CLOSE UP ON INDUSTRY

Baywatch: International Syndication Success Story


For most of the 1990s, America's top television export was “Baywatch,” a series about lifeguards on a California beach.  In fact, the program had a wider international audience than any other entertainment program in television history.  The show was translated into at least 15 languages, and when the stars visited Japan and China their fans assumed that they could speak those languages.  It was one of the most popular shows in England.  Although banned in Iran, it was secretly watched on satellite dishes by its fans.


What made this international success somewhat surprising was that “Baywatch” was canceled after one season on U.S. network television.  It was continued as original syndication, but it never earned an award or critical praise.  In fact, it was savaged by critics for its "cheesecake visuals and contrived story lines."
  The plots didn't always make sense, but they usually featured sensuous, slow-motion running by its swimwear-clad actors.


Asked how a show that is affectionately known as "Babewatch" by its fans could be such a runaway global hit, one of the executives for the distribution company replied, "have you ever been to Glasgow in February?"
  When asked what the show does for perceptions of the U.S. overseas, that same executive said "The lifestyle you see on the show may not exist in reality but it exists in people's minds all over the world.  People in the remotest parts of the world think they know about Hollywood and the beach.  It's an image they grew up with."
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