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With its small population of 5.7 million inhabitants, its public service broadcasting dominance, 

and no recent history of world colonization or immigration, the near global success of 

Denmark’s television industry in the last decade is as unprecedented as it is impressive. 

Previous work on transnational media distribution and reception has repeatedly shown that 

non-Anglophone content rarely exports outside its geo-linguistic region due to the perception 

that audiences in other regions would be too far removed culturally and linguistically. 

Similarly, theories on the consumption of audio-visual content have tended to neglect 

transnational, ‘non-resident’ viewing and, instead, emphasized the importance of geo-

linguistic, national or ‘resident’ viewing. How, then, do we begin to account for the success of 

Danish language drama around the world? Through an analysis of interviews with international 

audiences of three Nordic series, Forbrydelsen (The Killing), Borgen and Bron|Broen (The 

Bridge), this chapter argues that transnational and global media flow has given rise to an 

increasingly complex sense of cultural space and identity. It also suggests that contemporary 

audiences are continually zooming in and out between the familiar and the strange, and between 

the local and the global, in their engagement with transnational content. Thus, the chapter not 

only speaks about Danish or Nordic television but rather gives an insight into more universal 



transnational reception processes that are currently taking place in our post-broadcast era. 

The chapter is divided into five parts. The first part introduces the scale and context of 

the recent boom in global exports of Danish drama series. The second part gives a short 

overview of various ‘local’ explanations for the success that have been put forward; i.e. 

explanations to do with particular production practices and strategies within Denmark and, in 

particular, the Danish public service broadcaster DR, which has produced or co-produced many 

of the globally successful Danish series. After these introductory parts, the third part presents 

relevant theories on transnational media reception and media geography, after which the 

transnational audience study, on which the chapter is based, and its methodology, is explained 

in part four. Finally, part five comprises the analytical results in four main findings that may 

aid in elaborating existing theories on transnational reception of audio-visual content.1 

 

Prologue: Global export patterns and the impact of Nordic Noir 

 

Danish audio-visual drama series have in the last decade experienced unprecedented global 

exports, spearheaded by the main public broadcaster DR and its now well-known and much 

celebrated series Forbrydelsen (The Killing) (DR1), Borgen (DR1) and Bron/Broen (The 

Bridge) (a co-production with Swedish public broadcaster SVT and two independent 

production companies, broadcast simultaneously on SVT1 and DR1). As a matter of fact, these 

three series have been exported on a truly global scale, and more recent series such as 

Arvingerne (The Legacy, 2014-15), Bedrag (Follow the Money, 2016-17) and Herrens veje 

(Ride Upon the Storm, 2017) have followed this trend. Up until the late-2000s, Danish TV 

 
1 Please, note that elements of this chapter have already been published in the two anthologies The Global 
Audiences of Danish Television Drama (2020, edited by Pia Majbritt Jensen and Ushma Chauhan Jacobsen) and 
Danish Television Drama: Global Lessons from a Small Nation (2020, edited by Anne Marit Waade, Eva 
Novrup Redvall and Pia Majbritt Jensen). 



series were, by and large, only sold to the other Nordic countries – Finland, Iceland, Norway 

and Sweden – and, since the late 1990s, to Germany as well. Denmark’s transition towards 

becoming a global exporter of drama is thus not only unprecedented and surprising, but has 

also been an extremely swift one that initially took off with the BBC’s decision to broadcast 

the first season of Forbrydelsen in January 2011 on BBC4 (Jensen et al. 2016). After this very 

important ‘shop window’ exposure, and in the course of less than five years, Denmark went 

from being a completely unimportant exporter of fictional content to becoming a true 

international drama series powerhouse (Jensen 2016). 

Forbrydelsen’s three seasons have been exported to well over one hundred countries 

and territories around the world, including countries as diverse as Afghanistan and Argentina; 

Greece and Guatemala; Iran and Italy; Tajikistan and Taiwan; Mozambique; and New Zealand 

(DR International Sales 2013). Swedish-Danish co-production Bron|Broen has also done well 

as an international export, with the first season having been made available in just as many 

countries and territories as Forbrydelsen (Nimbus Film 2014). Borgen had in late 2013 been 

exported to at least forty countries, including countries such as Armenia and the USA; Mexico 

and Japan; Iceland and South Korea; Australia; and Turkey (DR International Sales 2013). 

That said, the impact of a given series has been different in each country. In a previous 

publication on the global impact of Danish television exports from an historical perspective 

(Jensen 2016), I tracked which channels, in a selection of Western countries, have broadcast 

the five DR series Rejseholdet/Unit One, Ørnen/The Eagle, Forbrydelsen, Borgen, and 

Bron/Broen. A fairly clear pattern emerged. In the Nordic and North and Central European 

countries, with what Hallin and Mancini (2004) have called democratic-corporatist media 

systems, the series are most often shown on public broadcasters’ main channels (such as ZDF 

and ARD in Germany, NRK in Norway, YLE in Finland) with similar remits and programming 

traditions to those of DR. Also, in the UK, whose media system may be termed liberal but 



whose broadcasting system has strong democratic-corporatist traits, the main public 

broadcaster, the BBC, scheduled the series; albeit on their niche channel BBC4 that arguably 

caters for a middle-class audience with a certain cultural capital (see introduction to this 

volume). This pattern is also mirrored in other countries where the Danish series have been 

broadcast on channels catering for more elitist, cosmopolitan, and even culturally trendsetting 

audiences. In Australia, the series have been broadcast on SBS, in France on ARTE, in French-

speaking Canada on ARTV, and on LaEffe in Italy. When we look at audience ratings in 

importing countries, there are also indications that the same patterns emerge: the closer to 

Denmark the importing country is – both in geo-linguistic and media systemic terms – the 

higher ratings the series achieve and the more prominently the series are scheduled.  

However, although audience ratings in, for example, the UK on BBC4 for the various 

Danish series, have been modest compared to ratings on other channels, such as BBC1, the 

audiences watching are likely to include the more influential and trendsetting segments of the 

population; that is, the segments with a high cultural, intellectual and possibly financial capital 

(Jensen 2016). Subsequently, I concluded that the closer the exporting country is to Denmark, 

the bigger and more important the importing channel is, which in the context of this chapter on 

transnational audiences must of course be considered. That is, when we talk about the global 

audience success of Danish drama series, we are talking about a success among ‘the global 

few’ audiences analogous to the success of art-house or world cinema rather than the 

blockbuster film. 

In spite of, or maybe because of, this position as a type of ‘art-house’ quality television, 

Danish series – together with other Nordic series from initially Sweden but now increasingly 

also Norway, Iceland and Finland, and often under the label ‘Nordic Noir’ – have impacted the 

aesthetics and storytelling of drama productions originating elsewhere (Jensen and Waade 

2013; Creeber 2015). At the MIPCOM 2015 markets in Cannes, for example, there was an 



attempt to commodify the Nordic Noir trend by labelling one of the most important 

international trends within scripted content as ‘worldwide noir,’ with subcategories such as 

‘British noir’ (e.g. River), ‘German noir’ (e.g. Das Tal) and ‘Latinoir’ (e.g. Sé quién eres from 

Spain and Signos from Argentina). As this anthology is the perfect example of, international 

scholars have also recognised the impact of Nordic television drama. Glen Creeber, for 

example, demonstrated in 2015 how Danish and other Nordic series have influenced recent 

examples of British and US television drama, stating that “Nordic Noir’s global influence is 

now helping to reinvent a new breed of miniseries […] that is uniquely suited to the 

requirements of the new broadcasting age” (also see Waade et al. 2020; Badley et al. 2020, 

McElroy 2020 and not least many of the chapters in this volume).  

In other words, by watching the Danish series and making the series viable content for 

international buyers and distributors, ‘the global few’ have been exercising significant power 

by contributing towards the fact that the Danish series have exported on a scale never 

encountered before. However, and perhaps more importantly, these first-moving audiences 

have also played a significant role in creating substantial trends in the wider audio-visual 

industry and, as a result, deserve our attention as scholars of TV drama specifically, and of 

media reception generally. 

 

The local explanation: production dogmas and internationalisation ‘from 

within’ 

 

The domestic and international success of the series originating from Denmark’s public service 

broadcaster DR has been attributed to the DR Drama Division’s so-called ‘dogmas,’ applied 

from the mid-1990s and onwards. Although initially there were fifteen, most industry people 

and academics agree that four dogmas summarize the peculiarities of DR’s approach to 



television drama production today, and partly explain the current success of series such as 

Forbrydelsen and Borgen. As Eva Novrup Redvall has pointed out, the success of DR Drama 

is due to the fact that the dogmas have allowed DR to create a new conception and interpretation 

of television drama, in combination with a change in the production culture of the Drama 

Division itself (Redvall 2011).  

As for the four dogmas—‘one vision’, ‘double story’, ‘crossover’ and ‘producer’s 

choice’, respectively (also see Redvall 2013)—I shall not go into detail in this chapter. It will 

suffice to say that this new conception and interpretation of drama made for TV has been 

successful in winning international prizes which, according to Ingolf Gabold, DR Head of 

Drama in the period 1999-2012, was a conscious strategy for the Drama Division under his 

management to attract funding from abroad. In this, Gabold’s strategy seems to have worked. 

Not only do the series export well internationally, DR has also engaged in several co-

productions. Bron|Broen, for example, is a co-production between DR and the Swedish public 

broadcaster SVT, with the series being broadcast simultaneously in the two countries. German 

ZDF-Enterprises (the commercial distribution arm of German public broadcaster ZDF) has also 

been a partner in many of the recent DR series (see Jensen et al. 2016 for a general account of 

DR drama’s historical and current funding arrangements). 

What is interesting about the increased external funding of DR’s series, especially the 

co-productions, is how this influences the content itself, making the series ‘subtly 

international,’ which is something Anne Marit Waade and I have described and explored in 

previous work (Jensen and Waade 2013). An example of this is the fact that two languages, 

Danish and Swedish, are spoken alongside each other in Bron|Broen. So, even though external 

funding may not dictate content, co-productions still make the DR productions more 

international. Hence, one could argue that, in the case of DR’s series, domestic and 

international success is based on a subtle internationalisation ‘from within,’ insofar as the 



Danish television producers strive for a certain visual and thematic style that is seen as 

particularly popular abroad. Arguably, this is done in order to reach both international 

audiences (to get extra financial mileage out of local productions) and potential international 

co-producers (to co-fund the expensive productions). Accordingly, the demands of the 

international television market influence the supply of the local Danish market for television 

drama, whose producers have strived to achieve precisely these production values in order to 

win international prizes and attract acclaim more broadly (ibid.; also see Raats and Jensen 

2020). 

 

Non-Anglophone audio-visual media distribution: proximities across and 

beyond cultures 

 

There is no doubt that all of the above offers part of an explanation regarding the success of 

Danish drama series. However, what happens when we move our attention away from local 

explanations within the production methods and strategies of the Danish public service 

broadcasting sector and instead focus on international markets and international audiences? 

What is happening here that allows the import of series from a previously unimportant audio-

visual export nation? Other factors than production dogmas and a more streamlined and 

international focus on behalf of one Danish broadcaster must be at play. After all, Denmark is 

far from the only audio-visual market punching above its weight when it comes to global 

exports and impacts. Other non-Anglophone markets outside the Nordic region—such as, for 

example, Colombia, Israel and not least Turkey—have also become relatively important 

exporters of audio-visual content in recent decades (see Straubhaar 2007; Shahaf 2016; Kraidy 

and Al-Ghazzi 2013; Ferreira 2021). That is, the Danish series specifically and the Nordic Noir 



phenomenon generally are part of a wider global trend towards a more transnational 

production, distribution and consumption of audio-visual content. 

This unprecedented global impact of non-Anglophone audio-visual markets, such as 

Denmark, challenges existing understandings of global media distribution and reception. These 

include the chains of connections and associations that usually accompany the import/export 

of audio-visual content, and how heterogeneous viewers throughout the world receive this. 

Hitherto, there has been a general tendency to consider the movement of non-Anglophone 

audio-visual content as limited to specific geo-linguistic regions that share similar cultural and 

linguistic features (Sinclair 2009; Curtin 2007; Rinnawi 2006; Sinclair, Jacka, & Cunningham 

1996). Similarly, theories on the consumption and reception of audio-visual content have 

neglected transnational, ‘non-resident’, viewers—i.e. when audiences engage with audio-

visual content removed from their own (cultural or ‘resident’) context, as would be the case 

with non-Nordic audiences engaging with Danish series—in favour of geo-linguistic, national 

or ‘resident’ viewing (cf. Athique 2014; Esser 2014). As Athique (2014: 10) attests, despite the 

fact that, in much of the world, “it is non-resident experiences of media consumption that are 

the most common.” Even in cases when transnational viewing has been theorized (Appadurai 

1996; Bore  2011; Budarick  2013; Cunningham & Sinclair 2000; Iwabuchi 2002; Karim 2006), 

explanations for audience engagement have been attributed to either the national, ethnic and 

cultural identities of audiences; or in the transparency and polysemy of US media texts and the 

highly commercialised and competitive structure of US broadcasting (Liebes & Katz 1990; 

Olson 1999; Doyle 2013). If this were still the case, Denmark—with its demographically 

‘small’ language (Drotner 2002), its historically strong public broadcasting dominance, and a 

history of immigration that is very recent—should hypothetically remain an insignificant 

player in the worldwide exchange of audio-visual content. The rising popularity of Danish TV 

drama globally is therefore particularly interesting as it calls for alternative explanations.  



If we set aside the fact that we must also find some of these explanations in how the 

global distribution of audio-visual content currently is undergoing major changes, we must also 

look for explanations in actual audiences (Jensen 2016). To put it simply, why are 

heterogeneous viewers throughout the world engaging with Danish series when existing 

theories tell us that they should not? The short answer, of course, is that audiences throughout 

the world are far more than their ethnic, national and cultural belonging (Athique 2014; Esser 

2014; Esser et al. 2016). The more complex answer is that the increased transnational and 

global media flow has given rise to an increasingly complex sense of cultural space and identity 

for audiences. Hence, considering audiences’ identities and experiences only in terms of their 

locality and/or ethnic and cultural belonging seems problematic (see also Robins & Aksoy, 

2000), as the impact of the Danish series outside their immediate cultural and geo-linguistic 

region certainly evidences. Consequently, it is also possible that processes of de-

territorialisation and transnational interconnectivity (even if ‘only’ through the television, or 

any other screen) affect how different groups relate to one another. In fact, many scholars state 

that TV and other media play a prominent part in this very process by ‘normalising difference’ 

(Nava 2007: 13), and by inducing an ‘enforced proximity’ through ‘imaginative travel' 

(Szerszynski and Urry 2002: 47, also see Jensen and Jacobsen 2020a). 

Straubhaar (2007: 26) uses the term ‘cultural proximity’ to describe the “seemingly 

common attraction that audiences feel for cultural products […] close in cultural content and 

style to the audiences’ own culture(s).” This argument is in line with the theory of ‘geo-

linguistic regions’ put forward a quarter of a century ago by John Sinclair, Elizabeth Jacka, and 

Stuart Cunningham (1996). However, because some content flows to markets beyond those 

with a strict (geo-linguistic) cultural proximity, other proximities are also at play in the 

worldwide exchange of audio-visual content, leading Straubhaar to further develop his theory 

by including other proximities. These include genre, value and thematic proximities 



(Straubhaar 2007). ‘Genre proximity’ refers to a shared familiarity with certain genres and their 

structures of storytelling, such as the police procedural or melodrama; ‘value proximity’ to 

shared values such as work ethics or moral codes; and ‘thematic proximity’ to issues such as 

gender inequality and immigration. Such proximities, whether they are based on cultural, 

generic, value, thematic or transcultural similarities, may therefore make Danish series 

appealing, “underpinning discourses of affinity, familiarity and imagined community” 

(Athique 2014: 13). This leads to the notion of human universals (Brown 2004). Only a few 

media scholars (e.g. Bielby & Harrington 2008; Oba 2009; Frau-Meigs 2006) have embraced 

the universal as an approach to understanding the transnational distribution of media content. 

However, TV professionals often talk about the universality of a story when, for example, 

acquiring foreign series or formats (Lippert 2011; Jensen 2007). Indeed, universal elements of 

the Danish series could be considered a vital factor in their appeal. 

On the other hand, the fact that Danish drama may also be experienced as ‘Other’ by 

their transnational audiences could also be a factor in their appeal insofar as a so-called 

aesthetics of the exotic is operational in the viewing context. Arguably, this is the experience 

for the ‘crossover audiences’ of world cinema, that is, Western audiences watching feature 

films from non-Western countries (Khorana 2013); or when foreign films gain a cult status in 

another country (Rajadhyaksha 2003). In a similar vein, Hannerz (1996), Kraidy (2005) and 

Kuipers (2012) point to the existence of certain transnational, highly globalised cosmopolitan 

elites, who may have more in common with each other across cultures than within the local 

cultures in which they reside. This may be another factor in the popularity of the Danish series 

with transnational audiences as the series are most often scheduled on channels and services 

with an appeal to the well-educated cultural elite, including BBC4 (in the UK), ARTV 

(Canada) and LaEffe (Italy) (see, for example, Yesim Kaptan’s study on how well-educated 

Turkish audiences apply ‘aura’ to Danish drama series as if they were original pieces of high 



art). Most people, however, are entangled in the processes of ‘cosmopolitanization’ without 

necessarily choosing to be so (Beck & Sznaider 2006; Woodward & Skrbis 2013). This means 

that all audiences, including those with less education and cultural capital than, say, core BBC4 

viewers, are the subject of what could be termed ‘banal cosmopolitanism’ (Beck 2006) or 

‘banal transnationalism’ (Esser et al. 2016); the everyday exposure to cosmopolitan and 

transnational processes as they are occurring through politics and the media, for example. 

These processes are in our day and age no doubt as salient as Billig’s (1999) processes of ‘banal 

nationalism.’2 

 

‘What makes Danish television drama series travel?’ An eight-country 

audience study 

 

The research for this chapter was undertaken as part of a larger research project entitled ‘What 

makes Danish television drama series travel?’ funded by Independent Research Fund Denmark 

(2014-2019) and undertaken by a consortium of researchers from three Danish universities in 

collaboration with researchers in seven other countries. The aim was to investigate the success 

of Danish television drama from a variety of angles, including an eight-country audience study 

undertaken in Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Germany, Japan, Turkey, UK, and Denmark itself. 

The methodological framework constructed international audiences in a novel way by 

visioning audiences not only as regular viewers, or as statistics extracted from TV ratings, but, 

instead, as a ‘three-leaf clover’ of interacting players. The ‘three-leaf clover’ corresponds to: 

 
2 It is important to note that the mechanisms of global capitalism are inextricably intertwined with the global 
audio-visual industry and may be a major push factor in the non-English language turn in global audio-visual 
content flows in general and the export of Danish series in particular. Hence, factors pertaining to broadcaster 
strategies such as brand value, industry trends, risk management and price will also be explored, as these are 
likely to influence the acquisition of any series (Johnson, 2012; Franssen & Kuipers, 2013). However, these 
factors are not considered here. 



(1) buyers and distributors who (may) act as gatekeepers to international markets; (2) 

journalists and TV critics who (may) act as arbiters of taste and agenda-setters; and (3) regular 

viewers who (may) act by watching the series via for example broadcast TV, streaming services 

and (legal and illegal) downloading services, such as iTunes and various torrenting sites, thus 

making the series viable content internationally. These three groups of audiences are 

considered critical players in the international success of Danish TV drama. By investigating 

the specific characteristics of each type of audience and considering their close and complex 

interrelationships, the project’s audience study aims to understand and explain the wide-

reaching popularity and export of Danish TV drama as a phenomenon characterized by 

multiple players located in multiple contexts and interacting with multiple reasons (see 

Jacobsen and Jensen 2017 for the detailed methodological design). 

This chapter, however, will now focus on the research undertaken in Australia in the 

Antipodean summer and autumn of 2015-2016. I shall nevertheless at the end return to the fact 

that findings that are fairly similar to the Australian context emerged in countries such as 

Brazil, Germany, Japan, Turkey and the UK. The findings of the audience study in its entirety 

can be found in the anthology The Global Audiences of Danish Television Drama (Jensen and 

Jacobsen, 2020b). The below findings will also centre mainly on five focus group interviews 

undertaken with regular viewers located in and around Australia’s largest city of Sydney in the 

state of New South Wales. The respondents recruited were both frequent viewers (four focus 

groups) of the three series Forbrydelsen, Borgen and Bron/Broen or occasional viewers (one 

focus group). The pilot focus group consisted of three people, whereas the four other focus 

groups consisted of between four and six people, making the total of people interviewed 

twenty-two. The respondents were recruited by a professional market research company using 

a screening method devised in collaboration with myself to ensure a mix of gender, age, 

profession, ethnicity and home suburb in the Greater Sydney area, which consists of 



approximately five million inhabitants. In addition to the data generated by the focus groups, 

ratings analyses will provide an important background on which to understand the Danish 

series’ unique position in the schedules of the broadcaster SBS (Special Broadcasting 

Services), which has been the ‘home’ of the majority of Danish series broadcast in Australia. 

 

Findings 

 

A growing quantitative success on SBS/Australia 

 

Since the turn of the millennium, Danish drama programming has occupied increasing amounts 

of screen time on SBS’s television broadcast service and attracted a growing audience, making 

Danish drama a vibrant offering in mainstream television in Australia (also see Moore’s 

chapter in this volume). This also makes Australia and SBS stand as the only place/broadcaster 

outside of Denmark’s wider geo-linguistic region of the Nordic and Central European markets 

to acquire Danish series prior to the success of Forbrydelsen in the UK. Rejseholdet, Ørnen, 

Nynne and Anna Pihl, for example, were all broadcast on SBS prior to the broadcast of 

Forbrydelsen, which again was scheduled on SBS one year prior to its broadcast on BBC4.  

The explanation for this seemingly great openness to non-English-language content is 

partly found in the remit of SBS. SBS was founded in the 1970s to provide a place for ‘special’ 

broadcasting content, in particular multicultural programming in both television and radio, and 

the broadcaster thus provides a cultural link for migrant communities in Australia, as well as a 

window on the world for all Australians. However, as the Danes are by no means a significant 

migrant community in Australia (as opposed to, for example, the English, Italian, Greek, 

Lebanese or Chinese communities living in Australia), the most important reason why Danish 

series in particular are occupying increasing amounts of screen time is the simple fact that SBS’ 



viewers seem to like them. According to the heads of acquisitions and programming at SBS, 

Danish drama is highly engaging for the SBS audiences and boosts viewer loyalty (Roscoe 

2015; Nguyen 2016). 

This appreciation of its attraction has seen continuous growth in the hours of Danish 

content programmed by SBS throughout the 2000s. Total hours of Danish language 

programming broadcast by SBS, for example, has increased from 20 hours per year in 2001-

02 to a high of 157 hours in 2009-10, settling to around 100 hours a year from 2011-12; an 

overall average increase of 15 per cent per annum (Jensen and McCutcheon 2020). The increase 

in hours of Danish language programming on SBS coincides with growth in the audience for 

Danish drama series. Between 2005 and 2016, for example, both the average audience per 

episode for the first run of a Danish drama series and its average share have grown by an 

average of 3.3 per cent per annum. This rate of growth is more than eight times that of SBS’s 

total annual share for people aged 16 years and over, which grew at an average 0.4 per cent 

over the same time period (ibid.). As well as attracting a growing audience, Danish dramas also 

tend to attract larger audiences than other foreign language dramas on SBS, although they do 

not, of course, come close to out-competing English language dramas of a similar genre either 

on SBS or the more frequently-watched public broadcaster ABC (Ibid.). However, with the 

aforementioned theories on proximities beyond and across cultures in mind, let us now turn to 

the qualitative findings from the focus group interviews; findings which can be summed up in 

the following four categories. 

 

Preference for the Danish story rather than preference for the local or American story 

 

What is interesting is [that the Danish series’] production values sometimes are not as 
high as like the high-end American or the really high-end British stuff but that actually 
almost works in its favour because it doesn’t feel quite so slick but it still feels – I 
mean they’re still good productions; I’m not saying they’re sort of cheesy bad-quality 



productions but they don’t have that sort of hyper slick edge that the American stuff 
has and I like that. That somehow makes it more engage-able or something, I don’t 
quite know why.    
                       

The Sydney viewers kept referring to the authenticity, poignancy and distinctiveness of the 

actual stories and characters in Forbrydelsen, Bron/Broen and Borgen, which the above quote 

from a 54-year-old male respondent points to. The respondents found the stories real, free from 

(moral) cliché, emotionally gripping, surprising and very unlike the standard drama fare they 

are used to from American series or their own local Australian dramas. And because the stories 

and characters are felt to be real and compelling, it does not matter that they are Danish stories. 

On the contrary, our respondents in many cases seem to prefer the good Danish story to the 

local or American story precisely because it is different in a more ‘authentic’ way to what they 

are accustomed to watching. In actual fact, a considerable share of the Sydney-based 

respondents was very critical of not only the standard American drama series, but also of their 

own Australian dramas. One 39-year old male respondent said, for instance, that “Australian 

series are behind Australian society; they haven’t caught up.” To many respondents, the 

authenticity and attraction of the Danish series—and the inbuilt critique of American and 

Australian series—seem strongly connected to how the characters are thought to be portrayed 

in a more multi-facetted and realistic way: 

 

The characters [in the Danish series] drive the drama rather than the plot drives itself. 
That really makes a difference because that’s something Australia fails at a lot (female, 
50). 

  

I think it’s why I like most of these things that we’re talking about, actually. The 
characters are not all one-dimensional. They’ve got good; they’ve got flaws and they’re 
not all bad or all good.  They’re kind of […] more normal, more realistic (female, 53). 

  

Emotional, life-world proximity rather than cultural proximity 

 



This leads me to the next finding, namely that although the series may be culturally removed, 

they are still very much emotionally proximate to our respondents. “Even though it is in a 

different language, it’s almost like we guess the emotional pace, the tone, the sensibilities,” 

says one participant. In other words, the series somehow strike an emotional chord with 

audiences, a chord that seems to make obsolete any specific cultural connection and, as such, 

alludes to the portrayal of universal human emotions and conditions transcending cultures and 

languages. 

This emotional proximity appears often to be correlated with a feeling of life-world 

proximity in the Sydney respondents; that is, the life-world of the characters on display in the 

Danish series are in fact perceived as fairly similar to the life-world of our respondents. As the 

last quote in the above paragraph also suggests, the respondents often take example from the 

fictional characters and their circumstances, which makes obsolete the cultural distance. 

Another concrete example of this is given by a 48-year old male respondent talking 

about the easy-going but unfaithful Danish police officer Martin Rohde in the first season of 

Bron/Broen: 

 

He’s deeply flawed, he’s cheating and it’s all like ‘you’ve got a kid and 
you’re just a mess, man’ […] It was a great character and […] like good 
acting, really good acting, so you like had a lot of empathy even though 
you’re like ‘man, you’re horrible, really’ [laughs]. 

 

Related to this is the fact that not only are the characters perceived as more multi-faceted and 

human when it comes to their actions, emotions and circumstances, many respondents also 

believe they look more real, a counterpoint to the glamorous and highly stylised characters in 

American drama series. Bizarrely, one may argue that despite the fact that the characters and 

stories present on the television screen are literally thousands of miles away, to many of the 



Sydney respondents, they are in fact very close and the characters seem to represent a kind of 

mirror held up in front of the respondents.  

 

An aesthetic of the ‘Other’ and aspiration to modernity 

 

It seems so edgy in The Bridge. As a location, it just seems like that ‘behind 
closed doors’ kind of feeling. Even when it’s cold and its isolation […] I like 
that there’s an isolated feeling and there’s a quieter feeling. “What’s going 
on there?” “What’s that face mean? He’s not telling the whole [stops]”. So, 
that isolated, veiled [stops]. 

 

Having said this, the Sydney-based respondents also seem enthralled with the otherness on 

display in the series, which the above quote from a 37-year-old female refers to with words 

such as ‘edgy,’ ‘cold,’ ‘isolated,’ ‘quiet,’ and ‘veiled.’ This otherness takes on many shapes, 

referring to the different aesthetics of the Nordic weather conditions and landscapes, the 

different ways of behaviour, or the societal otherness (see Waade and Jensen 2013). Indeed, 

the fascination with the otherness of Danish and other Nordic societies came up repeatedly in 

the focus group discussions as an attraction with what respondents believed to be a more 

advanced and progressive society when it comes to, for example, gender equality. This is what 

Koichi Iwabuchi has termed an aspiration to modernity (2002), suggesting that the respondents 

would like Australian society to be more like Danish society. The two quotes below show how 

this aspiration to modernity surfaces with regards to the perceived differences in the treatment 

of refugees and the role of women in society, respectively. 

 

I was more thinking when I was watching [Borgen] about some of the social 
issues particularly to do with immigration and refugees which seemed to be 
dealt with in a far more humane way. […] And that was definitely like a sort 
of wish fulfilment fantasy, especially when we were going through some 
really brutal politics in Australia at the same time (female, 48). 

 



The position of power that [Prime Minister Birgitte Nyborg in Borgen] is in 
and I love the fact that there doesn’t seem to be any question [that she’s a 
woman]. It’s very, very rarely brought up in the three series, it was never 
questioned her strength because she’s a woman. It’s very rare. […] She was 
able to just get on with her job (male, 39). 

 

Cultural mark-up and added value rather than cultural discount 

 

The findings thus challenged the idea that trading foreign audio-visual content in local markets 

inevitably involves a certain degree of ‘cultural discount.’ According to this theory, a foreign 

programme loses some of its value insofar as it does not necessarily translate as well into the 

local culture in the new market as it did into the local culture of its home market (McFadyen 

et al. 2000). Audiences, or so the theory goes, do not fully understand the settings and 

institutions, the cultural values and the everyday life portrayed, causing them to identify less 

with a foreign programme, which, as a consequence, would expect to achieve smaller ratings 

and thus be worth less than a local programme. Following this argument, a drama series such 

as Forbrydelsen and Borgen should perhaps feel disconcertingly strange and exotic to non-

Nordic broadcasters and viewers, and thus potentially alienating them.  

The above findings, however, ran counter to this argument of cultural discount in at 

least two ways. First, the findings suggested that the exoticism and otherness in fact became 

part of the audiences’ fascination with the series and thus become an added value—or as Anne 

Marit Waade and I have termed it elsewhere, a cultural mark-up—in the minds of broadcasters, 

viewers and critics (Jensen and Waade 2013). Thus, Forbrydelsen, Borgen and Bron|Broen 

may very well feel strange to non-Nordic audiences, yet this was part of the attraction, not a 

deterrent. Secondly, the findings suggested that audiences, simultaneously, felt close to the 

characters portrayed in the Danish series. To a majority of respondents, the Nordic stories and 

characters essentially seemed more authentic and closer to the respondents’ societal and 



personal life-world than do American and, even, Australian drama series; something which 

also became an added value or cultural mark-up. 

The findings also urge us as scholars to elaborate on and develop well-established 

theories on why and how audiovisual content flows happen and to revise theories of proximity 

between and among global audiences. One attempt at the latter is what Ushma Chauhan 

Jacobsen and I have made in a recent publication (Jensen and Jacobsen 2020a), in which we 

theoretically and empirically outline three types of proximities apart from the geo-linguistic 

and cultural proximities: emotional proximities, cosmopolitan proximities and grapevine 

proximities. First, emotional proximities refer to the sentiments provoked by Danish series 

when somehow striking an emotional chord with their global audiences. Second, cosmopolitan 

proximities—increasingly energized by digitization and the advent of for example 

Subscription-Video-on-Demand services—connect individuals with ‘distant others’ through 

stylistic curiosity, psychological capacities to embrace difference, and the recognition of 

similar ethical and/or political interests. Third, grapevine proximities point to the continued 

importance of word-of-mouth in both the relationships of individuals and the networks within 

the global media industry. 

 

“Far away, so close”: concluding remarks on transnational audiences 

 

Intriguingly, Forbrydelsen, Borgen and Bron/Broen are both ‘far away and so close’ to our 

respondents, and similar findings emerged from research conducted in Brazil (Jacobsen and 

Meleiro 2020), Germany (Eichner and Esser 2020, Eichner 2020), Japan (Jacobsen 2017 and 

2020), Turkey (Kaptan 2020), and UK (Esser 2017 and 2020). Thus, contemporary 

transnational audiences seem capable of zooming in and out between the familiar and the 

strange, and between the local and the global, in their engagement with transnational content 



such as the three Danish series under scrutiny here. Consequently, any instance of transnational 

reception may involve audiences constantly oscillating along a global/local or familiar/strange 

continuum. Furthermore, local audiences do not necessarily always prefer local content to non-

local content. Sometimes, local audiences actually prefer non-local content because it is felt to 

be emotionally proximate, more authentic, different, aspirational and even exotic, or all of the 

above at the same time. A bulk of other research on transnational audiences emerging at the 

moment is very much pointing to the fact that this is a general trend: Turkish drama series have 

for example conquered audiences in places as diverse as the Middle East and North Africa 

(Kraidy and Al-Ghazzi 2013), the Balkans (Aydos 2017), Latin America (Valverde 2020) and 

Europe (Moraleda 2021, Berg 2017) with just as diverse audience responses as a result. This 

points to the fact that transnational and global media flow has given rise to an increasingly 

complex sense of cultural space and identity, and I believe that we, as theoreticians of 

contemporary transnational media reception and distribution, must accommodate this 

complexity. One way of doing this is by being wary of methodological nationalism—i.e. the 

tendency in social sciences to accept the nation-state as a given and to take rootedness in the 

nation-state as a norm (Beck and Sznaider 2006)—and instead focusing on other factors that 

may explain phenomena, such as the reception and distribution of audio-visual content. While 

nation-states are still important, they clearly become less important when it comes to the 

distribution and reception of audio-visual content, and reception and distribution practices 

enacted across state borders are no longer the exception (if they ever were). We must therefore 

look not only for dissimilarities among countries, but, just as importantly, for similarities and 

interconnections among and within various viewer groupings and countries. 
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