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The Spanish television family
comedy from the opening of the
market to the analogue switch off:
Formats, audiences and
production (1990-2010)

Abstract

Since the opening of the Spanish TV market in the 1990s, the
development of fiction genres, formats and narratives has
evolved notoriously, generating a universe of forms and
narrations that has configured the history of Spanish TV. The
family comedy, in this context, is postulated as one of the most
relevant fiction subgenres of Spanish TV, thanks to its easy
assimilation, the identification it generates with the audience,
its formats and its dissemination strategy, which has
contributed to the success of family comedy on television. This
article combines quantitative data with documental reflection
and discourse analysis to offer a taxonomy of the standards that
have guided the configuration of family comedy in Spanish TV.
The study is based on the analysis of 47 cases of family comedy,
broadcast from 1990 to 2010 in mainstream TV channels, using
three different perspectives: format, viewership and production
aspects. The results offer relevant data about the family comedy
genre that allow us to establish a specific approach to the
configuration of a standard of form, reach and production.

Keywords
Audience, comedy, family, formats, producers, sitcom,
television.

1. Introduction

The family comedy, popularised in the United States through the sitcom
format, has evolved as a subgenre, at the same pace as drama (Mittell,
20006). The episode duration, number of episodes, and sub-formats
acquired by the narratives and the time slots in which sitcom and drama
series are broadcast have been changing and have evolved in response
to social, cultural and production needs of the time. Changes in
technology and formats revitalise the subgenre, which alters the
standards and intrinsic needs of the new business and consumption
logics of television (Thompson, 2007).

The transition from paleo-television to neo-television (Eco, 1986;
Casetti & Odin, 1990), accompanied the development of television
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programming, which was based on informative content, towards entertainment. In the
Spanish case, the opening of the television market in the 1990s generated a change in the
management system of television and led to a “limited increase of channels in open-to-air
television, where TVE, regional and private channels compete for audience and advertisers”
(Artero, Herrero & Sanchez Tabernero, 2005: 1).

At that very moment, in which programming was the key revenue channel of networks,
new productions, new formats and the evolution of narrative genres invaded television,
giving rise to an unprecedented development in the history of television programming in
Spain. This in turn generated “the establishment of a new competition regime that caused
changes in programming habits, budget allocation and the production system of fiction
television” (Diego & Grandio, 2011: 846).

In this context characterised by content innovation, but also by fierce and endless
competition between networks to win audiences, the family comedy, understood as a
subgenre of television comedy, was postulated as a recurrent, smart and successful format
for networks, gradually conquering television spaces. The key of the success of family
comedy is its easy assimilation by the public (families), through a cast of stereotypical
characters, that use comedy to assimilate everyday-life (and not so ordinary) narrative plots
set in domestic contexts (Padilla & Requeijo, 2010; Hidalgo-Mari, 2015).

The influence of American television is reflected in Spain’s national fiction television
production. As Alvarez and Lopez (1999: 3) have pointed out: “the starting point of the
massive success of fiction series in our country can be placed in 1991. After that year there is
an uptrend in terms of viewership which despite some signs of exhaustion remains alive”. It
was currently, after the opening of the TV market and the emergence of private networks,
when fiction television in general and family comedy in particular, find a solid starting point
and the necessary support to develop.

The boom in the production of Spanish fiction is an unprecedented reality that has
been accentuated in the second decade of the 21* century. Networks, production companies,
screenwriters and directors joined forces to face the demands of the audience, which
increasingly wanted more quality fiction content. Comedy is one of the most successful and
most varied genres that we can find in television (Bonaut & Grandio, 2009: 2). While the
sitcom has the longest tradition in television comedy, as we will see throughout this work,
the family comedy has clearly evolved, in particular since the opening of the TV market.
According to Gomez-Rodriguez:

Comedy has been (..) the protagonist genre of Spanish fiction television, because, in
addition to reflecting the national cinematographic and theatrical tradition, it is a format that
targets a broad audience sector that enjoys narratives focused on the family, youth and the
professional environment, which gives variety to the genre. It is also a kind of fiction that
encompasses proposals based on kindness and escapism (white comedies), as well as more
critical and realistic proposals (dramedy) (2017: 38).

The aim of this article is to identify the standards that have characterised the
development of the family comedy subgenre of television fiction, according to the formats
that have characterised its development, to provide a valid taxonomy of the traits and
features that have contributed to its consolidation. In addition, this information is related to
viewership and production aspects to provide an overview of the creation and success of the
family comedy subgenre.

2. Approaching the family comedy subgenre

The study of the sitcom, from the perspective of format and classification, has been
recurrent in the United States (Hawkinson, 2004; Mills, 2005; Gray, 2008) and more recently
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also in Spain (Bonauto & Grandio, 2009; Grandio & Diego, 2009; Padilla & Requeijo, 2010;
Hidalgo-Mari, 2015). As Galan and Herrero have pointed out, its characteristics and rapid
acceptance by the audience:

Meant great benefits for advertisers and the representation of issues close to the public,
mainly comedies and stories with similar doses of drama and humour, which emanated a strong
sense of community and were set mainly in the neighbouring context and the family
environment (2011: 27-28).

American sitcoms were characterised by their 24-minute-long (Toledano & Verde,
2007: 110) self-contained episodes (Gordillo 1999: 24), set in contexts and scenarios that were
familiar to the audience (Padilla & Requeijo, 2010: 199, citing Bertrand, 1992: 110).

The family comedy can be defined as a narrative that develops easily understandable
and everyday-life conflicts that viewers of all socio-demographic profiles can feel identified
with (Lépez, 2008: 26). Its structure is based around conflicts between characters and the
situations that cause them (Lopez, 2008: 15). They present stories that speak of the society of
the time and are intended to reflect the reality that sustains them, despite being framed in a
fictional genre (Padilla & Requeijo, 2010).

Medina et al. (2009) identify the domestic context or environment as the main stage of
the narrative in family series. This has been confirmed in subsequent studies that relate the
role assimilated by women in Spanish fiction, within the family environment (Lacalle &
Hidalgo, 2016; Lacalle & Gdémez, 2016). For their part, Herrero and Diego (2009) add that
since the audience of these fiction shows are members of a family, these stories must
develop in the family context in which its members are the protagonists. Either way, the
production of comedies:

Aims to reach a wide audience that encompasses from children to grandparents, i.e. aims to
get the whole family to watch the series. It seeks to generate certain affinity and empathy
between fictional characters and viewers, and that is why fiction dramas tend to be associated
with today’s reality as much as possible (Marcos, 2013: 39).

As pointed out by Grandio and Diego (2009: 88), comedy sketch-based shows and series
were abundant in Spanish television, although comedy emerged from the combination of
the American sitcom, theatrical comic sketches and film comedy, which had been recurrent
in programming since the beginnings of Spanish television. The adaptation that the family
comedy made of the patterns established by the sitcom resides primarily in the episode
duration (Garcia de Castro, 2002: 121), although, as we will see below, the broadcast in the
primetime slot, fundamentally, and the hard work of the producers specialised in this
subgenre contributed to the creation of a specific standard around the Spanish family
comedy.

2.1. Family comedy in Spain: origins
While in the 1960s and 1970s the production of family comedies in the United States was
booming, Spanish television bet on other types of fiction, and was dominated by theatre
adaptations (Estudio 1, 1965-1985), literary adaptations (Curro Fiménez, 1976-1978; Canas y
barro, 1978; La barraca, 1979 and Los pazos de Ulloa, 1985) and regional stories (E/ @ltimo café,
1970-1972 and Suspiros de Espana, 1974-1975).

Comedy fiction revolved around the shows directed by Jaime de Arminan (Galeria de
maridos, 1959; Galeria de esposas, 1960; and Chicas en la ciudad, 1961), which initially moved
away from the family comedy subgenre, despite it - -life stories and
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