
Korean TV Fiction in Argentina: Reasons for Success and Prospects 

 

Ezequiel A. RIVERO (OBITEL) 

 

1. Television Broadcasting and Fiction in Argentina 

 

1.1 Industry Context 

  The local broadcast television system consists of 5 national and 40 regional over-the-air 

TV networks. The five national networks ─Telefe, El Trece, América TV, Canal 9, and the state-

owned TV Pública─ broadcast their programming across the entire country through cable 

television, which is managed privately.  

  The state-owned TV Pública reaches most of the national territory (99.5%), but holds 

significantly lower ratings than the two main commercial networks: Telefe and El Trece. These 

two have drawn the highest ratings since 1990. Telefe is owned by Telefónica de Argentina, a 

subsidiary of the Spanish corporation of same name. El Trece is run by Clarín holding, a local 

group that owns newspapers, broadcast TV networks and cable TV networks throughout the 

country, among other businesses.  

   As for Pay TV, it reaches 80.92% of the Argentine households, the highest rate in Latin 

America. This year, pay TV rating share exceeded that of broadcast television: 54.7% vs. 45.2% 

(Latin American Multichannel Advertising Council, 2016). While the rate of pay TV subscribers 

has declined 6.5% since 2014, subscriptions to video on demand platforms have grown. 

Approximately 550,000 households pay for video streaming services, and they reach 1.3 million 

people, 45.2% of which prefer Netflix (Conti, 2015). 

    

 

1.2 Television Fiction Trends 

 

  In 2015, 18% of TV programming was devoted to 45 different fictions: 19 Argentine and 

26 from countries like Mexico, Turkey and Brazil. Only 6 out of 19 national fictions were 

financed by the private sector. The rest were funded by the Federal Government through a 



financing program
1
.  

  That year was marked by the striking success of foreign fiction and the little appeal of 

national fiction. This trend, which had begun in 2014 with the Brazilian telenovela Avenida 

Brasil, gained momentum in 2015 after the arrival of Turkish fiction. 

  The two main commercial TV networks, Telefe and El Trece, broadcasted 6 Turkish 

fictions in 2015, most of them full-length telenovelas. The starting point of this trend was Las mil 

y una noches (El Trece), a Turkish telenovela released in January 2015 that reached 19.2% 

viewership rating and 29.7% broadcasting share; unusual figures these days, even for local 

fiction. On the other hand, Telefe programmed the Turkish ¿Qué Culpa Tiene Fatmagül? 

(telenovela), Secretos, Nadie Es Inocente (series), El Precio del Amor (series), Ezel (telenovela) 

and Karadayi (telenovela). Some of them were broadcasted in prime-time, a timeslot 

traditionally reserved for Argentine productions. The success of Turkish telenovelas might be 

one of the factors behind the success of Korean series.  Jimena González, Lollipop manager, an 

events production company on K-pop, explains: “The fever for Turkish telenovelas was a turning 

point. From there on, ´the strange´ would most likely have a chance, a fear barrier had been 

broken” (J. González & L. Meilan, personal communication. 2016, May 23).  

  In fact, Telefe had its first contact with Korean TV series in 2011, but delayed the 

decision to include them in its programming until 2016 because “it was a big challenge, 

something never seen before in Argentina, and our audience wasn‟t used to it” (Telefe 

Acquisitions Department, personal communication. 2016, May 27). 

 
 

2. Background to the Korean Wave in Argentina 

  Different conditions allowed the better understanding of Korean culture, making viewers 

more receptive to the arrival of Korean fictions to Argentine broadcast television in 2016: K-pop 

fan platforms, Korean government promotion, K-pop recognition, and cable TV.  

2.1 Korean Wave in Argentina 

  In 2010, Argentina was home to 7,321 Koreans. It was a relatively small community, 

                                                           
1
 Data from the Latin American Observatory of Television Fiction (Obitel) for its 2016 yearbook, not published yet. 



even considering the Argentine Korean descendants (National Institute of Statistics and 

Censuses, 2010). Koreans usually do not participate in K-pop events. In fact, 99% of fans 

attending thematic events organized by Lollipop, “are Argentine and from neighboring 

countries” (J. González & L. Meilan, personal communication. 2016, May 23). 

   There are approximately 150 K-pop fan clubs in Argentina. Most of their members are 

young people between 15 and 21 who make part of online communities such as “KPOP 

Argentina” (https://www.facebook.com/KPOPArg), a non-profit organization aimed at spreading 

the Hallyu in Argentina with more than 223,500 followers.  

  There are also other pages specialized in Korean television “dramas”, such as 

“SoloDoramas”, a fan page created in 2011 to spread news on Korean, Japanese and Taiwanese  

telenovelas, with more than 10,450 followers 

(https://www.facebook.com/SoloDoramasArgentina ),“Dramas Coreanos Argentina” 

(https://www.facebook.com/DramasCoreanosEnArgentina ) with more than 18,000 followers,  

and “KDramas Argentina”, a discussion group with more than 1,300 active members 

(https://www.facebook.com/groups/407277146143465). What is more, Korean series 

broadcasted on TV have their own unofficial sites on Facebook, created by fans.  

  Another key player in the spread of K-pop in Argentina is the Korean Embassy which, 

through its Korean Cultural Center in Buenos Aires (KCC), have been organizing the K-pop 

Latin America Competition since 2009 (http://www.concursokpop-latinoamerica.com ), among 

other activities, to promote Korean culture. However, most of the embassy´s cultural agenda is 

focused on traditional artistic and cultural expressions. 

  Ultimately, the unprecedented interest in Korean culture opened new business 

opportunities for local entrepreneurs. Lollipop Argentina is a production company that organizes 

thematic events aimed exclusively at K-pop. Created in 2011 by K-pop fans, the company 

organizes around 10 events a year on different aspects of K-pop: male and female bands, food 

fairs, dance classes, Korean language classes and discussion clubs on Korean dramas. This year, 

the company is organizing a convention expecting to receive 1,000 K-pop fans. The event has an 

estimated production cost of USD 10,000, and merchandising stands are expected to make USD 

2,200. 

 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/SoloDoramasArgentina
https://www.facebook.com/DramasCoreanosEnArgentina
https://www.facebook.com/groups/407277146143465
http://www.concursokpop-latinoamerica.com/


 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 1  

Korean Drama Club organized by Lollipop 

 
Source: lollipoparg.org 

  On the whole, as a result of the combined efforts of the Korean government, through its 

Embassy, K-pop followers enthusiasm, and local entrepreneurial initiative, there is a sort of 

Korean culture ecosystem (not necessarily articulated) organizing events and keeping the interest 

alive. There is even an online local radio (http://www.vegaradio.com ), exclusively aimed at K-

pop. 

 

2.2 Secret Garden in Pay TV 

  The first Korean “drama” in Argentina was aired by a pay TV station. In early 2015, the 

Korean Embassy offered the local cable station Magazine free broadcasting rights for the series 

“Secret Garden” (SBS, 2011). The station agreed and aired 20 weekly episodes, starting January 

2015. Three months earlier, a social media campaign named “We want to watch Secret Garden 

on TV”
2
  had been launched, promoted by the Embassy and implemented by Korean series fans, 

getting more than 12,000 followers.  

 

                                                           
2 We want to watch Secret Garden on TV: https://www.facebook.com/Queremos-ver-Secret-Garden-en-la-

TV-508558899280556/?fref=ts  

 

https://www.facebook.com/Queremos-ver-Secret-Garden-en-la-TV-508558899280556/?fref=ts
https://www.facebook.com/Queremos-ver-Secret-Garden-en-la-TV-508558899280556/?fref=ts


2.3 K-Pop to Broadcast TV 

  While efforts to spread K-pop in Argentina had begun in 2009, it wouldn‟t become 

popular until 2014 when Showmatch, the most viewed entertainment TV show, included K-pop 

in its segment Dancing for a Dream. Tuning levels in those days reached 19.4% rating and, since 

whatever happens on that TV show will impact many other satellite programs in all stations, it 

got wide circulation. According to Gabriel Pressello, Chief of Communications and International 

Relations at the KCC, this fact represented “a media chain reaction for K-pop” (Pressello, 2015).  

 

3. Presence and Consumption of Korean Series in Argentina 

3.1 Stairway to Heaven 

 Production: SBS, 2003 

 Genre: Classic Melodrama 

 Aired: from February 10 to March 18,  2016  

 20 original episodes / 28 episodes in Argentina 

 Network: Telefe. Monday to Friday, 15:00 pm 

 

  With 28 episodes, Stairway to Heaven averaged 10.1% of viewers rating. Its final episode 

averaged 10.17% rating and 21.67% share, leading its timeslot. Its highest mark was on February 

22 with 11.5% rating, while the lowest was on March 11 with 8.4% rating. 

  Looking at these figures, the series can be regarded a success, especially considering the 

poor performance of current prime-time Argentine fictions. Telenovelas such as Los Ricos No 

Piden Permiso (El Trece) and La Leona (Telefe), the two great productions for this year, cannot 

break the 12% rating barrier, and the last one, was relocated to late night hours because of low 

rating. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

3.1.1 “Stairway to Heaven” Audience Profile
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Chart 1  

Audience by age 

 
Source: made by the author using data from Kantar Ibope 

   

  The age range between 13 and 49, usually the most attractive in terms of advertisement, 

accounts for 58% of the total audience of Stairway to Heaven. However, being a classic 

archetypal drama, the most representative individual segment is 50+ years reaching 31% of the 

total. 

 

Chart 2  
Audience by social class 

 
Source: made by the author using data from Kantar Ibope 
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 Based on figures provided by Kantar Ibope on the last episode of the series aired on March 18, 2016. 



 

 

Chart 3  
Audience by gender 

 
Source: made by the author using data from Kantar Ibope 

   

  As for audience gender, 71% of viewers were women, due to the series topics and 

broadcast schedule.  

 With regard to social class, 71% of its audience belongs to the low income segment. In 

the opinion of Gabriel Pressello, KCC spokesman in Buenos Aires, “The melodramatic 

characteristics of series chosen by Telefe, as well as the timeslot and dubbing into Spanish, 

might be the factors behind that percentage” (G. Pressello, personal communication. 2016, May 

20).  According to Jimena González and Ludmila Meila from Lollipop, an events company 

specialized in K-pop, these figures make perfect sense because their events audience shows 

similar composition. They argue that “we don‟t normally see high class girls at our events”, and 

“much of the K-pop audience comes from immigrant families from neighboring countries”, 

especially from Peru and Bolivia, where the penetration of Korean and Japanese cultural 

products is well established
4
 (J. González & L. Meilan, personal communication. 2016, May 23).   

 

3.2 My Love from the Stars 

 Production: SBS, 2013 

 Genre: Fantastic, romantic comedy 

 Aired: from March 21 to April 18, 2016 

 20 original episodes / 22 episodes in Argentina.  

 Network: Telefe. Monday to Friday, 15:00 pm 
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 According to the last National Census in 2010, there were 345,272 Bolivians; 550,713 Paraguayans and 157,514 

Peruvians living in the country. 



  With 22 episodes, My Love from the Stars averaged 7.4% rating. Its final episode got 

6.33% rating and 12.92% share. Its highest score was 8.4% on March 29, while the lowest was 

5.9% on March 25. This series was less successful than its predecessor, and part of the 

explanation lies on the composition of its audience. 

 

3.2.1 “My Love from the Stars” Audience Profile
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Chart 4 

Audience by age 

 
Source: made by the author using data from Kantar Ibope 

 

  63% of the total audience of My Love from the Stars is between 13 and 49. Since the 

series belongs to the fantastic and romantic comedy genre, it has greater acceptance among the 

younger audience. In fact, within the 50+ segment, this series has 50% less viewers than its 

predecessor, which explains the lower performance in terms of rating and share, since the adult 

female audience is the main consumer of television in the afternoon timeslot. The young fans 

that watch K-pop dramas online differ from the traditional broadcast TV audience: "K-drama 

fans prefer romantic comedies, but typical 3 p.m. Argentine viewers, love classic melodrama" (J. 

González & L. Meilan, personal communication. 2016, May 23).   
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 Based on figures provided by Kantar Ibope on the last episode of the series aired on April 18, 2016. 



 

 

 

Chart 5  
Audience by social class 

 
Source: made by the author using data from Kantar Ibope 

Chart 6 

 Audience by gender 

 
Source: made by the author using data from Kantar Ibope 

   

  As regards social class, this audience shows similar distribution to the previous one, and 

mostly belongs to the low income segment. As for audience gender, 65% of viewers were 

women. However, since this is not a classic drama, it has a larger male audience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

3.3 Success factors 

  

 3.3.1 K-pop and Fan Commitment  

 

  In general, K-pop fans usually consume Korean "dramas" both, online and on traditional 

TV. As Gabriel Pressello states: “we‟ve noticed that as K-pop acknowledgement grows, other 

Korean cultural productions are better received” (G. Pressello, personal communication, 2016, 

May 20). K-pop “is the cover letter and a small sample of everything else that Korea is ready to 

offer in terms of culture” (J. González & L. Meilan, personal communication. 2016, May 23).   

  Korean culture fans in Argentina are active in social media and they organize and take 

part in events to spread K-pop across the country. Moreover, through social media, they usually 

send recommendations to Telefe on K-dramas they believe should be aired. In some cases they 

provide extensive listings of titles they have already watched online. 

 

Image 2
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Fan recommendations  

 
Source: Twitter 

  If they have already seen online the series being broadcasted on open TV, “most of them 

will watch them again, and will actively participate in social media, only to express support” (J. 

González & L. Meilan, personal communication. 2016, May 23).   
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 Image 2: "@Roo_BingBang: Telefe let me see actors as great as these! #MoreKDramasTelefe #MyLoveFromStars 

#StairwayToHeaven" 



  Followers are committed to such an extent that they worry about ratings. Some of them 

even provide programming strategies to ensure the success and permanence of K-drama on TV 

screens: 

 

I think that if they want to engage "older people", who are used to watching Brazilian or 

Turkish telenovelas, they should continue with dramas such as I'm sorry I love you, Autumn 

in My Heart and then some classic as Dae Jang Geum. Once the genre is installed, they 

should start testing with more modern or juvenile dramas. I‟ve watched K-dramas since I 

was 12 and I know the Argentine audience. Although I like the new dramas, we have to think 

about a sustainable installation of the genre, and not just something for the short term, we 

must give it time and start slowly and strategically. If we begin with My Love from the Stars 

(drama that I personally loved), they won't last much longer on open TV, I don't think the 

regular telenovela audience is ready for topics such as aliens, transmutations, time travelling, 

etc. They have to be more classic. Thanks!
 7

 

 

Image 3
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What does Hallyu mean to Argentina? 

 
Source: KPop Argentina 
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 Comment by user Paula Veronica Gonzalez found at http://lollipoparg.com/novela-coreana-telefe/   

8
  Image 3: Campaign run by KPop Argentina, a fan page with more than 220.000 followers. Dozens of fans sent 

their photos with a sign answering the question What does Hallyu mean to Argentina? Passion, smile, hope, dream, 

talent, proud, diversity, were the most common answers.  



 3.3.2 Easy Access via the Internet 

 

  Another factor that contributes to Korean series consumption in Argentina, is their easy 

access via internet. For Gabriela Lago, manager of the Facebook fan page „SoloDoramas 

Argentina‟, “how to view a drama is each fan‟s personal choice”, but “most of them choose 

online platforms like Viki and DramaFever, which provide good video quality and subtitles in 

several languages” (G. Lago, personal communication. 2016, May 18). According to Gabriel 

Pressello, from KCC, “most of consumption and references to Korean series come from the 

younger audience, who have easy and wide access to the internet” (G. Pressello, personal 

communication. 2016, May 20). 

  In addition, in recent months, Netflix Argentina has begun to offer some Korean series, 

including Playful Kiss (2010); Can We Get Married (2012); You Are Beautiful (2009); Beating 

Again (2015); Boys before Flowers (2009); This Is My Love (2015); Secret Garden (2010). 

 

3.3.3 Duration 

 

  Their extension, between 15 and 25 episodes, resemble American series more closely 

than long Latin American telenovelas. They are easier to follow and finish, and for those who 

watch them on the Internet, marathon-viewing is an option, as opposed to Argentine telenovelas, 

that usually last for more than 120 episodes. 

  Furthermore, they are predictable in terms of duration: “We know when they‟ll start and 

when they‟ll end, and they won‟t be cut or stretched depending on rating, as we are used to in 

Argentina” (G. Lago, personal communication. 2016, May 18). 

 

3.3.4 Aesthetic Aspects 

 

  The subtle treatment of emotions in Korean dramas is seen as positive. In the two series 

aired by Argentine broadcast television, passion translates into gestures, self-sacrifice, and 

attention to detail, rather than kissing and sexually charged scenes. This seems to be appreciated 

by the audience, who enjoys watching television as a family. 

  According to Gabriela Lago, “we‟ve had a very good response from people who had 

never seen those dramas before. Most of them observed that the series were good stories that 

could be seen together as a family, especially with children” (G. Lago, personal communication. 



2016, May 18). Moreover, Korean series stage love scenes beautifully, with careful attention to 

aesthetics, accompanied by extraordinary landscapes, falling snowflakes and ethereal music 

(Iadevito & Bavoleo, 2015).  

 

 

Images 4 & 5
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Emotional subtlety in love scenes 

 
 

Source: Twitter 

 

A comment posted by a fan on KDramas Argentina, summarizes some of the previous points:  

 

Good afternoon K-dramas fans, I wanted to share something with some doramanics. 

As a long weekend is coming, I sought some dramas to start watching. I wrote down 

15 titles, according to the synopsis, but by chance I ran into White Christmas. 

Although is a drama from 2011, I found a couple of ops that interested me 1) the 

genre: mystery, thriller and psychological. 2) It doesn‟t have many episodes (only 8), 

and 3) I never thought I would find a dorama with so many opas together: Kim 

Young Kwang, Kim Woo Bin, Sung Joon, Hong Jong Hyun and Lee Soo (…)
10
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 Images 4 & 5: "@YeniferJulian24: You have to see this. It feels disgusting. Song Yi and Min Joon weren‟t like 

that. I miss #MyLoveFromTheStars" (Image on the left bottom shows a scene from “Dulce Amor” a popular 

Argentine telenovela produced in 2011, and later repeated with success)  / "@DaraujoOK: #MyLoveFromTheStars 

absence of sexual themes, bet for emotional ties". 
10 Comment found at https://www.facebook.com/groups/407277146143465, posted by user Alcira Virag on March 

22 

 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/407277146143465


4. Prospects: Opportunities and Threats for Korean Fiction in Argentina 

  These are tight times for the local TV fiction industry. On the one hand, since late 

December 2015, state funding programs that used to promote local audiovisual production, fairly 

active during the past 5 years, have been suspended by the new Government. On the other hand, 

private network production have experienced a sharp contraction due to foreign fiction success. 

In 2013 private stations produced 16 Argentine fictions, while in 2015 there were only six, which 

represents a 62.5% drop in three years. The combination of these two factors has affected the 

chambers and associations that bring together actors, directors, screenwriters and television 

technicians, which anticipates possible conflict and hostility against foreign products (Telam 

News Agency, 2016). 

  On the other hand, though always flexible, network programming policies are a limiting 

factor for the entry of more foreign fiction: El Trece favors fiction products from its own 

production company Pol-ka, specialized in this genre for over 20 years. Foreign series and 

telenovelas, have been an exception only in recent times; Canal 9 is part of Albavisión 

international group, owned by Mexican Ángel González, which runs ten television networks in 

Central and South America. The company acts as a packaged content distributor to all its 

networks in the region, therefore, most of fictions aired by the local station are Ibero American 

productions; América TV focuses its offer on live entertainment and virtually does not include 

fiction; the state-run TV Pública, mainly offers state funded fiction. Though currently 

broadcasting two foreign titles, Celia (Colombia) and Amar en Tiempos Revueltos (Spain), it 

would be an easy target for criticism if the state station were to include too many imported 

fictions in the context of audiovisual industry recession. 

  However, Korean series have favorable characteristics that make them low risk options 

for programmers: on the one hand they are short, which means that in case of failure, they can be 

easily called off. On the other hand, they are cheaper than the local original productions and they 

are made following film standards. 

  Furthermore, other conditions that could be seen as opportunities for Korean series are 

given. Since 2013, fiction offer targeted to youth segment has seen a reduction. In 2015 just one 

fiction aimed at this target audience was released, and none so far in 2016. For local media 

analyst Emanuel Respighi “broadcast network viewers have a higher and higher age component” 

(Respighi, 2016). Proof is the most watched programs are currently standard classic telenovelas, 



remakes of classic TV shows, and repeats of old foreign series such as Zorro from 1957 (El 

Trece) and Little House on the Prairie from 1974 (Telefe).  

  Unable to seduce them, local TV has stopped producing content for the younger 

audience, Respighi analyzes. This might be an opportunity for Korean series, which is likely to 

be adopted by the young audience for their brevity, themes and innovative aesthetic treatment. 

According to a survey conducted by K-pop events producer Lollipop among 2000 Argentine 

followers on Facebook, 37.5% of K-pop fans are aged between 17 and 21; another 34.4% is less 

than 17 years; and only 6.9% is over 30 years. 56% got to know the Kpop through internet. 

Moreover, as Pressello states, “the relationship between K-pop, movies and dramas, generates an 

attractive synergy for series”. Nevertheless, this segment is used to consuming audiovisual 

content online, where Korean series are easily accessed for free. In fact, the Korean series 

broadcasted on open TV that achieved better performance, was the one targeted to the older 

audience. 

  The arrival of Korean content to Argentine TV is on its first stages. As a member of the 

Acquisitions Department at Telefe states: “we are just getting into the Korean content, but we 

have plans to know  better this culture, and evaluate the content that might work with our 

audience” (Telefe Acquisitions Department, personal communication. 2016, May 27). 
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