top executives, 

have been the result of the critical mass of professional’s in Los Angeles in which 

Mexicans are a majority. However, the integration of this “suitable” employee has gone 

through the eyes of cultural markers that clearly seem to confirm and perpetuate the 

Mexican-ness of the network (Negus, 1995, 1997). The relevance of this element is on 

the one hand the reproduction through occupational hierarchies of professional television 

values linked to race, class, gender and nationality; and on the other, a scenario emerges 

in which programming criteria are reproduced by the “revolving door,” or longstanding 

assumptions about successful programs (Gitlin, 2000). 

The distribution of personnel and division of labor throughout Azteca America’s 

personnel seem to follow certain regularities in demographics. Arlene Dávila (2002) 

describes the different demographic profiles of executives working in the advertising, 

research marketing and television industry and their impact on the production of Latina/o 

representations. In the case of Azteca America, Mexican-ness is a national ethnic marker 

present in the middle and highest levels of the network’s management team which has an 

enduring impact on the decisions made within the network (Negus, 1999). However, 

language, ethnicity and gender are markers that also produce a division of labor within 

the network that seems to reproduce notions of Latino-ness perpetuated by the television 

field for years, while also showing the structural disadvantage that English-speaking U.S. 

Latina/os face within the organization. The need for having Spanish speakers on the 

screen mostly has left out U.S. Latina/os that do not speak Spanish as their first language. 

That means that the screen is filled with Latin Americans or first generation Latina/o 

immigrants.  The top executive positions are filled either by Mexicans, or by U.S. 

executives who have lived in Mexico for years, or by Anglo executives in the U.S.; 

second generation/English-speaking Latina/os are left out of the top positions of the 

network. It is in the middle management of the network that English-speaking Latina/os 

have higher chances of getting a position. In contrast, the role of U.S. Latina/os is 

stronger at local levels through management or ownership of local television stations. 

Sales Departments seem to have Anglo executives in the top positions to act as the proper 
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connection with sponsors and corporate America. However, the sales departments at 

middle levels have hired English-speaking Latina/os to connect in the process with 

Latina/o entrepreneurs. Until 2007, all the top executive positions in Azteca America 

were held by men; the network seemed having a deep gender skew in its positions. This 

skew has changed little with the addition of only two new executive positions in news 

and marketing held by women.  The former division of labor seems to perpetuate in the 

Latino television media the centrality of the Spanish language to the advantage of Latin 

Americans, and as clear ethnic identifiers for Anglo professionals and sponsors.  

2)  Production Routines and Industry Practices  
 The position of TV Azteca as a second place network in Mexico, in search of 

resources and alliances to face the overwhelmingly dominant Televisa, opened the 

conditions of Azteca’s early mode of production in which independents entered the 

television landscape with bolder and more innovative production formulas.  Thomas 

Schatz (1996) suggests that we reflect upon the relation between “style and authority” 

which unfolds in the tensions produced between “creative teams” and “administrative 

teams” and their division of labor and their production process to make sense of the 

underlying characteristics that may describe the mode of production. The opening of the 

network to an influx of producers, writers, technicians and talent looking for a different 

way of producing television brought the “creative expression” needed that characterized 

the innovative and bold narratives of the network in those first years. However, this 

“creative expression” best illustrated by the independents, such as Argos, later was 

disciplined for the creation of bureaucratic processes that defined Azteca’s 

“administrative control.” TV Azteca’s marketing approach to programming was based on 

the institutional function of committees in which in-house production grants the network 

the control over the budget and the copyrights of the programs produced.  

The history of Azteca’s mode of production and the creation of its distinctive 

visual style is the history of the appropriation of different narrative and aesthetic 

resources. Joseph Straubhaar (2007) argues that the history of world television is the 

chronicle of a process of continuing hybridization of production systems. The 
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characteristics related to TV Azteca’s narratives and production style are the result of 

this hybridization process. The assumed innovative, young, urban, alternative, and 

socially and community oriented programming identity has been the result of the initial 

appropriation of personnel from Imevisión, producers, writers and talent from Argos, 

Zuba, and inclusion of talent and producers coming from Televisa to a great extent. 

These first crucial influences were brought about by the business goals of Ricardo 

Salinas Pliego looking for the product differentiation needed to compete against 

Televisa. The deeply ingrained trend of localizing by Mexicanizing South American 

telenovelas for audiences in Mexico and overseas is explained by Straubhaar also in the 

contexts of cultural hybrid production “in which substantially new cultures are 

synthesized out of the elements of previous cultures” (Straubhaar, Pinon et at., 2007b). 

This approach sees the role of executives in the process of localizing telenovelas as a 

source of agency and creativity for the producers in the process of adaptation. The 

scholar dwells on Anthony Giddens’ notion of structuration in which the same 

institutional structure that sets the limits on producers and executives also provides the 

resources to exploit them. TV Azteca’s process of localizing Argentinean, Colombian 

and Venezuelan scripts and formats mixed with different traditions of production 

coming from Televisa, Argos and Zuba. The new levels of localizing Argentinean-ness 

into Mexican-ness have also produced the hybrid style in particular in which the 

network claims to have high-brow telenovela narratives and a more sophisticated 

production style. This reflects a trend toward a transnational Latin American regional 

system of production styles and genre idea flows in Latin America (Sinclair, 1999; 

Straubhaar, 2007).  

3)  Genre, Telenovelas and Production Routines  
 In Spanish-language television, the telenovela rules prime-time, drawing the 

bigger audience numbers on a day to day basis.  The appeal of the genre to Spanish-

speaking Latina/os and Latin Americans has been deeply linked to the cultural matrix and 

cultural processes of everyday life (Martín Barbero, 1992; González 1998). The 

production of telenovelas is still largely dominated by Latin American networks and 
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production companies that benefit from a lower cost of production than in the U.S., in 

combination with the already established industrial conditions in Mexico, Brazil and 

Venezuela and the creative television business environments in Argentina, Venezuela and 

Colombia.   

 Jason Mittell (2004) proposes paying attention to the social practices in which 

television producers and consumers are involved with specific television genres. The 

author also suggests producing genre analysis about specific cases in which genre can be 

linked to the historical conditions of its production and consumption. With Azteca 

America as is the case with TV Azteca, there is a whole discursive formation based on 

network differentiation about the quality of Azteca telenovelas, their narrative structure 

and the way they should be produced to be successful. Producers, programmers, writers, 

and sales people have developed a set of criteria in which they repeatedly reproduce a 

widespread notion of having better production values, narratives and ethics and moral 

standards than their competitors.  However, Televisa’s telenovelas still have the absolute 

dominion of prime time in Spanish-language television in Mexico and the U.S.  But the 

widespread idea of TV Azteca/Azteca America that their telenovelas are watched by 

more educated people who bring more desirable audiences has kept the network on this 

path of pursuing what are assumed to be better quality telenovelas. 

 The discursive formation of quality telenovelas shaped the planning, evaluation 

and production process in TV Azteca. A highly institutionalized system of telenovela 

analysis set the narrative structure, character qualities, elements of success, production 

values, ethic and moral standards, and budget costs that produce a product with a 

predictable level of modest success but targeting the middle classes. Azteca America has 

tried to translate the same reasoning of production quality to sells its own programming 

without the same results.  This assessment of Azteca telenovelas has hurt Azteca America 

for those coming from TV Azteca have not achieved the expected ratings.     

4)  Corporate Production Strategies in Transnational Settings 
For Azteca America a key to success is localization (Chalaby, 2005). The network 

has followed a process of slow but steady adaptation of programs and formats for the 
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Mexican domestic market in the first place, and subsequently for Mexicans and Latinos 

in the U.S.  The first degree of localization has been to produce programs tailored to 

Latino audiences in Mexico based on already successful TV Azteca formats such as 

Hechos América, Ventaneando América, Los Protagonistas a Nivel Mundial and 

DeporTV América and La Academia USA. However, a more decisive step was the 

production of original programming in the U.S. such as Noticiero Nacional Azteca 

América and lately Suegras. Some of the most telling differences in the way the Latino 

audiences are conceived across borders result from the fact that some Mexican 

programmers and producers in Mexico City think that Latina/os are more liberal than 

Mexicans in Mexico. This idea is based on their greater exposure to violence, drugs, and 

sex in the U.S. media. While executives in Mexico conceived of them as more liberal, 

Anglo executives in sales thought about Latina/o audiences as having sexier looks.  This 

thought has driven the design of some localized programs such as La Academia USA and 

Suegras where erotic and sexual elements were more freely used than in Azteca’s regular 

productions. In contrast, one of the main claims of executives across borders was the idea 

that in Azteca’s networks, women are not constructed as blatantly as sexual objects as 

they are by Univision and Telemundo.  

Azteca America’s strategies of production and programming pose interesting 

theoretical questions about the paradoxes of localization (Chalaby, 2002), the sometimes 

conveniently limited network adaptations (Straubhaar, 2005) triggered by the audience’s 

trans-local experiences (Kumar, 2006) in shaping the process of entering the Latino 

television field. TV Azteca has shown an initially limited localizing effort allowed by the 

possibility of carving out audiences and clients through the cheaper process of 

repackaging and offering what is already available (Straubhaar, 2005). The tendency 

toward producing the “most minimal adaptations” described by Joseph Straubhaar (2005) 

by transnational firms in entering local markets seems to be reasserted by Azteca 

America given the ratings results in which soccer, reality shows, newscasts and 

entertainment programming from Mexico have proven to be the main programming 

attraction for audiences in the U.S.  Particularly, Mexican soccer and the Mexican-made 

reality show La Academia have been the darlings of Azteca America’s Latino audiences. 
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This pattern has posed an interesting challenge and raises questions about the process of 

programming localization in contrast to trans-local audiences’ experiences.  Many times 

the costs of localizing programs have not brought the expected audience’s attraction and 

clients’ attention.  While localization has been deemed necessary for commercial success 

in local markets (Chalaby, 2005), its limits seem to be set by the trans-local audiences’ 

experiences (Kumar, 2006), setting complex scenarios for expected business success. The 

failure of localized programming projects such as La Academia USA and Suegras, the 

first produced in Mexico City and the second in Miami, but both broadcast only for U.S. 

audiences, underscores the strong bond of Mexican and Latina/o audiences with 

programs broadcast on both sides of the border as part of their sharing the cross border, 

trans-local viewing experience. Also, trans-local realities seem to explain the presence of 

four different newscasts produced and broadcast from Mexico such as Hechos that 

sometimes beat the localized version Noticiero Nacional Azteca America made in Los 

Angeles.  

5)  The Field: Network Performance and Structure of the Industry 
The U.S. Latino television field’s status quo has been largely defined by 

Univision’s holding the dominance of Spanish-language prime time television with 

Televisa’s programming, while the Azcárraga’s network also holds overwhelming prime 

time supremacy across borders. Interestingly, the position of Televisa’s Mexican 

programming, particularly telenovelas, demonstrates the power of the concept of cultural 

proximity (Straubhaar, 1991) with its longstanding control over prime time.  However, at 

the same time, the very same concept offers its own limits because local telenovelas 

produced by Telemundo or Univision have not been able to achieve the favor of 

audiences. This contradictory scenario in which transnational productions gain the 

audience’s attention over local ones opens the door to considering the argument of 

Timothy Havens (2006), who maintains that cultural proximity is the byproduct of the 

logics ruling audiences’ viewing routines, intertwined with the business and industrial 

logics that feed them (Havens, 2006). The case of Televisa, which had grown as a 

monopoly in Mexico and the U.S. and has been able to maintain its hegemony in prime 
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time Spanish-language television for decades, may explain how audiences have shaped 

their tastes by systematic “forced-choice decisions among available options” (Meehan as 

quoted in Havens, 2002).  

The battles across borders between Spanish-language television networks in the 

last five years shows how deeply tied the U.S. Latino television market and the Mexican 

one are.  Furthermore, the recent battles among the Spanish-language networks are also a 

sign of a new cultural division of labor (Miller et al., 2005) within the industry across the 

Americas or el continente Americano. A new distribution of and source of labor is 

apparent with the rise of a dynamic television industry in Colombia, Venezuela and 

Argentina as main creative sources, challenging the predominant positions of Brazil and 

Mexico as television producers.  As Toby Miller describes in the case of Hollywood’s 

global film industry, the major players in the Spanish television industry, Televisa, TV 

Azteca, Univision, Telemundo, and Venevision are taking advantage of the new sources 

of ideas, formats and professionals coming from these newly emerging markets and 

television producers. I argue that the distribution of resources at hemispheric levels has 

North America, particularly the U.S., as the source of capital, Mexico and Brazil as 

having the most robust industrial facilities, and Colombia, Argentina, Venezuela as 

dynamic markets for experimentation and laboratories of creativity. This division mirrors 

the early U.S. film industry’s players: the major film studios, the independents and the 

source of capital on Wall Street. 

In the context of this new hemispheric division of labor, the control of the North 

American region’s market is crucial to the aspirations of the major Spanish-language 

television networks.  The fates of the Mexican market and the U.S. market are tied both 

culturally and industrially.  Then the incursion of Ricardo Salinas Pliego with Azteca 

America and the demonstrated intentions of Emilio Azcárraga Jean in taking over 

Univision triggered a succession of clashes between the main corporations that unfolded 

as a battle across borders which in turn shows the crucial role of both domestic markets 

for the North American Spanish-language television market as a region (Miller et al., 

2005). These battles, prompted largely over access to Mexican programming and 

audiences, have been at the center of the quarrels that prompt some interesting questions 
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about the status of the players across borders. However, these struggles remind us of the 

absence of U.S. Latina/os in leading roles as a result of the unequal amount of resources 

distributed within the field (Bourdieu, 1993). 

 

REPRESENTATIONS 

1) Marketing and Television’s Logics of Representations. 
Azteca America’s programming lineup is filled, largely, with programs produced 

by TV Azteca, and these programs are crafted with the Mexican domestic market in 

mind. Even though there are some considerations brought to the table by the international 

sales office about what travels overseas, as well as instructions about avoiding characters 

or plots that may offend U.S. citizens, these considerations are still marginal.  However, 

the decision-making process on authorizing production projects, in particular telenovelas, 

the most important goods for importation, is a mechanism that allows the network to 

target Mexicans and massive audiences overseas. This decision-making process is 

grounded in the work of committees—the ethics committee and the telenovelas 

committee guided by the Code of Ethics and Values, the institutional mission and vision 

and the possible commercial success of the project. I have defined this process as a “safe 

programming formula” that provides a pre-emptive strategy of avoiding offending 

sensibilities of the Latino community or other audiences overseas.  In addition, the 

Azteca system avoids the possible interference of regulations from the Mexican state 

while satisfying demands from conservative groups that had taken the stance of 

watchdogs over television’s moral values.  

Even though there was clarity among executives about the complex and 

circumstantial conditions that make a program a hit, the TV Azteca “marketing 

approach” to programming, particularly regarding telenovelas, has produced a system 

that gives reasons to expect some ongoing moderate success within audiences.  I argue 

that the combination of five factors within this system allows executives to be confident 

in the capacity of programs to “travel” across borders: first, the imagined Mexican moral 

conservatism as preemptive self-censorship mechanism to meet ethics standards 
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overseas; second, the grounded idea of producing universal stories, in which common 

ethical values and problematics are displayed in them; third, the use of successful genre 

formulas and stereotypes that help make the plots easily understandable, in which 

heterosexual love stories are at the center of the plot and the plot evolves through the 

fight between good and bad; fourth, for regional markets the use of the Mexico City 

Spanish accent as a “neutral” accent; fifth, a particular blind position on race, encouraged 

by the widespread assumption that TV Azteca more accurately portrays the mestizo 

character of the Mexican race; and sixth, the idea that television programs and stories 

should deliver aspirational elements ingrained in the appearance of the characters’ life 

styles, moral values, goals in life and  looks.   

2) Genre, Narrative and the Politics of Stereotyping 
Surprisingly, the way executives talk about formulas of success across borders 

(Harrington and Bielby, 2005) was particularly similar; however, one of the most telling 

examples of the “right subjectivity” (Gitlin, 2000) was the executives’ overwhelming 

assumption that television is an aspirational medium. The aspirational element has 

different operational effects across genres, but in particular in telenovelas it is used to 

design the narratives and characters’ representations that seemed to pose one of the most 

problematic issues for Latino television. Melodramatic narrative rules and telenovela 

formulas of success have brought to the forefront what are considered to be the 

aspirational elements through the depiction of specific lifestyles, assumptions of love and 

success along with particular physical and psychological traits for leading characters. 

Particularly, one finds a relation between considerations of race and gender that holds 

these aspirational elements. These specific traits reproduced occidental standards of 

beauty such as light skin, light eyes, and tall, slim and/or physically toned bodies. The 

aspirational element in telenovelas keeps pushing the industry in following the narrative 

rules based on stereotyping (Ramírez-Berg, 2002) in which a “racially white world” still 

dominates the positions of leading characters given their constructed moral superiority. 

The blond characters still rule executives’ considerations of assumed audience 

aspirations.  This pattern can be seen in the predominant role played by blond women in 
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leading roles in Azteca’s telenovela production. While there is a widespread idea of 

Azteca as a network that displays a more authentic mestizo look, this idea seemed to 

trigger a denial from executives of any racial profiling in the casting of programs.  

However, it is worth recognizing that the network, through its initial process of 

differentiation from Televisa, has incorporated a broader scope of talent and actors with 

different body types, skin tones, and complexions through newscasts, reality shows, 

sports, entertainment and single episode dramas.  But in telenovelas, the move in that 

direction has been more limited.  

From the TV Azteca factory, one finds the claim that class, race, gender, 

nationality, or ethnicities are not factors in the casting or design of a program, either for 

the domestic or overseas market. When executives in Mexico were questioned about the 

inclusion of talent in leading roles from South American countries in telenovelas such as 

Amor in Custodia (2005), Montecristo (2006) and Mientras Haya Vida (2007), the 

answer was a resounding no. In Mexico City, the inclusion of talent from other countries 

seems to be the result of the political economy in production in which the import of 

screenplays and formats was tied to creative and production teams from South America, 

particularly Argentina.  In the U.S., the inclusion of different nationalities on national 

newscasts and local programs has been the byproduct of a conscious decision of showing 

Latina/o diversity and the critical mass offered by the Los Angeles market, while the 

process of localizing reality shows such as La Academia USA and Suegras relied heavily 

on the display of people from different national origins. National origin largely defined 

the criteria for producers looking for a diverse demographic in talent. Ethnicity was the 

imagined common denominator across different talent’s nationalities contained in the 

terms Latina/o or Hispanic. Race was largely conflated with nationality. Race as physical 

appearance based on skin tone or complexion, though, was an intelligible marker and 

rejected as a criterion. Somehow, Latina/os were conceived largely as mestizos.   
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DISTRIBUTION  

1) Dynamics of Distribution and the Negotiation Process 
Azteca America has constructed a discourse through its institutional culture, 

promotional and marketing efforts to position itself as an attractive business venture 

with the purpose of adding economic value to personnel, future affiliates, clients and 

sponsors. While Timothy Havens (2002) argues that “international programming 

markets […] are wholly imagined and discursive constructs,” I would stress that Azteca 

America network is itself an imagined discursive construct. The Azteca America 

network does not own any of the television stations that physically constitute the Azteca 

network around the country. Azteca America is a content provider that provides a 

corporate discourse (Salaman, 1997) as a broadcasting philosophy (Chalaby, 2005) that 

functions as the umbrella under which independent affiliates, television station groups, 

and sales rep firm offices come together as an imagined unified television entity.  

The Salinas Group and TV Azteca were largely the elements that provided the 

first appointed Azteca America executives who had the confidence and discursive tools 

to approach their desired future U.S. partners.  The team was also appointed to open the 

doors to affiliate stations in the U.S., and it has been integrated by TV Azteca’s high 

ranking executives that have performed as Chief Financial Officers or who have 

substantial financial backgrounds within the Salinas companies. This team was used to 

deal with numbers and to negotiating with banks, investors and financial institutions. 

They were confident and bold. They believed in the profitable nature of the business 

that they were offering. They considered their own integrity and word as their best 

assets. With this mindset, Azteca America’s executives entered in negotiations with 

their U.S. counterpart with the confidence of the opportunities given by their access to 

TV Azteca’s programming and resources as well as the solid position of the Salinas 

Group and Ricardo Salinas Pliego. Azteca’s executives with backgrounds in finance 

were able to present opportunities based on numbers: the growth of the Hispanic 

market, the number of Mexicans within the Latina/o population, the income generated 

by the Salinas Group, and the hours of programming produced by TV Azteca. As a 

result, the business model presented to affiliates did not require payment for the 
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supplied programming, instead establishing local market agreements (LMA) in which 

profits were to be made from a split of commercial time at 50/50.  The goal was to take 

merely 10% of the growing Hispanic television market pie. The negotiations with 

affiliates were closed several times with a visit to Mexico City, during which 

distribution partners witnessed the infrastructure of the Mexican parent company.   

There is a common understanding among executives that there is enough room 

for the network in the supposedly underserved Hispanic market for more networks. 

Moreover, there is the idea that the incursion of Azteca America because it will create a 

less monopolistic market in which Univision has set the cost and condition parameters 

for sales to clients and sponsors. This feeling has been exploited by the network through 

framing its incursion as a David facing Univision as a Goliath.  

A first compelling challenge faced by the distribution of Azteca America has to 

do with the individual and institutional interactions among different business entities 

within the network. Azteca America is a site in which different organizational, 

communication, business and industry dynamics interact. Divides among the network 

and affiliates, programming and sales departments, Azteca America Los Angeles and 

Azteca America Mexico City, and West Coast and East Coast offices show the different 

interests and perspectives that make up this national network. Even though there was a 

widespread agreement that targeting Mexicans was a good business idea, there were 

subtly different visions about who these imagined Mexican audiences are and the proper 

programming strategies by which to reach them.  The second most compelling 

challenge in distribution is visibility because of the lack of financial resources to access 

full power television stations. The growth strategy of Azteca America relied primarily 

on affiliating UHF low power stations. The network used a “Synthetic low power 

stations” strategy that implies the addition of analog cable distribution and/or satellite 

distribution to the low power station in each DMA. However, the strategy has proven to 

have its failures in distribution in some areas in which people do not receive the signal 

by air, and the ratings numbers do not move to the high numbers of the cable and 

satellite channels. This strategy arguably produces a national network that is still largely 

invisible for the U.S. Latina/o population.   
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1) Identity and the Commodification of Nationality 
By grounding the network’s Latino identity in its Mexican-ness, the presence of 

Azteca America in the U.S. Latino television industry illustrates the assumed economic 

values of certain national origins as commodities in the television market (Havens, 202).  

The link between genre and nationality, particularly in the case of telenovelas, has been 

the equation that has historically given a somewhat privileged position to TV Azteca 

within the field. Since the mid 1990s when Telemundo inked agreements with the 

Mexican network, the assumption was that access to Mexican telenovelas in the U.S. 

would allow it to compete with Univision’s primetime telenovelas.  However, the modest 

success of Azteca America, more supported by access to Mexican soccer than Azteca’s 

telenovelas, has put the network in a dilemma that is at the center of its actual identity 

crisis. The poor success of Azteca America has been blamed for the retreat of the Papas 

Telecasting TV affiliates in four cities, while Una Vez Más (UVM), the main Azteca 

America television group affiliate, keeps growing and stressing the Mexican-ness of the 

network. In the case of UVM, it has grown with TV stations in the West Coast or the 

Southwest, being identified as Mexican is a good asset in the circulation of television 

products. For others in the East Coast the assessment would primarily be quite different 

because being Cuban, Puerto Rican or Dominican may produce a better impact on those 

specific localities.  

  The Azteca America network has grown to become a national network, and in 

spite of its lack of success in national audience shares (3%) at local levels there are some 

successful stories in predominantly Mexican cities. The bold step of maintaining an 

identity sometimes at odds with other Latina/o national populations shows the engine of 

an industry that grew predominantly with Mexican products. As Televisa supported the 

Spanish International Network (SIN) in the U.S. since the early 1960s, TV Azteca seems 

to be devoted to make Azteca America work, even though a low performer so far, in 

order to make it another cash producer. The logics of Azteca’s mass production in the 

context of the market seem to back this venture in the U.S.; however, this structural logic 

seems to keep, again, U.S. Latina/os alienated from ownership and full managerial access 
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to the top corporate positions in the very media that supposedly has been brought to the 

U.S. to facilitate their participation.  
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Apendix 

 
 

PROTOCOLS IN ENGLISH  
 
Questionnaire for personnel, executives, producers, researchers on television decision 
making in TV Azteca and Azteca America 
 
Grand tour questions  
Where are you from? 
Where did you grow up? 
How old are you? 
Which is your native language? 
Would you tell me about your academic background? 
Which is your major or area of specialty? 
Would you tell me about your work experience before arriving to this institution. 
Are you bilingual? 
 
Performance and Culture and institution 
Which is your position in the network? 
Describe the conditions that allowed you to get this position? 
Which are the requirements that a professional in you position needs to fulfill? 
Can you describe your activities? 
What kind of activities are you performing as part of your job? 
What kind of professionals do you work with? 
Can you describe the structure of your organization? 
How do you make your decisions? 
What kind of limits or restrictions do you find in your institution for your performance? 
What kind of freedom do you feel you have in the decision-making process? 
Do you have any awards or recognitions from your work? 
How would you describe the decision-making process in your institution? 
Do you think that either Spanish-speaking proficiency or English-speaking proficiency 
play a role in your job? 
Do you consider that people in you position share the same class background? 
Do you consider that people in your position share the same nationality? 
Do you consider that people in your position are coming from the same race or ethnicity? 
Do you see a gender-divide in the way responsibilities are assigned in your professional 
field? 
 
About Azteca America 
What do you know about Azteca America? 
How do you relate your job with Azteca America? 
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How do you imagine audience’s demographics? 
How do you imagine the audience in Mexico for TV Azteca? 
How do you imagine Latino audiences in the US for Azteca America? 
How do you think an “Aztec-Mexican” identity in programming can affect for better or 
for worse U.S. Latino preferences against other Latino networks?  
 
Managerial decisions 
What elements decide the production of a television show? 
What elements define the success of a program? 
What elements define the content of a program? 
What factors play a part in deciding the talents (anchors, host, actors and so forth) used in 
a television show? 
Are there considerations of race or ethnicity in the hiring process of personnel 
(executives, producers, writers) in connection with the targeted audiences? 
Are there considerations of nationality in the selecting process of talents (actors, anchors, 
hosts) in relation to the targeted audience? 
Are there considerations of language proficiency in Spanish throughout the hiring 
process? 
Are there considerations of nationality and/or specific Spanish accents spoken by your 
talents in the selection process in connection with the targeted audience? 
 
About production decisions  
What is the scheme of production preferred by the network? 
How are production teams organized within the structure of the network? 
Do you have any production book or guide for the team? 
Do you have a particular regulatory guide that describes what you can or cannot produce? 
How would an independent producer be involved in production for the network? 
 
About creative process  
How do your decisions on programming or production impact Azteca America? 
How do you think race and nationality affect the process of casting talents and anchors? 
Do you think that social class is also a factor in this selection process? 
 
About identity and marketing 
How would you describe the identity of TV Azteca? 
How would describe the identity of Azteca America? 
How are TV Azteca and Azteca America different? 
What are the advantages of Azteca America in the Latino market? 
When do you define the identity of a television network as a Latino network and when as 
a Mexican network? 
What is the identity strategy for U.S. Latinos when you promote the idea that the network 
is a product made in Mexico (“Hecho en Mexico”)? 
 
Marketing strategies 
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How do you explain the strategy of marketing Azteca America in the US? 
How does the content of programming of a Mexican network resonate with Latino 
audiences? 
How are production values from the Mexican Network competitive in the Latino field? 
What is the targeted audience? 
Which sponsors are you looking for? 
What is your strategy of selling airtime, commercial spots, product placement, mentions 
and so forth? 
How do you measure your audience response? 
What kind of problems or advantages does the conventional rating system have? 
 
About strategies on distribution 
What is the general frame in which Azteca America the Network reaches agreements 
with Television affiliates? 
How would you describe the way the network approaches an affiliates? 
Can you describe the role of executives and the common practices in this respect, such as 
meetings, reunions, events or communications? 
What kind of information, promotion or advertising are produced to communicate to TV 
broadcast stations, cable and satellite? 
What information is Azteca America using to attract new affiliates? 
 
Personal profile 
How do you think about yourself in terms of race? 
How do you think about yourself in terms of class? 
How do you think about yourself in terms of ethnicity or nationality? 
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PROTOCOLS IN SPANISH 
 
Cuestionario para el personal, ejecutivos, productores, investigadores, en los procesos de 
toma de decisiones en TV Azteca y Azteca American  

 
Preguntas de gran tour  
¿De dónde es usted?  
¿Dónde creció? 
¿Cuál es su edad? 
¿Cuál es su lengua materna?  
¿Podría platicarme algo sobre su historial académico? 
¿Cuál es su carrera o especialidad academica? 
¿Podría decirme acerca de su experiencia profesional antes de llegar a esta institución?  
¿Es usted bilingüe? 
 
Funcionamiento y cultura organizacional de la institución  
¿Cuál es su posición en la  compañía?  
¿Cómo fueron las condiciones que le permitieron entrar a esta compañía?  
¿Cuáles son los requisitos que debe llenar un profesional en su puesto?  
¿Qué clase de actividades lleva a cabo en su trabajo? Describir. 
¿Con qué tipo de profesionales se relaciona para realizar su trabajo?  
¿Puede usted describir la estructura de su organización?  
¿Cómo describe el proceso de toma de decisión en su institución?  
¿Cómo se da el proceso de toma de decisiones en su posición? 
¿Qué clase de límites o restricciones encuentra la institución para realizar su tarea?  
¿Qué clase de libertad tiene en el proceso de toma de decisiones?  
¿Usted ha tiene premios o reconocimiento sobre su desempeño trabajo?  
¿Qué papel juega en su trabajo el manejo del idioma ingles y/o español? 
¿Considera que los profesionales con los que se relaciona en su trabajo provienen de la 
misma clase social? 
¿Considera que los profesionales con los que se relaciona en su trabajo comparten la 
misma nacionalidad? 
¿Considera que los profesionales con los que se relaciona en su trabajo pueden ser 
considerados como provenientes de la misma raza o etnia? 
¿Considera que hay existe una división de trabajo en presencia desigual de hombres y 
mujeres en diferentes áreas de especialidad en su campo de trabajo? 
 
Sobre Azteca América  
¿Tiene conocimiento de la incursión de TV Azteca en los Estados Unidos a través de su 
cadena Azteca América? 
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¿Cómo usted relaciona su trabajo con Azteca América? 
 
Acerca de las características demográficas de la audiencia  
¿Cómo imagina son las características demográficas de la audiencia en México para TV 
Azteca?  
¿Cómo imagina son las características demográficas de la audiencia de Latino en los 
EE.UU. para Azteca América?  
¿Cómo puede la identidad "Azteca" de la cadena en programación y contenido puede 
afectar para las buenas o para malas preferencias de Latino en los Estados Unidos? 
¿Cómo puede identidad la identidad “Azteca” afectar su competencia por la audiencia 
con las otras cadenas Latinas en los Estados Unidos?  
 
Decisiones a nivel directivo  
¿Qué clase de factores deciden que se lleva a cabo la producción de un programa de 
televisión? 
¿Qué elementos definen el éxito de un programa?  
¿Qué elementos definen el contenido de un programa?  
¿Qué decide a los talentos usados en programa de televisión?  
 
Procesos de contratación de personal y de selección de talentos (casting) 
¿Existen consideraciones de pertenencia a una étnica o raza en los procesos de 
contratación?  
¿Existen consideraciones acerca de la nacionalidad del seleccionado en procesos de 
selección?  
¿Usted tiene consideraciones en habilidad de habla hispana en el proceso que emplea? 
¿Usted tiene consideraciones de la nacionalidad y de los acentos españoles específicos 
hablados por sus talentos?  
¿Cómo usted conecta estas decisiones con la audiencia a la que se dirige su televisora? 
 
Acerca de decisiones en producción  
¿Cuál es el esquema organizacional y de trabajo en producción preferido por la 
institución?  
¿Cómo los equipos de la producción se organizan dentro de la estructura de la televisora? 
¿Existe alguna reglamentación, libro o guía de la producción para los equipo de 
realización?  
¿Usted tiene una guía reguladora particular en cuál consiste posible o no en producir 
programas?  
¿Cuándo un productor independiente y su staff puede entrar en los esquemas de 
producción en al empresa?  
 
Preguntas sobre el proceso creativo  
¿Cómo cree que sus decisiones impactan la programación y/o la producción en Azteca 
América?  
¿Cómo cree factores demográficos como raza, etnia o nacionalidad afectan el proceso de 
selección de conductores, presentadores o actores en programas de televisión?  
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¿Usted piensa que clase social es también un factor en este proceso de selección?  
 
Identidad y comercialización  
¿Cómo describe la identidad de TV Azteca?  
¿Cómo describe la identidad de Azteca América?  
¿Cuál considera son las diferencias entre TV Azteca y Azteca América?  
¿Cuáles son las ventajas de Azteca América en el mercado de Latino?  
¿Cuándo define la identidad de la cadena de televisión como Latino y cuándo como 
mexicana?  
¿Cuál es la estrategia de identidad para la audiencia Latina de los Estados Unidos al 
promover la identidad de la cadena como producto “Hecho en México’? 
 
Estrategias de comercialización 
¿Cómo describiría la estrategia de la comercialización Azteca América en los EE.UU.?  
¿De qué manera impacta el contenido de la programación de una televisora mexicana en 
las audiencias de Latinos de los Estados Unidos?  
¿Cuáles son los valores de la producción de la televisora que la hacen competitiva en el 
campo de Latino?  
¿Cuál es la audiencia a la que se dirige?  
¿Cuáles son los patrocinadores a los que quieren llegar?  
¿Hábleme un poco sobre las diferentes opciones de venta como tiempo aire, colocación 
de productos, comerciales, menciones y así sucesivamente?  
¿Cómo usted mide la respuesta de las audiencias?  
¿Qué clase de problemas o de ventaja da el sistema de ratings?  
 
Estrategias de distribución  
¿Cuál es el marco general en el cual la cadena Azteca América realiza acuerdos con las 
estaciones afiliadas de la televisión?  
¿Cómo se da el proceso de acercamiento entre los ejecutivos de Azteca América y 
representantes de las estaciones de televisión?  
¿Puede usted describir el papel de ejecutivos y las prácticas comunes a este respecto, 
tales como reuniones, reuniones, acontecimientos o comunicaciones?  
¿Cuál es la clase de información, promoción o producto de la publicidad para 
comunicarse a las estaciones, al cable y al satélite de la difusión de TV?  
¿Cuáles son las razones, o los hechos que Azteca América está publicando para atraer a 
nuevos afiliados?  
 
Perfil personal  
¿Cómo denominaría su identidad racial?  
¿De qué clase social se considera?  
¿De qué nacionalidad es?  
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