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Abstract

This exploratory and descriptive research characterizes web series based on
the case of Colombia, where such products are promoted by regulations,
funding programs, and festivals, and are created by audiovisual industries,
educational centers, government agencies, and fans. After identifying 241
web series on YouTube produced during the first two decades of the centu-
ry, we analyzed aspects of content, format, publication, quality, and imple-
mentation through an ad-hoc matrix. Its main results show that Colombian
web series: 1) are produced in a similar way by professionals and amateurs;
2) vary in duration, number of episodes, and number of seasons; 3) are usu-
ally comedies and dramas about childhood, adolescence, or family aimed
at a young audience, and 4) are produced in urban centers where the au-
diovisual industry has traditionally been based and are used by educational
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centers to compete in the audiovisual market as peripheral agents. These
findings contribute to the growing body of academic knowledge regarding
fiction content created exclusively for the Internet.

Keywords
Web series; Colombia; audiovisual production; serialized narratives; web
production.
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Caracterizacion de las series
web de ficcion: Colombia como
caso de estudio™

Resumen

Enla presente investigacion exploratoria y descriptiva, se caracterizan las se-
ries web a partir del caso de Colombia, donde estos productos se promue-
ven mediante normas, programas de financiacion y festivales y los crean
industrias audiovisuales, centros educativos, organismos gubernamenta—
les y aficionados. Tras identificar 241 series web en YouTube producidas
durante las dos primeras décadas del siglo, se analizan aspectos de conte-
nido, formato, publicacién, calidad e implementacién mediante una ma-
triz creada ad hoc. Los principales resultados muestran que las series web
colombianas: 1) son producidas de forma similar por parte de profesiona-
les y aficionados; 2) varfan en términos de duracién, nimero de episodios
y nimero de temporadas; 3) suelen ser comedias y dramas sobre la infan-
cia, la adolescencia o la familia, dirigidos a un publico joven y 4) se produ-
cen en centros urbanos donde tradicionalmente se ha asentado la industria
audiovisual y son utilizadas por los centros educativos para competir en el
mercado audiovisual como agentes periféricos. Estos hallazgos contribuyen
al creciente conocimiento académico sobre el contenido de ficcién creado
exclusivamente para internet.

Palabras clave
Series web; Colombia; produccién audiovisual; narrativas serializadas; pro-
duccién web.

*  Estearticulo es resultado de la tesis de doctorado “Las series web. Colombia como estudio de caso” presentada ala
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Caracterizacao de webseéries de ficcao:
Colombia como estudo de caso™

Resumo

Nesta pesquisa exploratdria e descritiva, as webséries de ficgao sao caracte-
rizadas a partir do caso da Colombia, onde esses produtos sao impulsiona-
dos por regulamentos, programas de financiamento e festivais, sendo criados
por industrias audiovisuais, institui¢oes de ensino, agéncias governamentais
e fas. Apods a identificagao de 241 webséries no YouTube, produzidas nas
duas primeiras décadas do século 21, analisaram-se aspectos de conteudo,
formato, publicagao, qualidade e implementagao, por meio de uma matriz
elaborada ad hoc. Os principais resultados indicam que as webséries colom-
bianas: 1) sdo produzidas de forma semelhante por profissionais e amadores;
2) variam em termos de duragdo, ntimero de episédios e de temporadas; 3)
geralmente sio comédias e dramas que abordam inféncia, adolescéncia ou
familia, voltadas para o publico jovem; e 4) sio produzidas em centros ur-
banos onde a inddstria audiovisual tradicionalmente se estabeleceu, sendo
também utilizadas por instituigoes de ensino como estratégia para compe-
tir no mercado audiovisual como agentes periféricos. Esses achados contri-
buem para o crescente conhecimento académico sobre contetdos de ficgao
criados exclusivamente para a internet.

Palavras-chave
Websérie, Coldmbia, producao audiovisual, narrativas serializadas, produ-
¢ao web.

*  Este artigo é resultado da tese de doutorado “Las series web. Colombia como estudio de caso”, apresentada a Uni-
versidade Autonoma de Barcelona, Espanha. Disponivel em: http://hdl.handle.net/10803/675151

4 Characterization of Fictional Web Series... - Diego Fernando Montoya-Bermiidez and other


http://hdl.handle.net/10803/675151

Introduction

Web series are a type of audiovisual product whereby serialized narratives
are distributed via the Internet (Christian, 2018; Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019),
and which are expected to play a significant role in television’s ‘post-network’
era (Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019), as they not only redefine the processes by
which audiovisual content is made and published (Lotz, 2014) but also
the very concept of television (Christian, 2018). Web series are seen as an
alternative to traditional television as audiences not only view content but
can also actively comment on it (Brundidge, 2010). They are also defined
as a transitional form of storytelling whose production combines tradition-
al television practices with those of online video (Edgerton, 2013).

Web series are not a new phenomenon (Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019). In
fact, serialized narratives have been a cultural tradition since ancient times
(Edgerton, 2013). However, in the last decade, interest in them has been
revived among audiovisual professionals, academics, and teachers because
broadcasting networks, production companies, and financial authorities are
beginning to view them not only as platforms for development but as media
in themselves (Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019; Rozados et al., 2024). Nevertheless,
despite the growth in academic research on web series, there is still consid-
erable scope for further study in this area (Montoya-Bermtidez, 2021). In
fact, there is no specific theoretical corpus to apply to their study. Hence, we
must begin by defining them based on what has been written on the topic.

The First Steps

Web series first appeared in 1995 (Bassaget & Burkholder, 2019; Edgerton,
2013; Patalay, 2008) with The Spot (Niqui, 2014; Segarra-Saavedra, 2016),
which analysts considered revolutionary for introducing a new genre of ep-
isodic broadcasting made specifically for the Internet (Clark, 1997). The
East Village was also created in 1995, a web series that cost around $200,000
(Chwastiak, 1998) and which may have imitated its predecessor, but in-
troduced an innovative idea for its distribution: It had no customers for its
launch but looked to win them over during its run (Chwastiak, 1998, par.
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6). This was followed in 1997 by Grape Jam, The Pyramid, Eon-4, and Ho-
micide: Second Shift, the latter a spin-oft of the TV series Homicide: Life on
the Street that used the same narrative universe but told the stories of oth-
er characters who were never seen in the TV version (Niqui, 2014, p. 63).
This strategy can be viewed as the way forward for web series in the trans-
media storytelling of convergence culture (Jenkins, 2006).

In Search of an Identity

In this early context, web series production companies started appearing,
leading to the first debates regarding the correct definition of the new for-
mat (Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019). The media made indistinct use of names
like webisodics, online dramas, soap operas on the web (Copeland, 1997), on-
line soap operas (Clark, 1997), and cybersoaps (Chwastiak, 1998). The first
mentions of serialized broadcasts on the web came from the media indus-
try (Aquilina, 1999; Chwastiak, 1998; Clark, 1997; Copeland, 1997). For
example, the term cybersoap was used by digital media analysts like Aquili-
na (1999), who applied it to serialized online productions that were pop-
ular among teenagers.

Academic work on web series started appearing in the 2000s. In Tele-
vision and the Internet, Seiter (2003, p. 95) used the term cyber soap operas
to describe the new genres and formats of TV and radio fiction that suc-
cessfully migrated to the web. Other researchers proposed names such as
fan film series (Strangelove, 2010) and cyberseries (Adelantado, 2009; Lloret
& Canet, 2008; Ruano, 2009) for productions that typically featured one
to five-minute episodes (Lloret & Canet, 2008, p. 8) to cater for limited at-
tention spans, which could be watched on mobile devices and without ex-
cessive waiting times (Adelantado, 2009, p. 42).

Meanwhile, the term web series appeared in the industry first (Brophy-
Warren, 2009) and only later in academia (Diego-Gonzilez & Herrero-
Subias, 2010; Gonzalez de Garay, 2009; Séez, 2010; Simelio, 2010), perhaps
because this was how producers tagged their shows on platforms like
YouTube (e.g., The Guild, described as a “comedy web series webisode funny
sitcom [...]").
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Duration of Webisodes

The duration of webisodes has been a matter of heated debate in the aca-
demic and industry literature (Edgerton, 2013; Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019;
Montoya-Bermudez, 2021). The first conceptualizations suggested that
duration was a defining element, perhaps due to the urge to classify them
as television. According to various authors (Lloret & Canet, 2008; Lépez,
2010), the maximum duration of episodes was around ten minutes, the av-
erage being 6.71 (Pierce & Tang, 2012). This was largely because, in its early
years, that was the maximum permitted length of YouTube videos (Montoya-
Bermudez, 2021).

Other specialists offered different explanations for the duration. As
Adelantado (2009) insinuated, the audience’s attention spans were an im-
portant factor to consider. Indeed, Barrasa (2015, p. 1) claimed that web se-
ries catered to the needs of digital natives who were unable to concentrate
on one thing for more than ten minutes.

That said, in the early 2010s, together with the increased production
of web series (Patalay, 2008 ), conceptualizations arose that disregarded du-
ration as a defining quality. For example, Herndndez (2011), after review-
ing the production in Spain from the turn of the century, detected that after
YouTube introduced less restrictive time limits, web series episodes could
be longer than ten minutes. In her definition, she focuses on a continuous
storyline with more than three episodes (Hernandez, 2011, p. 92). Mean-
while, Edgerton (2013) only used the name for short videos and pointed
out that web series tended to be shorter than their televised counterparts.
So, from then on, the defining qualities of these programs mainly included
aspects of continuity, content, and number of episodes, while duration was
no longer a factor. Even so, some of today’s web series festivals still only ac-
cept projects with a minimum of three episodes and a maximum duration
of fifteen to twenty minutes (Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019).

Considering the above, an initial exploration leads one to believe that
web series are a format that, as a result of convergence culture (Jenkins,
2006), takes on a variety of experimental forms of expression and produc-
tion. For example, one quality described by professionals is that production
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does not necessarily need to be assumed by traditional agents of the televi-
sion industry (Christian, 2018). Another is that they offer the opportuni-
ty to produce and distribute content while still being developed (Williams,
2012). Also, web series production processes are more iterative than those
of linear television (Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019) because they can instanta-
neously gather opinions from sponsors or fans and make changes accord-
ingly to the following episodes (Williams, 2012).

Academic Background

The available literature shows that despite the proliferation of web series
and the fact that more than 60 festivals have been detected for the format
around the world (Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019), very little research has sys-
tematically described their characteristics (Montoya-Bermudez, 2021).
Indeed, calls for research of current production trends, types of content,
and the identification of other potential defining features (Montoya-
Bermtidez & Garcia Gémez, 2016; Sdez, 2010) have not been duly ad-
dressed. Some academic work certainly has analyzed the contents of web
series in different places, such as Asia (Jung, 2017; Song, 2019) and Ibe-
ro-America (Montoya-Bermudez, 2022), and other studies have analyzed
comments about and responses to web series (Lee, 2019) or have inquired
into their writing and production procedures (Edgerton, 2013). However,
much of this research includes the perceptions of members of the industry
or academia about the characteristics of web series without verifying them
in systematic studies with large samples. For example, it is suggested that
web series are essentially comedies (Gordillo, 2012) and that they do not
usually work so well for drama (De las Muiiecas, 2016; Edgerton, 2013) or
that their creators are willing to work for free, that their themes are based
around subjective experiences, that they have limited budgets which show
in the quality of the product, and that they offer vast scope for experimenta-
tion with tone, focus, or genre (Edgerton, 2013). However, there is a dearth
of rigorous studies that have verified the extent to which these traits really
define web series as a format.

Therefore, to fill this information gap and further the characteriza-
tion of the technical and aesthetic elements that define web series, this
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study aims to observe the full range of the format and answer the follow-
ing research question:

RQ: What are the technical, narrative, and production characteris-
tics that mostly define fictional web series?

To answer this question, Colombian web series production will be
used as a case study because the country has been so prolific both in its tra-
ditional industry and among newcomers (Montoya-Bermudez, 2021). The
traditional agents of Colombian fiction have turned to the Internet and have
produced web series for different online platforms for several years. These
coexist alongside a growing number of independent production companies
that have found in YouTube and other social media an ideal showcase for
their original work (Mora et al., 2021). Also, because web series are used
as pedagogical instruments in so many universities and vocational training
programs in Colombia, a large number of amateur projects are available
on social media. In fact, web series are actively reccommended as a learning
tool in the country (Montoya-Bermtidez, 2021). The Colombian audiovi-
sual industry has witnessed significant growth in the last fifteen years as a
result of a series of cultural policies and acts around the start of the century
(Uribe-Jongbloed & Corredor-Aristizébal, 2020). In fact, web series pro-
duction itself has been stimulated by public funding and promoted by sev-
eral national festivals (Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019).

Academic research on web series in Colombia is also scarce, although
recent studies have analyzed specific examples produced in the country
(Montoya-Bermudez, 2021) and sought to understand some of the char-
acteristics of these representations (Montoya-Bermudez & Garcia Gomez,
2016; Montoya-Bermudez & Soto-Sanfiel, 2023) with inconclusive results.
However, the tangential research does report that young Colombians mi-
grated their consumption of television series to the Internet in the 2000s
(Hamad, 2018), which has also stimulated the production of web series. In
fact, most Colombians watch videos on the web on a daily basis and spend
more than three hours a day on YouTube, consuming both professional and
amateur content (Meltwater, 2024, p. 44). International experts believe that
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the consumption of series on computers and online will continue to grow
in the coming years (Rubenking & Bracken, 2021).

All of the above reveals the potential technical and aesthetic variety
of Colombian web series and justifies their use as a case study to identify
their defining technical, narrative, and production characteristics.

Objectives

The general goal of this research is to identify the formal and production
characteristics of fictional web series. However, due to the absence of pre-
liminary research, before doing so, the following specific objectives (SO)
need to be met:

SO 1: Toidentify and catalog fictional web series produced in Colom-
bia during the first two decades of this century and published (for at least
one season) on YouTube, given that it is the dominant platform for distrib-
uting web series (Edgerton, 2013) and can be used by both amateur and
professional producers.

SO 2: To create an analysis framework based on the scientific literature
to describe, systematize, and characterize the essential features of the format.
This model must be able to recognize its most general characteristics (i.e.,
content, format, publication, quality, and production). Likewise, it should
be able to trace the evolution of its production in the Colombian context.

Achievement of these objectives will reveal the features of web series
as a format and help to settle professional and theoretical debates on their
defining aspects (Christian, 2018; Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019; Seiter, 2003 ),
their relationship with television, their distribution, and their consumption
(Lee, 2019; Lotz, 2014) in the current scenario.

Method

This research employs a mixed-method approach, addressing two comple-
mentary scopes. First, it adopts an exploratory perspective due to the rel-
atively recent emergence of web series as a media phenomenon and the
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limited but growing body of academic literature on the subject in Colom-
bia. Second, it retains an interpretive scope, aiming to provide insights into
the distinctive characteristics of web series and contribute to the evolving
academic discourse on this emerging topic (Hernandez-Sampieri & Men-
doza, 2018, p. 106).

Sample

A non-probabilistic convenience sample (Otzen & Manterola, 2017) was
applied to identify the largest possible number of fictional web series pro-
duced in Colombia and published on YouTube from their launch in 2005
until the end of the second decade of the 21st century. Following the refer-
ence literature on audiovisual narratives (Comparato, 1999; Mittell, 2006;
Schliitz, 2016), all fictional audiovisual productions with serialized struc-
tures were searched, whether they were serials (with an ongoing storyline
across episodes), series (stand-alone episodes), or anthologies (with a com-
mon theme, rather than characters), created to be broadcast on the Internet
with at least three episodes, regardless of their duration (Hernandez, 2011).

The identification of the shows to be included in the sample involved
aseries of stages: 1) YouTube was searched using the tags web series and web-
series; 2) websites were identified that specifically promote such content to
verify the presence of each of the shows detected on YouTube; 3) the same
procedure was observed for social media like Facebook and Instagram; 4)
the YouTube channels of production companies, agencies, TV channels,
university media laboratories and other audiovisual production organiza-
tions were consulted, and 5) the tags web series and webseries were entered
in search engines to identify news stories, blog posts, comments on social
media, etc., that might help find other productions to increase the sample.

From this search, a sample of 241 fictional web series of Colombian
origin was defined. The information on these web series was entered into
an ad-hoc data matrix that contained the variables detailed hereinafter on an
Excel spreadsheet.

The database is available on request to any researcher who wishes to
investigate the matter further.
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Data Analysis

Content analysis was performed to obtain precise descriptions of the struc-
ture and components of the phenomenon, track its evolution, and identify
patterns in the sample (Igartua, 2006, p. 180) in a systematic, objective, and
quantitative manner (Krippendorff, 2004; Neuendorf, 2017; Pifieiro-Naval,
2020) based on predefined criteria and statistical conclusions (Caro et al.,
2014, p. 841). Consistent with the research objective, the goal was to define
the main features of each observed category.

This analysis was performed in two ways. Quantitative information
was obtained for the year of production, number of seasons and episodes,
and duration. Simultaneously, qualitative data was collected on the genres,
themes, method of publication (frequency and type) on the web, quality,
and identity origin of the producers. Regarding quality, we acknowledged
that uploading the series to YouTube and its distribution can impact the res-
olution and perception of both image and audio. Consequently, we eval-
uated image quality based on the controlled standards of still and moving
images, as well as the stability of framing. For audio quality, we defined it
as the appropriateness of the recording and the proper calibration of all
sound sources.

To observe the type of narrative structure, literature on the genres
(Altman, 2000; Neale, 2000; Sénchez, 2018) and structures (Compara-
to, 1999; Mittell, 2006; Schliitz, 2016) of serialized audiovisual fiction was
considered. Table 1 shows the analysis framework formed by the set of vari-
ables and dimensions observed in the content analysis, together with the
theoretical references that support them.

To identify the creators’ gender, we used the names listed in the cred-
its for directors and classified them as male or female, as names in Colom-
bia are generally distinguishable by gender.

After two researchers entered the data, the reliability of the observa-
tions was verified by obtaining the concordance correlation coefficient (Ig-
artua, 2006) in 10 % of the total sample and 20 variables. This coefficient
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measures the degree of agreement based on the total number of concor-
dances reached by two judges out of the total units analyzed. The analysis
revealed concordances between 0.84 and 1, which are above the recom-
mended 0.70 (Igartua, 2006, p. 221).

Table 1. Codebook

Aspects of analysis
Data sheet
Content Format Publication | Quality Production
- Name - Genre (Altman, - Type of image - Date -Quality | - Credits
- Year 2000; Neale, 2000; | _ pteractivity (Prado et - Frequenc -Degree of | - Gender of director
h y quency g
Sa 2018
- Place of énchez, 2018) al, 2006) - Type flaws - Type of executive
production | Subgenre - Type of web series producer
- Theme (Comparato, 1999;
Mittell, 2006)
- Number of seasons
- Number of episodes
- Episode duration
- Average total duration of
episodes
Source: Own elaboration.

The results are presented in the same order that the aspects of analysis are
shown in the codebook (Table 1).

Year Published

The analysis reveals that Colombian web series have been published on You-
Tube since 2008. The release year was determined by identifying the date
of publication of the inaugural episode of each series. In the initial three-
year period (2008-2010), a mere four web series were released. Similarly,
four series were published in 2011. Subsequently, the number increased to
seven in 2012, ten in 2013, and fourteen in 2014. In 2015, there was a no-
table increase to 32 new shows. In 2016, there was a slight increase to 34. In
2017 and 2018, there was another considerable rise to 48 new shows each
year. Finally, in 2019, there was a slight decline to 40 (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Publication Year of Colombian Web Series on
YouTube
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The increase in publications on YouTube since 2015 could be due to
TV channels entering the web series market and the first public calls for
funding to support the production of the format.

Something else that would help explain the increase is the appearance of
web series festivals and awards, with the launch, for example, in rapid succes-
sion of the Festival Internacional de Series Web de Medellin (FIS-MED) in 2016,
RoldaWebFest (a web series festival in Roldanillo, Valle del Cauca) in 2017,
and Bogotd WebFest in 2018. Also, in 2018, the Festival Internacional de Cine
de Cartagena de Indias (FICCI) introduced an award category for web series.

Meanwhile, the reduction in publications on YouTube in 2019 does
not necessarily mean there was a decrease in the production of the format.
Since 2017, platforms have started appearing on which many professional
or industrial Colombian web series are published exclusively.

Place of Origin

Place of origin is important because it defines the extent to which web se-
ries are created in the traditional centers of production or, otherwise, also
in the periphery.
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The analysis revealed that, similar to traditional audiovisual produc-
tion, most web series, 51.5% (n = 124), were made in the capital, Bogots,
and the remaining 48.5 % (n = 117) were produced in just nine of the coun-
try’s other 31 departments.

However, it was found that 50.5 % (1= 59) of the 117 web series that
were made outside of Bogota were produced in Medellin and its metropol-
itan area, the second most important region of Colombia by number of in-
habitants, followed by two intermediate cities, Pereira and Bucaramanga,
with 18 % (n=21) and 16.2 % (n = 19), respectively. Note that in these lat-
ter three cities, there has traditionally been considerable production from
certain universities that have included the creation of web series as part of
the practicum on Social Communication and similar degrees. Other cities
where web series were identified were Quibdé with 7.7 % (n=9), Cali and
its metropolitan area with 4.3 % (n = §), and Cticuta, Manizales, Armenia,
and Barranquilla, each with 0.8 % (n=1).

When the web series is grouped by region on a map of Colombia (Fig-
ure 2), production is concentrated in the Andean region, which includes
the center, center-west, and northeast of the country.

Aspects of Content

The analysis indicated that most of the 241 web series were comedies (1 =
118; 49 %) and dramas (n = 97; 40.2 % ). However, other genres were ob-
served, namely thrillers (n = 19; 7.9 %), fantasy and science fiction (n =
S;2.1%), action and adventure (n = 1; 0.4 %), and horror (n=1; 0.4 %).

As for subgenres of comedies (1= 118), sitcoms came top (n=66; 56 %),
followed by parodies (n = 20; 17 %). Of dramas (n = 97), social dramas were
most common (n = 43; 44.3 %), followed by melodramas (n = 15; 15.4%).

We also observed that web series are mostly about children and teen-
agers or are in everyday family or work settings. Out of the total, 47.7 % (n
= 115) were on these subjects; 59.1% (n = 68) of those were on the for-
mer, and 40.9 % (n = 47) on the latter.
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Figure 2. Map of Colombia Showing Web Series
Production by Regions
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Further content analysis involved assessing whether the web series
manifestly served advertising/promotional or educational/training/instruc-
tive purposes and whether they fostered certain kinds of inclusion. Of the
241 web series in the sample, 19.5% (n = 47) served such purposes. Spe-
cifically, those that promoted products or campaigns amounted to 7.4 %
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(n=18), and those of a didactic nature concerning matters such as sexu-
ality, history, ICTs, road safety, and even paying taxes represented 5.3 %
(n=13).In turn, 4.9 % of the series (n = 12) dealt with inclusion issues.
Of'these, 75 % (n=9) were associated with the LGBTI+ community and
25% (n = 3) with people with disabilities. Finally, only 1.6 % (n =4) of
the total dealt with issues related to the Colombian conflict, such as vic-
tims of armed warfare between different factions, life with ex-combatants,
and border violence.

Aspects of format
Part of this variable involved observing narrative structures, types of imag-
es, types of interactivity, and the number of seasons, episodes, and duration.

Concerning narrative structures, the majority (n = 179; 74.3 %) had
continuous structures. Meanwhile, 19.5 % (n = 47) contained stand-alone
episodes, and only 6.2 % (1 = 15) were anthologies (i.e., each episode had
different characters and stories).

As for the type of image, 88.7 % (n = 214) used video, 9.2 % (n=22)
used animation techniques, and just 2.1% (n = S) used a mixture of both.

Likewise, regarding form, 2.5 % (n = 6) of the sample, despite belong-
ing to the fiction macro genre, used similar structures to non-fiction, such
asreality shows and documentaries. Of this percentage, 66.6 % (n = 4) were
fake reality shows, and 33.3 % (n = 2) were fake documentaries.

As for interactivity, very few web series sought to engage with their
users. In fact, Colombian creators do not tend to make use of this tech-
nological possibility. Of the few shows that applied interactivity (n=6),
1.6% (n = 4) employed the interrogational form (Prado et al., 2006),
whereby users can choose different paths to continue the story. A further
0.9% (n = 2) used symmetric interactivity (Prado et al., 2006), meaning
that these web series used platforms other than YouTube to generate inter-
action between users and characters. That said, it should be noted that all of
the web series on YouTube do allow their users to engage somehow through
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such actions as commenting, leaving likes or dislikes, pausing, rewinding,
fast-forwarding, and so on.

As for the number of seasons, of the 241 web series, 68.5% (n=165)
only ran for one season, 8.3% (n = 20) for two, 1.6% (n = 4) for three,
1.2% (n=3) for seven, 0.8 % (n = 2) for four, and 0.8 % (n = 2) for five. It
should be noted that each season was registered on YouTube as an indepen-
dent web series because, on some occasions, the storylines or characters
changed between seasons.

The number of episodes (Figure 3) ranges between 6 and 45 per web
series. Specifically, 17.8 % (n = 43) had six episodes, 14.5% (n = 35) had
five, and 10.8 % (n = 26) had three. Although shows of up to 45 episodes
were recorded in the systematization matrix, the bulk of them had between
3 and 12 episodes.

Figure 3. Web Series by Number of Episodes
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To analyze duration, we obtained an average from the sum of the to-
tal duration of the web series divided by the total number of episodes. This
revealed that the episodes 0f45.2 % (n = 109) of the shows were three to six
minutes long. The second largest number, 32 % (n =77), lasted between six
and nine minutes per episode. In third place, 12 % (n = 29) were between

18 Characterization of Fictional Web Series... - Diego Fernando Montoya-Bermiidez and other



nine and twelve minutes long; in fourth, 3.3 % (n = 8) were between one
and three minutes; in fifth, 2.9 % (n = 7) were between twelve and fifteen
minutes; in sixth, 2.1 % (n = S) were between fifteen and eighteen min-
utes; in seventh, 1.6 % (n = 4) were between eighteen and twenty-one
minutes, and finally, 0.8 % (n = 2) had episodes of a longer average dura-
tion than twenty-one minutes.

Aspects of Publication

This part observed how episodes were published, whether they were up-
loaded regularly or not, and whether they were released gradually or at once
(as a single release of all episodes). The analysis showed that most web se-
ries (n = 207; 85.9 %) were aired episode by episode, while just 14.1% (n
= 34) were aired simultaneously, a practice that has become more wide-
spread in recent years on platforms like Netflix and Prime Video, allowing
users to consume them as they wish.

Analysis of periodicity and regularity considered the release times of the
207 web series that were uploaded by episodes, finding that 58 % (n = 120)
were released on a constant periodical basis, while the other 42% (n = 87)
premiered at sporadic, irregular intervals.

Of these 120 regularly published web series, 69.2% (n = 83) did so
weekly, 15% (n = 18) daily, 10.8% (n = 13) changed their frequency at
some point, 5.8% (n = S) fortnightly, and one (0.8 %) released one epi-
sode per month.

Aspects of Quality

Another aspect considered was quality, based on purely technical criteria.
Shows of broadcast quality were identified, meaning products that met the
essential parameters to be considered well-made in terms of proper use of
image, audio, and editing. Thus, 62.7 % (n = 151) of the shows in the sam-
ple offered such quality.

Analysis of the 37.3% (n = 90) that were not broadcast quality in-
volved noting whether there were slight or notorious flaws in terms of im-
age, audio, and editing; 63.3 % (n = 57) had image flaws, particularly in areas
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such as framing, movement, and focus, and 44.4 % (1 = 40) of these shows
were observed to have substandard lighting and color.

However, the greatest deficiencies were observed in sound. Of the 90
non-broadcast quality shows, the audio was poor in intensity and sharp-
ness in 92.2% (n = 83) of cases.

Finally, a few problems were noted in post-production (editing,
graphics, etc.), with just 16.6% (n = 15) of the sample presenting defects
in these aspects.

Aspects of Production

Analysis of this variable began by identifying the directors (whether or not
they were mentioned in the credits), as well as their gender and number. It
was also noted whether they had sponsors, if they were produced in uni-
versity or broadcasting industry contexts, and whether they were support-
ed by different types of organizations.

It was also observed that 81.3% (n = 196) of the shows included
credits.

Of the total number of shows (n = 196) that named their directors,
81.6% (n = 160) had just one such figure, while 19.3 % (n = 38) had more
than one director, either as co-directors or with different directors of dif-
ferent episodes. Of the total number of 228 directors who could be iden-
tified, 63.6 % (n = 145) had names that would typically be associated with
men and 36.4 % (n = 83) with women.

Regarding the producers of these web series, 36.5% (n = 88) were
identified with a production company or agency, while 13.3% (n=32) had
a TV channel as their main producer.

Of the 32 web series featuring the name of a TV channel, 34.4% (n
=11) also gave the company name of the production house or agency that
made the web series. Hence, so as not to duplicate information about web
series produced by professionals, the 88 shows created by a production
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house or agency were added to the 21 that only gave the name of the chan-
nel, for an overall finding that 45.2% (n = 109) involved at least one TV
channel or production house or agency.

We also observed that 14.9% (n = 36) of the web series had com-
mercial or private brands as their main sponsor. In 13.9% (n = 5) of these
cases, no production company, TV channel, or agency appeared in the
credits. However, considering the type of show and the fact that they made
reference to brands or products, it can be assumed that they were made by
professionals.

Something similar occurred with shows in which a public or govern-
ment institution appeared in the credits, which amounted t0 9.5 % (n=23)
of the total. Of these, 26.1 % (n = 6) mentioned no production company,
TV channel, or agency in the credits. But here again, given the quality of
the product, they were clearly created by professionals.

Meanwhile, the production of web series related to Colombian high-
er education institutions accounts for 35.3% of the sample (n = 85). Of
these, 4.70 % (n = 4) were considered professional because they were pro-
duced by the audiovisual units of universities to compete in the commer-
cial arena. However, the remainder (n = 81; 95.29 %) were produced by
students as part of their academic programs. Consequently, they are con-
sidered amateur products.

That said, of the total sample (n = 241), 50.2 % were professional
and 49.8 % amateur. Regarding the latter (49.8 %, n = 120), we found that
67.5% (n = 81) were produced by college students without any help from
professionals. Likewise, the names of natural persons, audiovisual or dra-
ma groups, or actors were given as the main directors in 32.5 % of cases (n
= 39). No support for these from TV channels, production companies or
agencies, or universities could be identified.

In short, the distribution of web series by professional (50.2 %) and
amateur (49.8 %) directors in Colombia is almost the same.
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Discussion and Conclusions

This research contributes to the definition of the technical, narrative, and
expressive characteristics of web series by means of a case study of Colom-
bia, a country whose production is prolific, varied, and growing as a result
of different professional, institutional, and educational initiatives (Mon-
toya-Bermudez, 2021; Mora et al., 2021). Using content analysis of quali-
tative and quantitative data, this study has identified aspects of production,
quality, publication, format, content, and evolution over time. It has also
proposed an analysis framework created from the academic and profes-
sional literature, whose application to other cultural contexts could help
to generalize the identified trends, which is so important given the glo-
balized manner in which fiction is consumed today (Montoya-Bermudez,
2021). By thus defining the current properties of web series, this study fills
a gap in systematic knowledge and should encourage more academic and
professional debate.

Specifically, this study has observed that the increase in Colombi-
an web series could be related to factors such as the country’s audiovisual
promotion policies, the creation of festivals, and the incorporation of the
broadcasting industry in web series production.

Another of the standout features of Colombian web series is the in-
volvement of similar proportions of professional and amateur producers,
while university students also create them as part of their audiovisual train-
ing (Montoya-Bermudez, 2021). However, the results reveal a significant
gender gap among directors, with male directors outnumbering female di-
rectors by a ratio of two to one. Further research should re-examine these
figures and extend the analysis to the presence of women in other roles re-
lated to the audiovisual production of web series, as it is possible that wom-
en may not hold leadership positions despite being part of the production
team. Additionally, future studies should note that this study identified
gender based on the names of listed directors, using a binary classification.
Future work should consider more inclusive methods, such as directly ask-
ing directors or crew members about their gender identity. Future studies
could examine this in other contexts.
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This research finds that web series are mostly made in places close to
the main urban hubs of traditional production, but there is also significant
production in peripheral areas. Future studies that use theories on the so-
ciology of entertainment and the processes of cultural production should
observe the differences between central and peripheral regions.

Consistent with other studies (De las Muiiecas, 2016; Edgerton, 2013;
Gordillo,2012), this research identifies comedy as the majority genre. How-
ever, unlike what these authors suggested, a large number of the available
shows are dramas. Perhaps due to production costs, there are fewer thrillers,
fantasy, science fiction, action, adventure, and horror web series. Another
possible explanation for these results is Colombia’s strong tradition of pro-
ducing dramas, particularly soap operas (Cervantes, 2005; Mazziotti, 2006).

The results also indicate that professional producers tend to make
comedies while amateurs make dramas. This may be because Colombia’s
amateur producers find it easier to appropriate dramatic conventions than
comedy ones. Future qualitative studies should examine these assumptions.

Coherent with authors who associate web series with young audi-
ences (Adelantado, 2009; Lloret & Canet, 2008), this research finds that
shows mostly revolve around themes related to this period of human devel-
opment. This also supports research that maintains that young Colombians
have not only migrated their consumption of serials to the Internet (Ha-
mad, 2018) but also of broadcasting in general (Gonzilez, 2018). As this
isarising global trend (Rubenking & Bracken, 2021), one can assume that
the range of web series will increase as has been predicted (Patalay, 2008),
and as these results have shown. Following the COVID-19 pandemic, pro-
duction should resume its systematically constant growth.

This study observes that a smaller proportion of web series promote
projects or services, and another manifestly serves educational purposes. It
is also interesting that despite its importance, only a very marginal number
of web series deal with issues related to the Colombian conflict. This might
also be because they are primarily aimed at young audiences (Adelantado,
2009; Lloret & Canet, 2008).
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Regarding format, and as a contribution to the traditional debates
on the standard duration of web series (Edgerton, 2013; Ellingsen & Tay-
lor, 2019; Lloret & Canet, 2008; Patalay, 2008; Pierce & Tang, 2012), this
study finds that episodes are mostly between three and six minutes long.
Only a residual number of episodes last more than fifteen minutes. Given
that YouTube now supports longer videos (Herndndez, 2011), other authors
(Adelantado, 2009; Barrasa, 2015) would seem to be correct in claiming
that web series are suited to the usual consumer habits of digital natives.

That said, according to these results, episode duration varies wide-
ly, from three minutes to twenty-one minutes or more, which is consistent
with authors who dismiss the relevance of duration as a defining character-
istic of the format (Herndndez, 2011), although it does seem to be a factor
in the minds of the audiences they are aimed at (Adelantado, 2009; Barra-
sa, 2015). However, given that many festivals do not admit projects longer
than twenty minutes (Ellingsen & Taylor, 2019), it could be concluded that,
although this research has found that the duration of web series episodes is
variable, they hardly ever exceed twenty minutes. Either because festivals
have encouraged it or due to the influence of current consumption trends,
web series episodes are still shorter than those of their televised counter-

parts (Edgerton, 2013).

This research observes that the number of seasons and episodes of web
series is also variable. Most tend to run for a single season, and the propor-
tion of additional seasons decreases progressively. The number of episodes
per season is also variable, ranging widely between 6 and 45 episodes per
series. However, this research observes that practically all web series have
between 3 and 12 episodes. The most frequent numbers of episodes are six,
five, and three, respectively. Note, however, that this study defined web se-
ries as shows having three or more episodes, following Herndndez (2011).
Shows with fewer episodes were not included in the sample.

As for narrative structures (Comparato, 1999; Mittell, 2006), most
web series have ongoing storylines across all episodes, and fewer consist
of standalone episodes. Anthologies, whose episodes have different char-
acters or stories united by a common theme, are marginal.
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This study observes that web series are essentially video products,
perhaps due to the higher costs of CGIL. They also under-exploit the pos-
sibilities for interactivity offered by the Internet. The few interactive web
series in the sample invite users to choose paths to continue the story or,
to a lesser extent, use other platforms to generate interaction between us-
ers and characters. However, despite the potential of interactivity being
underutilized in Colombian web series, in contrast to traditional televi-
sion, their utilization of the Internet as a medium positions them within
the category of Social Media Entertainment, as defined by Cunningham
and Craig (2019). This encompasses an ecology of new screens driven by
intrinsically interactive technologies that encourage active user partici-
pation through comment and like sections, emoticons, and shared posts,
friends, and followers (p. 10).

Similar to television, this study has found that far more web series are
released in episodes rather than as whole seasons at once. They also tend
to be uploaded to YouTube on a regular, weekly basis, a tradition inherited
from television.

Finally, it has been observed that most web series are broadcast qual-
ity (professional) with no image movement or framing, audio, or editing
flaws. This not only signals respect for the format among creators but also
their mastery of audiovisual codes and techniques. Lower-quality web se-
ries fundamentally feature audio-based shortcomings, while there are fewer
image-related and hardly any post-production deficiencies. Future studies in
different cultural contexts could replicate these observations. They should
also take into account the perceptions of potential audiences when assess-
ing their audiovisual quality.

This study confirms that web series are the result of the remediation
(Bolter & Grusin, 2000) of earlier language and media. In fact, the very term
‘web series’ combines the notions of a particular narrative structure (seri-
al) and a medium (the web) that takes the (audiovisual) content of anoth-
er medium (television) to make it its own.
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