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Abstract
This thematic issue updates John T. Caldwell’s concept of televisuality in response to digitalization,
globalization, and streaming platforms like Netflix. It explores how traditional television, social media, and
streaming intersect, reshaping audience practices, aesthetics, and cultural discourses. Key topics include
binge‐watching, meme culture, and the impact of datafication and global content. Case studies from Chile,
Costa Rica, Germany, the Netherlands, Romania, and the US illustrate the evolving media landscape.
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1. Introduction

Thirty years after John T. Caldwell’s publication on “televisuality” (Caldwell, 1995), television as a medium
has changed radically. The processes of digitalization have had a wide impact not only on the technological
infrastructures but on media industries with new players, market dynamics, and global and transnationally
operating media companies; on audiences that are increasingly fragmented, personalized, and datafied; on
media practices that are more individualized, mobile, and scattered across screens; on media products that
reach beyond linguistic regions and follow new transnational flows of distribution. Television can be
considered a transitional medium, as a medium in constant transition, caused by technological change as
well as the associated political, legal, and economic frame conditions. Within this situation, streaming
platforms such as Netflix can be seen as “re‐invention of television” (Jenner, 2018). Televisuality is therefore
still a topical concept in the 21st century but needs to be rethought.
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In the early 1990s, US networks’ competition with cable and their fight for economic survival gave rise to
Caldwell’s original concept of televisuality as a strategy to address the changing conditions. The concept
addresses industrial dynamics, technological developments, aesthetic forms, and cultural discourses.
In today’s media landscape, social media, YouTube, and streaming platforms compete for audience attention
across different global and local markets and media systems with effects on aesthetics, economies, and
production. It has led to a convergence of formerly separated markets and industries as well as strategies
and positions (González‐Neira et al., 2022; Jenkins, 2006; Meikle & Young, 2017; Sparviero et al., 2017).
Increasingly, traditional broadcasters are rethinking their mono‐platform, ‐distribution, ‐device strategy in
favour of a multiple approach with regard to distribution channels, devices, as well as content. Even if the
concept of convergence can be viewed critically (Fagerjord & Storsul, 2007), it remains an important
metaphor to describe the complex structure of different media, their content, and their audience.

Digitalization, globalization, and the resulting new market dynamics have impacted the development of
television content and aesthetics. We have witnessed an overheated content competition, resulting in an
increase in high‐end quality serial narration and the “streaming wars” (Lobato & Lotz, 2021) that peaked in
2021, followed by a financial crisis and a decline in expensive high‐end productions. “Peak TV has peaked”
stated The New York Times accordingly (Koblin, 2022). Content providers readjust to the new situation
towards also offering cheaper as well as innovative content that meets the needs of a new media generation,
socialized with short clips and a user‐generated meme culture (Zulli & Zulli, 2022). At the same time, the
influence is not one‐sided: The logics of the “old” medium of television are increasingly adopted by social
media with its flow of endless scrolling (Faltesek et al., 2023) or Netflix and its turn towards event‐oriented
formats and sports (Ćitić, 2024). Television as a cultural form (Williams, 1974) outlasts technological and
economic changes in an era of digitalized and economic convergence.

While digitalization and datafication processes currently propel changes, television has never been a fixed
concept but has always been characterized by rapid developments. Already in 2004, Lynn Spigel discussed
the “phase that comes after TV” (Spigel, 2004, p. 2) and pointed towards changing technological,
industry‐related, and governmental aspects that shape and change not only the face of television but its
entire being. How can we, as media and television scholars, produce new insights and research perspectives
on such a contested and fluid concept? As academic editors of this thematic issue, we propose to take John
T. Caldwell’s idea of televisuality that allows for a holistic view of the unique properties of television as an
industrial product, technology, aesthetic form, and object of cultural discourse and audience engagement.
The concept of televisuality designates a system of business conditions, styles, ideologies, cultural values,
modes of production, programming, and audience practices that make up television as a medium within a
specific historical and geographical context. As such, we suggest it is a concept that redefines television in
its respective historical and societal context. For television studies, the concept of televisuality provides a
rich and ever‐changing prism for the analysis of its objects of study, as well as a constant challenge to our
definition of the essence of TV as a medium and the question of how we can approach it both theoretically
and methodologically.

The contributions gathered in this thematic issue discuss how the concept can be redefined within the
contemporary context, where broadcast is transformed and complemented by streaming, where social
networks are increasingly becoming video‐based social media, where television texts are “unbound” and
float as remixed cultural artefacts across channels, platforms, and media, and where the transnational
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interconnections of the television and audiovisual industry, the conditions of economic and social crisis, and
the changing audience practices are thoroughly transforming the medium. The thematic issue is largely
inspired by the Biennial Conference of the Television Studies Section of ECREA (European Communication
Research and Education Association) held on October 25–27, 2023, at the Film University Babelsberg
KONRADWOLF, in Potsdam, Germany.

Transferring the concept of televisuality from the 1990s to the age of streaming and multi‐platform
television, the issue opens with John T. Caldwell’s (2025) reflection on the concept in times of
over‐production of so‐called “PeakTV,” to which streaming platforms have contributed. Particularly, Netflix
has become synonymous with global/transnational streaming. With its global reach, it not only dominates
global audiences but also the public and academic discourse on streaming. Michael L. Wayne and Deborah
Castro (2025) discuss cultural authenticity as “Netflix Televisuality” and Frédérique Khazoom (2025)
considers Netflix’s local‐language strategy within the logics of transnationalism and transnationally
performed style. The significance of language and dubbing beyond Netflix is the focus of Simone Knox and
Kai Hanno Schwind (2025) who provide a production studies perspective on dubbing, as the “machine” of
translation has become more complex and globalized.

In the context of the datafication of streaming viewing, experiences have changed. With a study based on
data donation, Karin van Es and Dennis Nguyen (2025) provide insight into the diverse and complex activity of
binge‐watching. A study by Ignacio Siles, RodrigoMuñoz‐González, Luciana Valerio‐Alfaro, and Vanessa Valiati
(2025) looks at practices of rewatching as a source of pleasure and comfort. Not only viewing practices are
affected by the changing conditions, but social media platforms reuse and adapt televisual content, audiences
communicate about televisual content via social media, and these social media are increasingly following the
principle of televisuality. Ellenrose Firth and Alberto Marinelli (2025) conceptualize the algorithmic flow of
TikTok as a televisual experience. Jana Zündel (2025) examines how social media adopts televisual content
into “memeable” snippets and Kim Carina Hebben and Christine Piepiorka (2025) propose the concept of
dis/array to understand the reorganization and fragmentation into snippets as a transformation of television.

The global distribution of content such as drama series and news has changed televisuality in terms of
production, narrative, aesthetics, and interaction with social media. In addition, social discourses and societal
developments affect the production landscape in the age of global streaming. Axelle Asmar, Tim Raats, and
Leo Van Audenhove (2025) critically discuss diversity in connection to Netflix and the company’s position
between social responsibility and commercial imperatives. Berber Hagedoorn and Sandra Becker (2025)
analyze the impact of the Audiovisual Media Service Directive on genre and cultural diversity in a European
context, drawing on the Netherlands as a case study. Juliane Wegner (2025) provides an insight into
televisual inequalities with regard to gender representation during Covid‐19 in Germany.

Case studies fromdifferent global regions also broach issues of aesthetic and structural aspects of televisuality:
Consuelo Ábalos (2025) contributes a case study from Chile, investigating howNetflix combines Scandinavian
genre aesthetics with Latin American melodrama to appeal to Chilean audiences. By critically analyzing queer
characters in scripted television series, Traci B. Abbott (2025) reveals the entrenched binary ideals of queer
representations in US‐American teen drama series. Andreea AlinaMogoș and Constantin Trofin (2025) present
an analysis of the Romanian television landscape and changes in visual conventions during the past years.
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Next to content‐related, aesthetic, and structural aspects of televisuality, the contributions deal with case
studies from different countries: Chile (Ábalos, 2025), Costa Rica (Siles et al., 2025), Germany (Wegner, 2025),
the Netherlands (Hagedoorn & Becker, 2025; van Es & Nguyen, 2025), Romania (Mogoș & Trofin, 2025), and
the US (Abbott, 2025).

The gathered articles shed light on the manifold aspects of televisuality in times in which several televisual
media forms interact with each other. Traditional linear television exists alongside datafied, algorithm‐driven
streaming, social media, YouTube, and short‐form TikTok. Audiences around the world use all these forms
in different intensities and exchange ideas about them, in direct conversation in everyday life and on social
media.We believe that the updated concept of televisuality can be used to analyze the technical and industrial
dynamics as well as the aesthetic forms and cultural discourses in the datafied and global media landscape of
the 21st century.
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