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Abstract: This article examines why traditional European broadcasters face competitive limitations in
the adult animation market, currently dominated by SVOD platforms. The study analyzes how three
linear constraints — cultural discount, two-sided market structures, and institutional risk aversion —
impact cultural and economic value propositions. Through a comparative analysis of case studies
across the UK, ltaly, and France, the research demonstrates that legacy broadcasting rigidities can
be overcome via digital ecosystems. By leveraging long-tail dynamics and narrative hybridization,
broadcasters can aggregate transnational niches, preserve advertising revenues, and transform local
specificity from a commercial barrier into a ‘cultural premium’.

Keywords: adult animation, broadcasters, cultural discount, two-sided market, reputational capital

1 Introduction

Adult animation has become a global market and now occupies a central position in the investment strategies of major
SVOD (Subscription Video on Demand) platforms, including Netflix, Disney+, Hulu, Max, Paramount+, and Prime
Video, as well as leading US broadcasters such as Warner Bros. Discovery through Adult Swim'. This article focuses
on the European context and examines the competitive limitations faced by traditional commercial and public
broadcasters within this market.

The analysis is framed around the relationship between the cultural and economic dimensions of the value
proposition. Following Osterwalder and Pigneur,? a value proposition is understood as the core offering through which
a product creates value for specific audience segments. Within the audiovisual industries, it lies at the intersection of
cultural value — aesthetic, symbolic, social, historical, and identity-related significance — and economic value, namely
the ability to attract audiences and generate scalable market demand.® The article explores how broadcasters’
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production and distribution logics shape this relationship, either enhancing or constraining a product’s cultural
distinctiveness and circulation potential. In doing so, it identifies three structural tensions that predate the rise of
streaming platforms and continue to reinforce the perception that adult animation is poorly suited to traditional
broadcasting environments.

The first section examines the relationship between cultural distinctiveness and market scalability, highlighting the
persistence of cultural discount within European adult animation. It focuses on programmes broadcast by Channel 4,
ITV and the BBC between 1995 and 2006, when British broadcasters were among the first in Europe to engage with a
market largely shaped by the success of The Simpsons (1989-) and US prime-time animation.* By revitalising the
domestic sitcom through animation, The Simpsons established a dominant formula based on a dual-address strategy,
combining slapstick humour for younger viewers with social satire, intertextuality and popular culture references aimed
at adults.®

The second section explores how broadcasters’ underlying economic structure — namely the two-sided market model
— has shaped the development of adult animation. It argues that the commercial imperatives of advertiser-funded
broadcasting are often incompatible with the long-term investment and audience cultivation required by niche
animated productions. As a result, both the economic potential and cultural distinctiveness of these works may be
constrained. The analysis focuses on Channel 4 and ITV, whose contrasting approaches provide particularly revealing
examples of this dynamic.

The third section examines the effects of broadcasters’ protective logics and institutional risk aversion on adult
animation. These dynamics are rooted in the persistent perception of animation as a medium primarily intended for
children, reinforced by regulatory frameworks designed to protect minors. Concerns over public controversy, advertiser
withdrawal or regulatory intervention frequently encourage broadcasters to adopt pre-emptive forms of censorship.
The ltalian case of Gino the Chicken — Lost in the Net (2006) illustrates how a pre-emptive block imposed by the
public broadcaster Rai affected the work’s cultural value, while the British case of Popefown (2005), which developed
into a major European media controversy, demonstrates how a similar intervention by the BBC ultimately undermined
the series’ economic value.

The concluding section reconnects these historical tensions to the platform era, where the traditional Simpsons
model has increasingly given way to hybrid forms combining animated sitcoms and serialised drama, while on-
demand viewing has further weakened the position of linear broadcasters. The commercial failure of Adrian (2019)
demonstrates how many of the structural rigidities identified in the preceding sections remain embedded within
legacy broadcasting institutions. By contrast, the French series Lastman (2016) shows how France Télévisions
successfully overcame the limitations of traditional distribution and economic models by embedding the programme
within a broader ecosystem capable of sustaining and expanding its economic value well beyond the domestic
market.

Methodologically, the study combines perspectives from the economics and management of cultural and creative
industries with media industry and television studies.

2 Cultural Discount: The Case of Early British Adult
Animation

When the balance between the cultural and economic dimensions of a value proposition breaks down, and a product
becomes deeply rooted in a specific cultural context, its economic value is likely to suffer. As Hoskins and Mirus argue,
this generates a ‘cultural discount,’® limiting a programme’s appeal and exportability in markets characterised by
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different values, references and lifestyles. Straubhaar’s theory of ‘cultural proximity’” further suggests that audiences
tend to favour content that reflects their own cultural background, making programmes built around universal
narratives easier to export than those rooted in highly local forms of humour.

The British television landscape of the 1990s and early 2000s provides a particularly valuable case study for
examining this tension. It was the only market in which the three major broadcasters — Channel 4, the BBC and ITV —
simultaneously attempted to respond to the growing influence of American prime-time animation,? albeit through
markedly different strategies.

Channel 4 adopted an approach far removed from the mainstream, emphasising cultural differentiation, creative
experimentation, emerging talent and the representation of marginalised identities.® Series such as Crapston Villas
(1995-1998), Pond Life (1996—2000) and Bob and Margaret (1998—2001) adapted the formula popularised by The
Simpsons to distinctly British themes, values and social contexts. Crapston Villas translated the legacy of British
Alternative Comedy into animation, combining social commentary with issues such as unemployment, multiculturalism
and urban marginality'® (see Video 1). Pond Life centres on the everyday experiences of a young single woman
dealing with insecure employment, friendships, romantic relationships and urban life, while Bob and Margaret depicts
the daily life of a childless professional couple, exploring social relationships, the awkward realities of adulthood and
the conventions of the British middle class."

Video 1. Episode 1:1 of Cranston Villas, Channel 4, 1995. The series also stood apart through its claymation technique and Sarah Ann Kennedy’s
grotesque hyper-realist visual style, which contrasted sharply with the cleaner aesthetics of conventional 2D animation (source: YouTube).

The BBC developed two distinct approaches, separated by the launch of BBC Three in 2003, a channel
specifically designed for audiences aged 16—34. Before this shift, Stressed Eric (1998—-2000) adapted The
Simpsons formula to a British middle-class setting while retaining its dual-address structure. The series combined
slapstick humour accessible to younger viewers with adult-oriented social satire centred on family dysfunction,
financial struggles and everyday frustrations'? (see Video 2). Following the launch of BBC Three, Monkey Dust
(2003-2005) moved decisively away from the domestic sitcom model.'® One of the broadcaster’s most
controversial productions, it adopted a darker and more nihilistic tone, addressing subjects such as institutional
corruption, dysfunctional relationships, social deviance, paedophilia, addiction and alienation. The series was
equally distinctive visually, employing multiple animation styles tailored to the grotesque and unsettling nature of
its sketches.
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Video 2. Its protagonist, an ineffectual father overwhelmed by domestic and social pressures, echoed Homer Simpson’s existential inertia and social
inadequacy, while Brian and Claire openly recalled Bart and Lisa. ‘The Nativity’ episode 1:1 of Stressed Eric, BBC, 1998 (source: YouTube).

ITV pursued a different strategy, using animation to extend entertainment formats already familiar to mainstream
audiences.' 2DTV (2001-2004) transformed political satire and celebrity culture into animated caricature, offering a
comic reinterpretation of current affairs through exaggerated portrayals of politicians, members of the Royal Family
and public figures. Creature Comforts (2003—-2006), by contrast, drew on factual entertainment traditions, combining
the mockumentary format with vox-pop interviews in which clay-animated animals, voiced by ordinary members of the
public, commented on everyday life through Aardman Animations’ distinctive aesthetic’.

These value propositions reveal two contrasting approaches. Channel 4 and the BBC primarily built their offerings
around cultural value, drawing on distinctly British humour, references and social themes. In some cases, this
differentiation was also aesthetic, as exemplified by Crapston Villas and Monkey Dust, both of which embraced visual
styles and production techniques that diverged from mainstream animation conventions. By contrast, ITV relied less
on cultural specificity than on the adaptability of the format itself in order to fit commercial broadcasting logics aimed at
attracting large audiences and maximising advertising revenue (see next section).

These different editorial strategies had direct consequences for international scalability. In the case of Channel 4 and
BBC productions, strong cultural value often became a barrier to export beyond linguistic differences. Attempts to
localise these programmes in pursuit of economic sustainability frequently diluted the very identity on which their
appeal depended.'® Bob and Margaret provides a clear example. Following the transfer of production to Canada from
the second season onwards, the series underwent significant adaptation, losing much of its British specificity in
references, settings and themes in order to appeal more directly to Canadian audiences.' A similar process affected
the BBC’s Stressed Eric, which was acquired by NBC and stripped of much of its British humour through dubbing,
extensive editing and narrative alterations, culminating in the transformation of its protagonist into an American
expatriate living in London.'® As a result of this erosion of cultural value, the series failed to compete within the US
market and was cancelled after only three episodes.

A different dynamic can be observed in Creature Comforts, where highly local cultural references became secondary
to the flexibility of the format itself.’® ITV represented only one stage in a much longer process of value regeneration
orchestrated by Aardman Animations. Originally conceived as Nick Park’s Oscar-winning short film (1989), the format
was subsequently adapted for the British Electricity Board’s successful Heat Electric advertising campaign in 1990,
before being relaunched as an ITV series in 2003 and later remade for the American market in 2007.2°


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4qJDuiykKew&t=3s
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These examples suggest that cultural proximity and cultural discount were historically amplified by the logic of linear
television, which treated culturally specific content as a means of differentiating domestic offerings from foreign
competition.?! Yet, as Straubhaar argues, cultural diversity should not be regarded solely as a constraint. Although it
may limit international scalability, it can also become a strategic resource for strengthening domestic markets when
supported by adequate industrial development and coherent economic models,?? as the next section will demonstrate.

3 Two-Sided Markets and the Marginalisation of Value

The way free-to-air broadcasters assess the value of a programme represents an even greater constraint on adult
animation than cultural discount itself. Indeed, this limitation constitutes one of the key gaps later exploited by SVOD
platforms in building their dominance within the adult animation market.

Free-to-air broadcasters operate downstream within the value chain through a two-sided market model.?®> Rather than
selling content directly to consumers, they act as intermediaries between audiences and advertisers.?* As Rochet and
Tirole argue, the two sides are linked through ‘indirect network effects’?® the larger the audience, the more attractive
the broadcaster becomes to advertisers, who ultimately generate its revenues. The primary objective is therefore to
maximise audience size, measured through ratings and evaluated according to short-term profitability criteria.?® Under
this logic, the cultural significance and long-term economic potential of a programme become secondary
considerations. Value is largely reduced to audience consumption and advertising performance. When audiences are
conceived as an ‘audience-as-market’,?” adult animation can become problematic, particularly when it targets niche
segments or relies on forms of cultural value that do not easily attract mass audiences and, consequently, advertisers.

This logic helps explain ITV’s deliberate approach to adult animation. Rather than pursuing fragmented niche
audiences, the broadcaster integrated animated programmes into established entertainment formats and mainstream
schedules. The sketch-comedy structure of series such as 2DTV enabled straightforward linear consumption,
preserving broad audience appeal and the visibility?® necessary to sustain advertiser-funded revenues.

The problem becomes more acute when niche content is confined to late-night scheduling, reducing both its visibility
and availability. In these circumstances, audiences become increasingly fragmented: not simply young adults aged
18-34, but young adults aged 18-34 who happen to be awake late enough to encounter the programme.2° This was
the case with Channel 4, where series such as Crapston Villas, Pond Life and Bob and Margaret were largely
relegated to late-night slots®® and designed for increasingly niche audiences, in a strategy comparable to that later
adopted by Adult Swim in the United States.®' Unlike the American market, however, Britain lacked both the scale and
the branding infrastructure necessary to transform these niche audiences into sustainable sources of revenue beyond
conventional advertising.®? As a result, broadcaster logics often distort the economic value of culturally distinctive
programmes. Works with strong cultural value frequently appear commercially unsuccessful simply because they fail
to attract mass audiences, reinforcing the perception that cultural specificity is an obstacle rather than a potential
asset.®

Yet the economic value of an audiovisual property cannot be reduced to the ratings performance of its initial broadcast
window. Rather, it should be understood as a long-term promise, sustained through the continuous regeneration of
value across stable production and distribution ecosystems.3

The emergence of SVOD platforms disrupted the traditional broadcasting value chain, which historically connected
producers and audiences within the physical constraints of linear schedules. These platforms operate according to a
radically different economic model, based on the principles of the long tail®® and direct subscription revenues. In this
system, financial sustainability depends on the overall size of the subscriber base: the larger the number of
subscribers, the greater the platform’s profitability and investment capacity. This model allows platforms to overcome
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both the short-term logic of ratings and the limitations of national niche markets. Content that may be commercially
unsustainable within a single domestic market can acquire strategic value when aggregated across multiple territories.
Through the simultaneous global distribution of content, platforms foster transnational communities of interest,
effectively combining dispersed local audiences into a single global niche. This aggregation not only makes
specialised content economically viable but also helps attract and retain subscribers who would otherwise remain
underserved by generalist television. A key enabler of this strategy is the shift from the traditional deficit-financing
model towards cost-plus or full-financing arrangements. Whereas broadcasters typically financed only part of a
production budget, leaving rights ownership and commercial risk to producers, SVOD platforms generally cover the
full cost of production while guaranteeing an immediate profit margin.®¢ In exchange, they acquire extensive global
rights, capturing a substantial share of the value generated by the intellectual property.’” As Benghozi and Paris argue,
platforms therefore function not merely as intermediaries between production and consumption but as active
prescribers capable of shaping the conception, production, distribution and monetisation of content.®® This role
extends beyond distribution into cross-media expansion across adjacent markets such as gaming, merchandising and
live experiences, supported by sophisticated marketing strategies and recommendation systems designed to guide
consumption. Finally, platform economics are increasingly driven by data. Unlike broadcaster models, where value
primarily derives from audience attention sold to advertisers, platform value is built upon the extraction, analysis and
commercial exploitation of user consumption data.?® The additional value generated by viewing behaviour and the
global success of a title remains concentrated within the platform itself, enabling it to test, refine, relaunch and
continually extend the economic life cycle of the value propositions.

4 Protective Rationality and Reputational Capital: The
Cases of Gino the Chicken and Popetown

The third limitation lies in broadcasters’ risk aversion, fuelled by the long-standing cultural stigma that associates
animation primarily with children’s entertainment.*® This perception also interacts with regulatory frameworks designed
to protect minors, introduced through the Television Without Frontiers Directive (1989) and translated into scheduling
practices such as watershed regulations.*'

These dynamics can be understood through what Shoemaker and Vos*? describe as a logic of ‘protective rationality’.
In this perspective, gatekeeping decisions are not driven solely by the pursuit of profit but also by the need to avoid
sanctions, public controversy and reputational damage. For free-to-air broadcasters, this means protecting both sides
of the two-sided market discussed in the previous section. Controversial content may trigger advertiser backlash,
prompting brands to withdraw investment in order to avoid being associated with material perceived as inappropriate
by audiences or advertisers themselves. Furthermore, for public service broadcasters the stakes are even higher, as
controversy may undermine their institutional legitimacy and their role in serving the audience as a collective public.*?

Adult animation is particularly vulnerable to this dynamic. By combining a form traditionally associated with children
with themes intended for mature audiences, it can simultaneously unsettle advertisers and provoke public concern. As
a result, broadcasters often resort to pre-emptive intervention. This tendency is reinforced by what Caves** terms the
‘nobody knows’ principle: because the commercial success of cultural goods is inherently uncertain, broadcasters
frequently prefer the certainty of avoiding controversy to the uncertain prospect of future returns. Institutional
reputation, built over decades, becomes a highly specific and difficult-to-replace asset. In Williamson’s terms,
organisations tend to adopt highly conservative strategies to protect such assets.*> Consequently, when adult
animation appears to threaten this reputational capital, broadcasters often exercise their gatekeeping*® power by
limiting or reshaping innovation rather than exposing themselves to potential criticism.*”

A particularly revealing example of protective rationality can be found in the Italian animated series Gino the Chicken
— Lost in the Net, co-produced by the public broadcaster Rai, My-TV and Lanterna Magica. Much like Creature
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Comforts, the television series represented the latest extension of a pre-existing property. The character originated in
1995 as part of an experimental video presented at a conference on the future of amateur digital networks at the Pecci
Museum in Prato.*® Created by Andrea Zingoni, a member of the influential video-art collective Giovanotti Mondani
Meccanici, Gino the Chicken was rooted in a distinctly countercultural sensibility. Its original value proposition
combined digital activism, social satire and criticism of the emerging information society, particularly the risks
associated with technological dependence, information overload and new forms of informational control.*® The
character itself consisted of a real chicken transformed through dubbing and the hallucinatory aesthetics of early
digital compositing.

A further distinctive feature of the project was its critique of television as a medium. Gino the Chicken celebrated the
freedom and participatory culture of the early web in opposition to the rigidity of television schedules, the manipulation
of reality and the passivity traditionally associated with broadcast audiences. This meta-televisual dimension continued
in the character’s subsequent adaptations for My-TV, one of the first European web television initiatives. Initially, Gino
served as the presenter of a satirical online news programme that mocked the sensationalism of traditional television
journalism. He later became the protagonist of a successful webtoon series (2000—2003), in which contemporary
political and social issues were addressed through parodic rewritings of well-known Italian songs.>® Among its most
notable episodes was Tu vuo’fa’ o’ talebano, often cited as one of Italy’s earliest examples of viral online content.

Video 3. Set to the melody of Renato Carosone’s Tu vuo’fa’l'americano song, the episode offered a satirical response to Osama Bin Laden and the
post-9/11 political climate. “Tu vuo’ fa’ o’ talebano” of Gino The Chicken, My-TV, 2001 (source: YouTube).

In 2003 the webtoon attracted the attention of Rai, which entered into negotiations with My-TV and Zingoni to develop
the character into an animated television series capable of competing with The Simpsons.®’ This initiative emerged at
a moment when Rai was increasingly challenged both by the rise of the web as a space for alternative and subversive
expression®? and by the imported American adult animation on its commercial rival, Mediaset.5® However, the
adaptation underwent a profound transformation. The original editorial ambitions were progressively abandoned in
favour of a product much closer to established children’s television conventions. The target audience shifted from
young adults — early internet users seeking alternative and independent voices — to preschool children. Much of the
character’s satirical and countercultural edge disappeared, and Gino was recast as the protagonist of a musical
cyber-fantasy designed to teach children about online safety and digital literacy. Although he remained a singing
chicken, he was now integrated into the X Animals, a group of mutant creatures tasked with protecting the web from
the villainous Capo Colby and his Chicken Investigation Agency.


https://youtu.be/ghpKanf28tI?si=xWHM1MmNMU5u-gg6
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The case of Gino the Chicken illustrates the operation of protective rationality and finds a formal explanation in the
gatekeeper’s information dilemma:5* although broadcasters may aspire to innovation, they often impose strict
thresholds of risk tolerance in order to protect their institutional reputation when faced with uncertainty and
persistent assumptions that associate animation with childhood.5® While this form of pre-emptive intervention
safeguarded the broadcaster’s image and its relationship with audiences and stakeholders, it also weakened the
original value proposition of the work, diminishing much of its cultural value in terms of authenticity, originality and
critical voice.

Figure 1. Gino The Chicken — Lost in the Net, Lanterna Magica, My-TV, Rai, 2006—2007 (copyright: T-Rex Digimation).

An even more radical example is provided by Popetown, commissioned by the BBC. Unlike Gino the Chicken, where
protective rationality primarily undermined the cultural value of the property, in this case it directly affected its
economic potential. The series became the centre of a major European media controversy, illustrating how deeply
rooted cultural stigma surrounding adult animation could trigger pre-emptive intervention before a programme had the
opportunity to prove its market value. Set in the Vatican, the series follows Father Nicholas, whose role resembles that
of a babysitter assigned to care for a Pope portrayed as an irritable, hyperactive and deeply immature child. From the
perspective of its original value proposition, the series possessed considerable competitive potential (see Video 4. By
locating its satire within the Vatican, Popetown combined a distinctly European setting with an institution recognised
across the globe, creating a balance between local specificity and transnational appeal. First part of ‘State Visit’
episode 1:2 of PopeTown, BBC, 2005). At the same time, the programme remained close to the established animated

8



VIEW

Chiara Roccatello, The Tension Between Cultural and Economic Value in Adult Animation

sitcom formula popularised by The Simpsons and Stressed Eric, albeit reworked through a more surreal and absurd
style®® reminiscent of Cartoon Network productions.”
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Video 4. By locating its satire within the Vatican, Popetown combined a distinctly European setting with an institution recognised across the
globe, creating a balance between local specificity and transnational appeal. First part of ‘State Visit’ episode 1:2 of PopeTown, BBC, 2005
(source: YouTube).

Its commercial potential was already evident, as the series had been acquired by broadcasters in several countries,
including France, Italy (Canal Jimmy), Germany (MTV Germany) and New Zealand (C4), even before its planned
debut in the United Kingdom. Yet intense controversy and pressure from religious and institutional groups®® led the
BBC to cancel the programme before transmission, triggering a chain reaction among international broadcasters. The
episode revealed both the inability of broadcasters to shield controversial content from external pressures®® and the
continuing strength of cultural anxieties surrounding adult animation. Faced with the prospect of reputational damage,
the BBC and several international broadcasters chose to protect their institutional standing rather than defend the
programme. In doing so, they not only undermined the economic value of a potentially successful property but also
reinforced the wider stigma surrounding adult animation. More broadly, Popefown became a turning point in the history
of European adult animation. The controversy encouraged greater caution among broadcasters, discouraged
investment in similar projects and contributed to the decline of some of the more ambitious editorial strategies pursued
by the BBC during this period.®°

5 Applied Case Studies

Finally, the concluding section brings these three tensions into the post-platform era through two contemporary case
studies that illustrate their divergent outcomes. Adrian, produced by the Italian commercial broadcaster Mediaset,
sought to maximise short-term returns by bringing together different audience segments within a prime-time event
strategy. The project failed to achieve its intended objectives, reinforcing the perception that adult animation remains
difficult to reconcile with generalist broadcasting. The second case, the French young-adult series Lastman,
represents the opposite outcome. Despite the cultural, economic and institutional constraints traditionally associated
with broadcasters, it demonstrates how France Télévisions successfully extended beyond the limits of linear
television, supporting the series’ long-term economic value through a broader production and distribution ecosystem.
The two case studies discussed below provide a bridge to the article’s conclusions by offering insights into the future
management of adult animation by broadcasters.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hznkbJ5CBNI&t=4s
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5.1 Mediaset’s Prime-Time Event Strategy: The Series
Adrian (2019)

Produced and broadcast on Canale 5 by the Italian commercial broadcaster Mediaset in 2019, Adrian was conceived
by Adriano Celentano, one of the most influential figures in Italian popular music. Set in a dystopian Milan of 2068
ruled by the corrupt dictator Dranghestein, the series follows Adrian — Celentano’s alter ego — as he seeks to awaken
public consciousness and lead a revolt against a regime founded on conformity, consumerism and artificial well-
being. The project aspired to become ltaly’s first major adult animated dystopia, combining the artwork of renowned
illustrator Milo Manara with Italian cultural iconography and contemporary concerns, ranging from environmental
issues to critiques of consumerism.®' These themes were filtered through Celentano’s distinctive social and moral
outlook, rooted in a Catholic-popular tradition, and reinforced by numerous references to his public persona and
artistic career.

Mediaset built the project around the strength of the Celentano brand while simultaneously attempting to attract two
distinct audiences: the singer’s long-established intergenerational fan base, largely composed of viewers over fifty,
and younger viewers who had increasingly shifted towards global streaming platforms. This ambition was reflected in
the programme’s scheduling strategy. Each episode was preceded by Aspettando Adrian [Waiting for Adrian], a
prime-time live show broadcast from Verona’s Teatro Camploy, in which Celentano conversed with well-known figures
from the entertainment industry. The programme acted as a lead-in to the animated series®?, which was scheduled
later in the evening, outside protected viewing hours. In this way, Mediaset sought both to maximise audience reach
and advertising revenues and to reduce the reputational and regulatory risks traditionally associated with adult
animation.

Convinced of the project’s strategic value, Mediaset co-financed the series alongside Clan Celentano with a reported
budget of €20 million®. Yet, after achieving an audience share of almost 19% in its opening episode, viewing figures
rapidly declined, eventually falling below 10%54.

This collapse can be traced to a series of tensions embedded within the programme’s value proposition. First, the
series relied heavily on Celentano’s personal vision and cultural identity, to the point of appearing self-referential and
disconnected from the interests and viewing habits of younger audiences. The protagonist’s songs and lengthy
monologues served as the main vehicles for the programme’s social and moral message, as well as the narrative
mechanism through which Adrian inspires resistance against the regime. However, these devices often appeared
paternalistic and dated, making it difficult for younger viewers to engage with the series (see Video 5). Second, Adrian
lacked the serialised narrative complexity®® that had become central to contemporary adult animation and young-adult
television. Rather than presenting a flawed protagonist whose weaknesses drive narrative development, the series
centred on an almost infallible and messianic hero.®® The absence of meaningful internal conflict or genuine narrative
stakes limited both character development and viewer engagement. Third, the programme largely ignored the viewing
practices of its intended audience. By 2019, young adults had become increasingly accustomed to the flexibility and
asynchronous consumption offered by streaming platforms®”, making late-night scheduled viewing a particularly
ineffective strategy.

At the same time, Adrian sat uneasily within Mediaset’s established programming identity for its other target audience,
Celentano’s long-standing fan base. Until then, animation had largely been confined to children’s channels such as
Boing and Cartoonito or to afternoon schedules on Italia 1, where even imported anime and American animated series
were frequently edited to comply with protected-viewing regulations.®

This mismatch produced an editorial short circuit that destabilised both sides of Mediaset’'s economic model,°
reducing the value of advertising slots associated with the programme. The broadcaster ultimately resorted to a form

10



VIEW

Chiara Roccatello, The Tension Between Cultural and Economic Value in Adult Animation

of protective rationality, suspending Adrian after only five episodes in order to contain both financial losses and
reputational damage. When the programme returned several months later under the title Adrian Live — Questa € la
storia [Adrian Live — This is the story...] the format had been substantially reshaped. Modelled on Aspettando Adrian
[Waiting for Adrian], it became primarily a variety show, with the animated component reduced to a secondary
interlude.™

Video 5. The series-event also generated numerous online parodies, which mocked both its troubled production history and the self-celebratory
nature of Adrian, highlighting its perceived disconnect from young-adult audiences. Source: Official YouTube channel of Cartoni Morti, a popular
Italian animation YouTuber, 2019 (source: YouTube).

5.2 France Télévisions’ Niche-Aggregation Strategy:
The Series Lastman (2016)

Lastman is a French animated series for young adults, produced in 2016 by Everybody on Deck and the animation
studio Je Suis Bien Content for the public broadcaster France Télévisions. The story follows Richard Aldana, a
rebellious and undisciplined boxer who, following the disappearance of his mentor Dave, finds himself responsible for
protecting Dave’s young daughter, Siri, from mysterious demonic creatures originating from another dimension. The
narrative combines strong serialisation with substantial character development, as Dave’s disappearance exposes
Richard’s fatal flaw and sets in motion a process of personal transformation that becomes essential to overcoming the
external threat.

The project benefited from a strong value proposition from the outset (see Video 6. The series appealed not only to
fans of the original comic but also to broader niche audiences organised around shared interests, including anime
enthusiasts, gamers, geek communities and viewers nostalgic for the popular culture of the 1980s and 1990s. Source:
Official YouTube channel slash anim of France.tv Slash, 2022). As a prequel to the successful comic-book series
created by Bastien Vivés, Balak and Michaél Sanlaville, it could already rely on an established fan community within
the Franco-Belgian comics market.”! At the same time, its cultural discount remained relatively low, drawing on a
broadly transnational formula that combined American action pulp, noir fiction, supernatural horror and the graphic
aesthetics of Japanese anime.”?

11
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PRECEDEMMENT

Video 6. The series appealed not only to fans of the original comic but also to broader niche audiences organised around shared interests, including
anime enthusiasts, gamers, geek communities and viewers nostalgic for the popular culture of the 1980s and 1990s. Source: Official YouTube
channel slash anim of France.tv Slash, 2022 (source: YouTube).

Despite these advantages, the series was not immune to the structural constraints associated with public-service
broadcasting. First, the financial limitations of the French broadcaster shaped the project from the outset, leading
Everybody on Deck to reduce investment risk through a network of domestic and international co-production
agreements. During production, however, the withdrawal of an international investor created a significant funding
gap’®. Rather than abandoning the series, the producers launched a Kickstarter campaign that raised approximately
€325,00074. Beyond its financial contribution, the campaign demonstrated the existence of a committed young
audience willing to support the project directly, thereby reducing uncertainty for both producers and distributors.

Second, the series was constrained by its initial placement in a late-night slot on France 4.7° Its success, however,
was not only determined by linear television but by France Télévisions’ subsequent decision to make the programme
available on its free VOD (Video-on-demand) platform, France.tv.”® In doing so, the broadcaster adopted at a national
level the same niche-aggregation logic employed by global streaming platforms, allowing the series to reach multiple
audience communities while also aligning its distribution with the increasingly asynchronous viewing habits of young-
adult audiences. The economic value of the series was ultimately realised through a long-tail model. Combined with its
relatively low cultural discount, this enabled Lastman to attract international distribution partners, including Netflix,””
thereby extending the programme’s visibility beyond the domestic market.

France Télévisions thus played a key role in enhancing the economic value of the series within the domestic market
by complementing its linear service with a more flexible and networked distribution model. This strategy allowed the
broadcaster to aggregate dispersed audience niches and maximise the programme’s visibility and availability without
altering its underlying economic model. In doing so, it also demonstrated a greater capacity for innovation, adapting
public-service broadcasting to emerging patterns of platform-based consumption while preserving its institutional
reputation. In turn, it created the conditions for Lastman to enter a wider ecosystem of international licensing,
distribution and audience engagement, through which the value of the IP could be continually regenerated beyond the
national market.

6 Conclusion

This article, together with the comparative analysis of the Italian case of Adrian and the French case of Lastman,
offers a number of reflections and strategic recommendations for broadcasters and audiovisual producers operating in
an increasingly competitive adult animation market shaped by global streaming platforms. While broadcasters’
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cultural, economic and reputational risk aversion has long reinforced the perception that adult animation is
incompatible with generalist television, Lastman demonstrates that this incompatibility is largely tied to linear
broadcasting and can be overcome through digital ecosystems. In this context, proprietary AVOD (Advertising-Based
Video on Demand) platforms represent a key opportunity for traditional broadcasters. Beyond extending linear viewing
into asynchronous forms of consumption, they enable business models based on long-tail dynamics.”® As cultural
proximity theory suggests, broadcasters and global streaming platforms do not compete on identical terms: the former
primarily operate within domestic markets, while the latter target international audiences. Rather than competing
directly with global platforms, broadcasters can strengthen local content and aggregate dispersed national niches,
using domestic success as a form of industrial proof of concept for subsequent international circulation.”
Consequently, the economic value of a programme should not be reduced to television ratings alone. In line with
long-tail theory, the domestic market functions primarily as a space for recovering production costs, while economic
surplus emerges when intellectual properties are embedded within broader, scalable and transnational production and
distribution ecosystems.&

Relocating young-adult content to AVOD platforms also helps free adult animation from many of the constraints
imposed by linear schedules and protected viewing hours. This allows broadcasters to preserve and extend the logic
of the two-sided market, connecting advertisers with highly specific audience niches that are difficult to reach through
traditional television. At the same time, recommendation systems and census-based audience metrics provide a more
accurate understanding of viewer behaviour, reducing uncertainty and mitigating the risk aversion that historically led
to forms of pre-emptive intervention affecting programmes such as Adrian, Gino the Chicken and Popetown. Finally,
the cases analysed suggest that cultural specificity should not be regarded solely as a source of cultural discount.
Adrian and Gino the Chicken show that local identity becomes problematic only when disconnected from the
expectations of its intended audience, while Lastman and Popetown demonstrate the international potential of
culturally distinctive works. Through the hybridisation of local cultural identities and globally recognisable narrative
structures, can effectively leverage cultural distance, transforming high specificity into a form of ‘cultural premium’.8"
Such productions no longer address undifferentiated mass audiences but rather transnational niches connected by
shared subcultural interests, viewing practices and highly specific aesthetic preference.
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