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Abstract 

 
This paper analyzes the consumers in the context of non-professional subtitling (NPS). Using web scraping 
techniques to collect data about the downloading rate of non-professional subtitles we explore the behavior 
of consumers. Drawing on the case of the subtitles for House of Cards in Addic7ed.com, a popular 
multilingual non-professional subtitle distribution website, we describe the consumption of non-professional 
subtitles and the users’ response. After outlining the situation of the international audiences for audiovisual 
products and the relevance of consumers as the driving force behind NPS communities, we analyze the 
collected data in terms of their interest in the originality of the content and their wish to access the content 
immediately after it is available. Our findings indicate that the users of non-professional subtitles are highly 
engaged consumers, eager to access the content as soon as possible and interested in watching it in its 
original language (English), even with intralingual (same-language) subtitles. 
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Introduction 

Non-professional subtitling (NPS) communities are seen as “knowledge disseminators in the Internet era” 

(Chen, 2010) which overcome geographical and linguistic barriers to distributing translated content. Two 

main characteristics have been attributed to fan subtitling (fansubbing) and NPS: immediacy and enlarged 

distribution. These communities work against the clock to complete the subtitles as soon as the audiovisual 

products are released (Gambier, 2013) and create new distribution channels for audiovisual content at a 

global level. The non-professional subtitlers engaging in these communities can be seen as what Tapscott 

and Williams (2006) call prosumers. They are active users who do not only act as consumers but who also 

enact powers traditionally allocated to producers. By taking on some of the tasks of producers and exerting 

the power that technology grants them, non-professional subtitlers challenge traditional distribution 

channels and create alternative networks of distribution of content.  

Research in the field of NPS has so far concentrated on those more active participants and not on the users 

of the subtitles. In this article, we look at NPS from the consumption side to gain insights into the audience 

of the subtitles. Considering users make up the largest subgroup of members of online communities (Yang, 

Li, & Huang, 2016), our aim was to study their online behavior to illustrate the reach of NPS. We propose 

to use digital trace data, particularly the download figures of subtitles over time, as means to draw a broader 

picture of the generally hard to investigate majority of users. We track the number of downloaded subtitles 
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for the third season of the series House of Cards (Netflix 2013-Present) from the non-professional subtitling 

website Addic7ed.com as a case study to explore, for the first time, the behavior of consumers of non-

professional subtitles. Using web-scrapping techniques, we monitored the demand for subtitles in nine 

languages over a two-week period (27 February-13 March 2015). Our findings suggest consumers are 

primarily interested in accessing same-language subtitles in English, place great value in immediate access 

to the content and experience a high degree of engagement with the product over a relatively short period 

of time. 

 

 

Online communities and lurkers 

 

Collaborative and participatory communities such as those producing non-professional subtitles are made 

up of active users who engage in the community’s activities. While the main feature of these members is 

that they have an active role in how they engage with content production and consumption (unlike more 

passive users), it is also true that not all members engage and participate in the same way, nor do they 

invest the same amount of time and effort in the communities (Sun, Rau, & Ma, 2014). According to Nielsen’s 

90-9-1 rule (2006), participation inequality causes a recurrent phenomenon in online communities. In most 

of these communities, there are three broadly defined profiles of members: a small 1% of users who are 

heavy contributors and produce the majority of the community’s content, 9% of users who are intermittent 

contributors, and the lurkers, users who read and observe the communities’ activities but do not contribute 

to content production. Lurkers are the largest group and makeup 90% of the members. This rule has been 

tested, in some cases confirming the estimation (van Mierlo, 2014), and in others proposing an adjusted 

alternative, such as a 70-20-10 distribution (Schneider, 2011). Regardless of the distribution of the three 

proposed categories, the largest share of community members does not participate actively in the creation 

of content but rather in the consumption of the material produced by the more committed members. 

Considering the prominence of lurkers, exploring their behavior in online subtitling communities should help 

us to better understand the societal impact of NPS. 

Although they are not heavy or intermittent contributors, lurkers engage actively in the participatory culture. 

They share more characteristics with contributors than with traditional TV users. They are an essential part 

of the NPS phenomenon. As agents in the participatory culture environment, they comply with certain 

technical requirements and have a specific technological and content-specific expertise. In technical terms, 

they need to have working and stable Internet access, which in many cases is taken as a given but still is a 

barrier for a large part of the global population, limiting the possibilities of a portion of users to become 

lurkers. Additionally, they need to invest time and effort to follow the original scheduling of the audiovisual 

content, identifying when it is made available, locate trustable sources and download the content. The 

disposition of cultural and technological capitals is a pre-condition for this group of users; apart from their 

personal interest, lurkers should invest a variety of resources to access the audiovisual content they want.  



 

Observatorio (OBS*) Journal, (2018)                                                                                         David Orrego Carmona, Simon Richter 066 

 

Non-professional subtitle consumers 

 

Non-professional subtitles, or fan subtitles (fansubs), are subtitles produced or distributed by volunteers in 

online communities. The practice dates back to the fansubbing of anime in the 1980s and saw an exponential 

growth in the 2000s when US shows became international hits with considerably large audiences in non-

English speaking countries (Catania, 2015; Evans, 2011). Consumers of all types of audiovisual content 

realized that it was possible to create their own subtitles to distribute audiovisual content around the world 

over the internet; thus, groups dedicated to the distribution of underground films as well as US TV series 

and films emerged and adopted mechanisms similar to those used by the fansubbers. 

Along with fansubbing’s expansion, there also came a change in the motivations behind NPS. While 

fansubbing came into existence as a way to fight the censorship exerted in the early translations of anime 

and the low number of anime products that were being imported to the US, the NPS of US TV series was an 

opposition to the lengthy delays in international releases (Cubbison, 2005; Lee, 2009). This growth also 

generated more complexity in the NPS sphere in general. While traditional fansubbing communities, formed 

by hardcore fans who were highly committed and emotionally attached to the content they translate (Díaz 

Cintas & Muñoz Sánchez, 2006; Ferrer Simó, 2005; Massidda, 2012), still exist, new communities are also 

made up of people who simply enjoy making subtitles, who find fulfillment in belonging to a community that 

provides access for a larger audience, or who see an opportunity to establish a network of like-minded 

people (Barra, 2009; Luczaj, Holy-Luczaj, & Cwiek-Rogalska, 2014; Orrego-Carmona, 2015). 

In the last fifteen years, NPS has become a common topic in Translation Studies and neighboring areas. 

Since the first publications appeared, at the beginning of the 2000s (Cubbison, 2005; Leonard, 2005; Nornes, 

1999), researchers have become interested in the area (Barra, 2009; Bold, 2011; Casarini, 2014; Fernández 

Costales, 2013; Luczaj et al., 2014; Massidda, 2012; O’Hagan, 2008, 2013; Olohan, 2014; Orrego-Carmona, 

2011, 2016; Pérez-González, 2007, 2010, 2012; Pym, Orrego-Carmona, & Torres-Simón, 2016; Wilcock, 

2013). Regardless of their specific objectives, the majority of the studies have focused on two elements of 

NPS: the production agents (i.e. the individuals and the communities involved in creating the subtitles), and 

the subtitles produced by those communities or individuals. While studying the active participants of virtual 

communities provides a good understanding of their culture, analyzing the traces left by the lurkers might 

enlarge our understanding of the exchange occurring in the community and its societal impact. Also, from 

a rather system theory based perspective, we may conclude what broader function the system of NPS may 

fulfill at an international scale. 

 

 

Exploring non-professional subtitling consumers 

 

The use of non-professional subtitles for audiovisual products is generally associated with two underlying 

reasons related to access. First, viewers want to access audiovisual products as soon as the materials are 
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released in the US. Second, viewers resist dubbing as a traditionally accepted audiovisual translation mode, 

and prefer subtitling as a way of accessing a more original version of the products. These two reasons 

interact and strengthen the interest in NPS as a valid option to access audiovisual content. 

Readily accessing the audiovisual content available has always been a motivation for users of NPS (Barra, 

2009; Díaz Cintas & Muñoz Sánchez, 2006). The viewers’ reluctance to wait for the international release of 

their favorite shows moved them to do their own subtitles to support the distribution of content online 

(Leonard, 2005; Massidda, 2012). Due to their attachment to the audiovisual products, fans have the 

pressure to “know about [the audiovisual products] as soon as possible” (Gambier, 2014) when they are 

released. In an interconnected world, viewers want to consume the products shortly after they are available, 

in some cases even binge-watching them as soon as they can get hold of them (Orrego-Carmona, 2018). 

For these users, time is so important that Jiménez-Crespo claims that “the speed at which the translation is 

needed” (2017, p. 124) is one of the factors that defines the type of quality that suits collaborative translation 

environments. The fixation with immediate access has even altered the rhythms of official distribution 

channels. To counter the effects of piracy, producers, official distributors, TV channels and video streaming 

services have reduced the delays in the international distribution of their products. 

Equally, the chase for originality is also deeply embedded in the fansubbing tradition. Viewers started to 

fansub because the official sanitized versions did not allow them to access the source culture through the 

audiovisual products (Bold, 2011; Nornes, 1999; Schules, 2012). This is particularly true in the case of anime 

(Díaz Cintas & Muñoz Sánchez, 2006; Dwyer, 2012), when non-professional subtitles are used as a way to 

access Japanese culture. The popularization of fansubbing in traditionally dubbing countries such as Spain, 

Italy and France seems to be associated to a mistrust of dubbing or a preference for subtitling as a mode 

of translation that allows for a better understanding of the source culture. According to Massidda in her 

exploration of fansubbing in Italy, dubbing “is nowadays perceived as an outmoded, unreliable, and 

ultimately unsuitable mode of audiovisual transfer” (2012, p. 14). On the contrary, unlike the traditional TV 

and film industries, Western NPS communities seem to be more interested in producing source-oriented 

subtitles that emphasize the foreign nature of the contents (Casarini, 2014; Nornes, 2007).  

Departing from these key motivations for relying on non-professional subtitles, we derived two guiding 

research questions for our exploratory study of the demand for non-professional subtitles. Based on the 

immediacy motivation to use non-professional subtitles we would assume the demand for non-professional 

subtitles to be highest shortly after the audiovisual products are released and subsequently weaken over 

time. 

Immediacy question (Q1): Is the demand for non-professional subtitles dependent on the time since the 

release of the audiovisual content? 

The originality motivation emphasizes the interest of the audiences on subtitling as a tool to access a more 

original version of the audiovisual content. Considering this interest might be stronger among audiences 

who are normally exposed to dubbing, we wanted to learn about which languages are more popular among 
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the users of non-professional subtitles and whether these languages can be associated with traditionally 

dubbing countries. 

Originality question (Q2): What are the more popular languages in non-professional subtitles? 

In this paper, we draw on the case of the distribution of Netflix’ House of Cards via the Addic7ed.com 

platform to provide insights into the distribution of NPS. We did so by using data about the downloads of 

subtitles as a tool to understand the behavior of non-professional subtitle users and assess the assumptions 

which are present in literature. 

 

 

The case of House of Cards in Addic7ed.com 

 

Many NPS communities are established according to the language into which its members translate or the 

content that interests them. However, there are also those that double as producers of subtitles and re-

distributors of the subtitles made by other NPS communities. The latter thus have the possibility of reaching 

larger multilingual audiences. Addic7ed.com is a NPS community that creates and distributes its own subtitles 

and also operates as a repository and redistributor of subtitles produced by other NPS groups. The subtitles 

distributed by this group are mostly, but not only, for TV shows and films produced in the United States. 

Due to its nature, Addic7ed.com represents a research opportunity for analyzing the creation and distribution 

of subtitles. By exploring the public data it offers, it is possible to know which languages are more relevant 

for a certain product, how long it takes for communities to create and publish non-professional subtitles and 

how many people access the subtitles.  

In this study, we analyzed the creation and distribution of the subtitles for the series House of Cards (Netflix 

2013-Present) in Addic7ed.com. The show revolves around Frank Underwood, a Texan senator who is 

working his way towards the White House, in close collaboration with his wife, Claire. The couple’s main 

goal is achieving power and the methods they use to advance towards their goal are mostly unlawful, legally 

questionable, plainly unethical or morally condemnable. The series’ story draws highly on the US political 

system and requires the viewership to have certain knowledge of the system, or at least, to be willing to 

learn more about it. House of Cards and its international success aptly exemplify the discussion about a 

cultural homogenization debate.  

The first season of House of Cards was released on February 1, 2013, and Netflix used the series to launch 

its own original programming. Starting a new distribution strategy, all the episodes of the first season were 

released at once. This distribution strategy continues to be Netflix’ brand, not only for the subsequent 

seasons of House of Cards but also for other original Netflix series. On February 27, 2015, Netflix released 

the twelve episodes of the third season of House of Cards Since the series was in its third season and enjoys 

worldwide success, it had already built a strong fan-based community that was expectant and eager to 

watch the episodes as soon as they were released. At the time, Netflix already operated at a global scale, 

but it did not have the same penetration it currently enjoys. Netflix expanded to Latin America in 2011, the 



 

069 David Orrego Carmona, Simon Richter                                                                                                                                 Observatorio (OBS*) Journal, (2018) 

 

UK and Ireland in 2012, and the Netherlands in 2013. However, it only launched in Austria, Belgium, France, 

Germany, Luxembourg, and Switzerland in 2014, and in Australia, New Zealand, Italy, Portugal and Spain 

in 2015. This creates a complicated issue due to entangled licensing deals for its originally produced content 

which is pertinent to this article, as will be explained in the Discussion section below. 

 

 

Methods 

 

One important reason for the lack of studies focusing on the lurkers in the NPS scene is the fact that they 

are not easy to observe or interview. Lurkers are by far not as actively involved into the community as other 

users. However, when searching for and downloading subtitles on non-professional subtitle platforms they 

leave behind digital traces that can be analyzed to understand their behavior. 

The data collection took place over two weeks, starting on 27 February 2015, when the third season of the 

series was released in the US, until 13 March 2015. We used the statistical software package R (R 

Development Core Team, 2011) to collect data directly from Addic7ed.com through web scraping methods. 

As shown in Image 1, when a user visits Addic7ed.com, the website offers a list of entries displaying the 

details of the subtitle files available in every language. We registered all subtitles and the information 

featured on the website repeatedly over the course of our period of study. More precisely, our scripts 

performed three tasks every fifteen minutes: (1) downloading the webpage of available subtitles for each 

episode, (2), automatically extracting information about the subtitles offered exploiting the html structure 

of the page, and (3) storing the processed data. Our script registered the time and date the operation was 

carried out, the subtitles available, the language of the respective subtitles, the number of downloads for 

each set of subtitles, the alias of the person who uploaded or edited the subtitles and the number of times 

the subtitles were edited in Addic7ed.com.  
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Image 1: Screenshot from Addic7ed.com displaying the entries for subtitles  

in English and French for an episode 

 

 

 

In total, our data collection registered at least one subtitle during 1234 runs during the period under study. 

The final data sample consists in a total of 185053 data points. Each data point represents one registered 

subtitle for a specific episode at a given time point. For each data point we documented the above-mentioned 

information concerning the individual subtitles. Our dataset identified 180 distinct subtitles for the 13 

episodes studied in nine languages. The data was aggregated – e.g. through summarizing the number of 

downloads by language – in order to facilitate further data analysis. For further information, the obtained 

data can be retrieved online (Richter & Orrego-Carmona, 2018, August 7) 

Furthermore, the obtained data were cleaned and checked for consistency. Our scripts did produce some 

small amount of damaged data. These inconsistent data points were overwritten either by the value of the 

preceding data points or by the mean of the values of the neighboring data. Considering the small fraction 

of damaged data, we refrained from more elaborated procedures of missing value imputation. The 

information collected allowed us to track the actions of the users in terms of which languages were involved, 

how long it took for them to create the subtitles and post them online, how the number of downloads 

progressed and how the demand changes over time. 

 

 

Results  

 

In terms of the types of subtitles offered by Addic7ed.com, the website distributes different types of 

subtitles: interlingual and intralingual subtitles, as well as regular subtitles and subtitles for the deaf and 

hard of hearing (SDH). Intralingual subtitles, also known as same-language subtitles, are written in the same 

language as that of the audiovisual product, while interlingual subtitles refer to the subtitles that are 

translated from a language into another. The difference between regular subtitles and SDH subtitles is that 
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the latter include descriptions of verbal non-speech elements. Regarding the languages represented, the 

data collected include subtitles in nine languages: Bulgarian, Dutch, English, French, Italian, Portuguese, 

Persian, Russian and Spanish.  

 

Regular subtitles 

 

The total number of downloads of subtitles for all episodes and languages was 480298. Table 1 shows the 

total download figures per episode for all languages at the end of our investigation. The most downloaded 

subtitles were those for episode one (10.53% of all downloads). After episode one, the total downloads for 

each episode constantly decrease compared to the figure of the preceding episode, with the exception of 

episode six.  

 

Table 1: Total downloads of subtitles in all languages per episode 

 

We started running the script on 27 February. The first subtitles were tracked on the website at 3:19:351 

CET on 28 February. This first observation included subtitles in English, French, Portuguese and Spanish. At 

this time, the subtitles in English had already been downloaded 125 times; the subtitles in French, 19 times, 

and the subtitles in Spanish and Portuguese had 4 downloads each. The teams created and published the 

                                                 
1 Given that the data collection was carried out from Barcelona (Spain), all times are expressed in Central European Time. 

 

Episode All subtitles % over total 

downloads 

% change of downloads to preceding 

episode 

1 50590 10.53 (-) 

2 41715 8.69 -17.54 

3 39974 8.32 -4.17 

4 38219 7.96 -4.39 

5 37602 7.83 -1.61 

6 40162 8.36 +6.81 

7 37671 7.84 -6.20 

8 35816 7.46 -4.92 

9 33340 6.94 -6.91 

10 33160 6.90 -0.54 

11 31164 6.49 -6.02 

12 30474 6.34 -2.21 

13 30411 6.33 -0.21 

Total 480298   
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subtitles in a progressive order from episode one to episode thirteen. By 28 February at 08:08:51, the 

subtitles for all thirteen episodes in English, French, Spanish and Portuguese had been published. Figure 1 

and Figure 2 show the downloads for all episodes by languages during the time of the study.  

 

Figure 1: Accumulated number of downloads for all episodes by languages 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Accumulated number of downloads for all episodes by languages without English 

 

 

 

The figures for the downloads of the subtitles for each language and episode are shown in Table 2. English 

is by far the most downloaded language, accounting for 80.37% of the total downloads. The subtitles in 

English for the first episode are the most downloaded ones, with 37881 total downloads. The number of 

downloads per episode then steadily decreases and the subtitles in English for episode thirteen are 
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downloaded 24885 times only. This trend seems to be repeated in the number of downloads in French, 

Spanish, Portuguese and Russian, which are the languages that offer subtitles for all thirteen episodes. 

Particularly significant was the fact that this decreasing pattern is interrupted, in all languages in which it is 

available, by downloads of subtitles for episode six, which shows an increase in relation to downloads for 

episode five (+6,81%). The fact that episode six is the best-rated episode of the season on IMDB (9.2 while 

season’s average rating is 8.6 as of 27 October 2016) suggests an effect related to audiovisual content 

rather than to the subtitles themselves. We elaborate on these results in the discussion. 

 

Table 2: Downloads of subtitles for each episode per language 
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1 37881 6633 823 714 269 479 3716 56 19 

2 32681 6674 795 656 166 569 174   

3 32123 5919 759 619 110 199 245   

4 30708 5749 870 607 122 163    

5 30311 5671 888 574 124 34    

6 32013 6115 1133 750 151     

7 30068 5705 1069 681 148     

8 29370 5052 784 514 96     

9 27696 4351 683 443 167     

10 27509 4348 724 439 140     

11 25689 4132 791 430 122     

12 25066 4077 797 410 124     

13 24885 4118 876 417 115     

Total 386000 68544 10992 7254 1854 1444 4135 56 19 

 

 

Subtitles for the deaf and hard of hearing 

 

The SDH are marked as such on the website. In our dataset, only the subtitles in English offered an SDH 

version. The first SDH version was recorded at the same time as the regular English subtitles. In the first 

observation, the SDH already had 97 downloads while the regular English subtitles had 28 downloads only. 

Figure 3 shows the evolution of downloads of the SDH and regular subtitles during the data collection period. 

In total, the SDH of the subtitles in English were downloaded 206454 times, compared to the 179455 

downloads of the regular subtitles in English. Considerably more than half of the downloads in English in 
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the dataset correspond to SDH. However, SDH subtitles always appeared at the top of the list of the subtitles. 

Under the assumption that lurkers did not consciously discriminate between the two subtitles, the higher 

download rates might be due to a type of a primacy effect. Carney and Banaji (2012) showed that people 

tend to choose the first of two alternatives when they do not extensively deliberate over their choice. The 

fact that these downloads still surpass those of the regular subtitles suggests that users might have been 

satisfied with the SDH. Unfortunately, our data only allow us to guess about the possible reasons for these 

results. Further investigation would be needed to understand whether this pattern is dependent on conscious 

decisions made by users. 

 

Figure 3: Accumulated number of downloads of SDH and regular subtitles in English over time 

 

 

 

Temporal perspective 

 

Extending the data collection over a period of two weeks also allowed us to study how the downloads 

progress over time. Figure 4 shows the change in the number of downloads of the English subtitles over the 

data collection period. The highest peaks in the downloads occur from 28 February to 3 March. The number 

of downloads during these four days account for 66.1% of the total downloads, which constitutes the 

heaviest interaction activity by the users. After the initial high traffic the demand for subtitles slows down, 

the curve displaying the accumulated number of downloads steadily flattens over time (Figure 1). 

Unfortunately, the collected data do not include geographical information, so it is impossible to pinpoint 

from where the subtitles were accessed. However, we can observe another pattern in the download progress 

from 2 March on. Figure 5 shows a close-up of the downloads registered every fifteen minutes on 2 March. 

We can observe peaks in download numbers in the late afternoon and evening in Europe, hinting that a 

large number of users being based in Central Europe. If we take the Central European Time as a reference 

point, there is a daily decline in the number of downloads from midnight until the morning. Then, the number 
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of downloads starts to increase, reaching a peak late in the evening. The same intra-day pattern can be 

found for the following days of the analysis for English, as well as for the downloads of subtitles in French 

and Spanish.  

Initially, we considered that the date and time on which the subtitles for episode thirteen were downloaded 

for the first time could serve as a proxy indicator of how long it took the first users to go through all the 

episodes. This is not the case. The first subtitles for episode thirteen were published at 08:08:51 on 28 

February, only five hours after the release of the first subtitles, and downloads were tracked as soon as the 

subtitles were published. This makes it impossible for anyone to have watched the whole season using the 

subtitles from Addic7ed.com before downloading the subtitles for episode twelve. It seems that once 

subtitles become available online, some users hurry to download and store them until they need them; they 

do not necessarily return to the site each time they watch an episode to download the subtitles for the next 

one. However, the group of people that decides to download all the subtitles at once is still a minority, since 

there is a notable general decline in the number of downloads with each episode. 

 

Figure 4: Change in the number of downloads of English subtitles 
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Figure 5: Close-up of the change in the number of downloads of subtitles in English on 2 March 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

 

To answer the questions proposed above, the following discussion will focus on the relevance of immediacy 

as an essential aspect in viewers engagement and the languages that are represented in our dataset. Our 

discussion on originality will focus particularly on the popularity of the intralingual subtitles on the platform 

as an indicator of a growing interest in becoming close to the original version. Additionally, we discuss the 

case of episode six as an example viewer engagement in transmedia narrative. 

 

Immediacy 

 

Our first question was related to the idea that non-professional subtitles are popular because they allow 

users to access the content as soon as it is released. Our data confirm that immediacy continues to be an 

important motivation behind non-professional subtitle users. The subtitles in French, Spanish and 

Portuguese for all episodes were uploaded within five hours of the publication of the subtitles in English. 

Our results come to emphasize that immediacy is an important factor for the users of subtitles: the first four 

days of the two weeks under study accounted for 66% of the total downloads. We can assume users were 

eagerly waiting for the series to come out and use subtitles to watch it shortly after it was made available. 

The decline after the initial excitement could have different readings. It could simply be that after an initial 

hype, the community was satisfied. In an interconnected world, it is important for passionate fans to watch 

their series as soon as possible, particularly in the case of Netflix shows (DeWerth-Pallmeyer, 2016), which 

release seasons at once and who have motivated the emergence of binge watching (Jenner, 2016). Also, 
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we should consider the possibility that after a couple of days, users turned to their local licensed providers 

to access the content when it was made available. At the time the third season was released, House of 

Cards was distributed by local licensed third parties in some countries or regions. In some of these places, 

the content would be distributed online one or some days after the original release by Netflix in the US. 

Netflix model intensifies the audience’s fixation with immediacy and speedy access. Netflix has capitalized 

the idea of self-scheduling of TV and pushed an idea of global content distribution. In a broader sense, 

Netflix’ distribution ideas align with the viewers’ disregard of geographical licensing and wishes of accessing 

audiovisual content as soon as it is released. However, as pointed out above in the case of House of Cards, 

users cannot simply rely on Netflix. Due to pre-existing licensing agreements, Netflix is not allowed to offer 

House of Cards in some regions and countries where it operates. For instance, Movistar has exclusive 

distribution rights for House of Cards in Spain, as do CanalPlus in France and Sky in Germany and Italy. In 

these areas, even if the viewers are paid subscribers of Netflix, they still must adapt to the local broadcaster’s 

distribution conditions when they want to access the content. Under these circumstances and within the 

culture of speed (Catania, 2015), if the audiences can have access to the content using alternative methods, 

they will do so. NPS makes possible for these audiences to fully rely on these alternative distribution channels 

to access audiovisual content. 

 

Originality 

 

Interlingual subtitles 

During this study, Addic7ed.com offered subtitles in eight languages apart from English: Bulgarian, Dutch, 

French, Italian, Persian, Portuguese, Spanish, and Russian. However, only four languages had subtitles for 

all the episodes: French, Spanish, Brazilian Portuguese and Russian. Only subtitles for the first episode were 

made available in Bulgarian and Persian. In the case of Dutch, the subtitles for the first episode were 

downloaded 3716 times, which makes them the third most downloaded subtitles for the first episode in the 

dataset, but the subtitles for the second and third episode were downloaded fewer than 300 times. 

NPS communities in Spanish and Brazilian Portuguese have been previously studied (Bold, 2011; Feitosa, 

2009; Orrego-Carmona, 2011; Pym et al., 2016) and these seem to enjoy considerable acceptance among 

the audience. In the case of French, it can be said that up to 4000 people consistently used the subtitles. 

Although scholars have not mapped the French non-professional subtitle sphere yet, the topic has been 

featured in newspapers and magazines such as Rue89 (Pouchard, 2010, June 15), Le Monde (Soullier, 2014, 

April 22), and Le Monde Diplomatique (Bourdaa & Chollet, 2014, April). The presence of Russian is 

interesting considering that season three of House of Cards relied significantly on the political relation 

between Washington and Moscow. However, according to the download figures, the subtitles in Russian 

were downloaded about a hundred times only, indicating a rather small audience. 

The figures show a remarkable contrast between French and all the other languages. This might reflect the 

different roles that Addic7ed.com plays for different language communities. The French subtitles are offered 
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by Addic7ed.com directly (Gerzymisch-Arbogast & Nauert, 2005). That is, these subtitles are internally 

produced by a community that is maintained by the website. However, communities working into other 

languages have their own independent websites and might have created and maintained their own followers 

and users. For these communities, Addic7ed.com works as an additional outlet which might have minor 

relevance when compared to the main distributors. Such is the case of Italian, for instance. Italy has two 

traditional and well documented NPS communities, Subsfactory and ItaSA (Barra, 2009; Casarini, 2014; 

Massidda, 2012). The subtitles that were made available on Addic7ed.com after the release of House of 

Cards were made by Subsfactory. However, only the subtitles for the first five episodes were posted there 

and the number of downloads is rather low. 

The predominance of intralingual subtitles 

The subtitles in English were the most downloaded subtitles by a very large margin. In total, 80.37% of all 

downloads during the time under study are of subtitles in English. The results come as a surprise since this 

suggests a viewer profile which is not the user most traditionally portrayed when discussing non-professional 

subtitles. Judging by this high representation of downloads, we can claim that the website, at least in this 

case, caters primarily to an audience interested in watching content with intralingual subtitles. Up to now, 

scholars in Translation Studies see NPS as a primarily interlinguistic activity involving at least two languages. 

Within NPS studies, intralingual subtitles in English are normally referred to as the source version on which 

non-professional translators rely to create the translations in their target languages, not as the end product 

that people will be using. Researchers in audiovisual translation normally address intralingual subtitles in 

two circumstances only: as SDH (Szarkowska, Krejtz, Krejtz, & Duchowski, 2013) and as a teaching aid in 

language learning contexts (Kruger, Hefer, & Matthew, 2013). Intralingual subtitles are not normally seen 

as translations serving entertainment purposes. However, the figures in our dataset show that intralingual 

subtitles in English are largely used by viewers. 

The extended use of intralingual subtitles might indicate that this audience wants to move a step closer to 

the original, reinforcing the idea that subtitles allow to access a more authentic version of the product. 

Traditionally, people advocating in favor of subtitling, as well as many non-professional subtitle users, have 

praised subtitling for providing a less altered version of the translated content, in opposition to dubbing, 

which replaces the original voices (Casarini, 2014; Feitosa, 2009; Massidda, 2012). The use of intralingual 

subtitles in English for a TV series such as House of Cards seems to indicate the emergence of a new, more 

active type of audience, which could be related to what Casarini refers to as viewership 2.0 (2014). According 

to Casarini (2014), viewership 2.0 tends to follow high-quality shows, consciously decide which shows are 

worth their time and make “an active effort to follow them with the shortest possible delay after their original 

broadcast” (2014, p. 60). We know that the preference for subtitling over dubbing in many traditionally 

dubbing countries is related to the audience’s belief that subtitling gives them the opportunity to have a 

viewing experience which resembles that of the target audience of the original product (Casarini, 2014; 

Orrego-Carmona, 2014). For this audience, using interlingual subtitles does not seem to be the best option. 

To have a more original experience, they want to access the content in its original language version, without 
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the intrusion of another language. The viewers that participate in this new form of viewership are interested 

in engaging with the audiovisual content in what they consider a more original manner.  

Lurkers are not regular, passive users. They invest a battery of resources to access the content they want 

in their own terms. Thanks to their linguistic knowledge and the technological resources, they have the 

means to fulfill their expectations of accessing the audiovisual content whenever they want and in the form 

that they find more suitable to their expectations. The intralingual subtitles are the first ones to be published 

since they are made readily available by volunteers who use Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software 

to create the subtitles as soon as the content is released. These viewers do not need to wait for subtitles in 

their mother tongue since they probably have a certain degree of knowledge of English. The fluctuation in 

our data led us to assume that most of the users of the website were based in Europe. According to Eurostat 

(2013), in 2011, 66% of the population aged 25-65 in EU28 stated that they knew English at a fair, good or 

proficient level. This percentage could be even higher among younger people since the data provided by 

Eurostat in 2017 shows that in 2015, 83.5% of pupils in primary education in EU-28 and 95.8% of EU-28 

students in secondary general education programs study English as a foreign language. Good knowledge of 

English resulting from the expansion of English as a first, second or foreign language is a worldwide 

phenomenon, and this does not seem to be a situation restricted to Europe. Although calculating the total 

number of speakers of a language is difficult due to overlapping estimates or incompatible measuring 

techniques, Ethnologue2 estimates the number of speakers of English to be around 942 million, out of which 

around 603 million speak English as a second or foreign language. The English language has become a 

global language that is not completely foreign to people in many parts of the world. 

Undoubtedly, the circumstances of this new consumption scenario allow viewers to exploit subtitles in 

different ways. Orrego-Carmona (2015) shows the impact of the democratization of the access to audiovisual 

content by providing evidence of the viewers’ awareness of these resources and the conscious use they 

make of them. When engaging with subtitled content, the viewers’ knowledge of the source language allows 

them to partially or almost completely access the verbal linguistic information available on the soundtrack. 

For these viewers, subtitles do not act as the primary source of verbal information, subtitles are an additional 

resource in the communication process that supports the comprehension of the content. As Gottlieb (2005, 

p. 11) puts it, subtitles “become supplementary in the reception of foreign-language productions”. These 

active, conscious viewers have taken on an additional challenge when watching content with intralingual 

subtitles but recognize the limitations of their capacities and use the subtitles to support their viewing 

process.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 https://www.ethnologue.com/language/eng 

https://www.ethnologue.com/language/eng
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Viewer Engagement and Transmediality 

 

The findings in our dataset indicate that episode six had an extraordinary popularity among viewers. The 

number of downloads for the subtitles of this episode breaks with the steady decline in the number of 

downloads from an episode to another: the subtitles for episode six were downloaded more often than the 

subtitles for episode five. In view of this, we can only assume that viewers somehow were prompted by an 

external factor to go to the website and download the subtitles for this episode. Another piece of the 

transmedia narrative might be causing the increased engagement with this episode as indicated by the 

larger number of downloads. 

Currently, the experience of following a TV series, particularly for committed viewers, does not simply entail 

watching the series episodes. In today’s media environment, viewers also become engaged with all the 

promotion, merchandising, advertising material and user-generated discussion that emerges from the 

audiovisual content (Proulx & Shepatin, 2012). Users are exposed to teasers, trailers, reviews, comments, 

memes and other types of content on traditional media (TV channels, newspapers, magazines) and social 

media outlets. Even before the products are released, these parallel products start feeding the expectation 

in the consumers which ultimately translates into an emotional investment (Askwith, 2007).  

The type of interactive engagement found among lurkers can be understood in terms of the horizontal 

activities that Jenkins defines as part of the spreadability of content (Jenkins, 2006) in the time of media 

convergence. Lurkers are interested in accessing the content, they are willing to commit their additional 

resources to follow the schedule of a foreign country and they purposefully look for the video and subtitle 

files that are made available online. However, they do not necessarily provide feedback to the producers of 

the content and take a relatively short period of time to consume the content that is available to them. Their 

behavior depicts a rather ephemeral, though intensive, engagement with the content. 

Although binge watching as such tends to be an individual practice, there exists a subsequent layer of 

socialization when people share on Facebook, tweet or discuss the content (Jenner, 2016). Given that the 

data we collected is restricted to the dissemination of the subtitles, our understanding of the circuit of 

engagement that could be generated in the audiovisual content consumption dynamics is limited. However, 

within the media convergence, we can interpret the consumption of subtitles produced by non-professionals 

as a constituent of the enlarged level of engagement of users who not only watch the audiovisual content 

but also connect with it through other channels and platforms. We can only assume that the increased 

interest in episode six, which cannot be explained according to the pattern in the data, has been influenced 

by factors which are not directly related to Addic7ed.com or the subtitles, thus hinting at the type of 

transmedia experience exposed this group of committed users.  
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Conclusion 

 

Focusing on the lurkers of the online subtitling community Addic7ed.com, this article explored how the 

number of downloads of the non-professional subtitles for the third season of Netflix’s House of Cards can 

be used to learn about the users of non-professional subtitles. To do this, the article traced downloads of 

subtitles for all the episodes of this season over a period of two weeks to analyze the users’ behaviors in 

the NPS website Addic7ed.com.  

We proposed two research questions to explore the behavior of users in terms of the concepts of originality 

and immediacy, which are normally associated to NPS. In relation to immediacy, our findings support the 

idea that NPS is used to consume audiovisual content as soon as it is released. Most of the downloads of 

the subtitles in all languages occur within the first few days after they are released. The pressure that NPS 

communities have to publish their subtitles is a response to the needs of an audience with a clear and 

concrete demand for speedy access. The subtitles are mostly popular right after the content is released. 

After a couple of days, the demand weakens. If NPS communities are not ready to produce the subtitles 

quickly, they would probably lose their users. Regarding originality, we found that the subtitles in French 

and Spanish very popular in the website, which is interesting considering the popularity of dubbing in Spanish 

and French. However, the most revealing finding was that users of the subtitles have a clear inclination 

towards using intralingual subtitles. The tendency to access intralingual subtitles might be construed as an 

attempt to experience the audiovisual content in a more original manner, without the inclusion of an 

additional language. Our research reveals the profile of the lurkers of NPS as heavily engaged viewers of 

audiovisual products. They wait eagerly for the products and go through an intense, although short, period 

of engagement. The NPS scene allows for this type of relationship and the producers of content are clearly 

willing to respond to these demands. 

The demands of the lurkers and the actions of the producers have larger implications for the international 

media flows and the global media environment. While anime fansubbing used to take a product of a locally 

bounded market to a larger international audience, thus augmenting its representation and disseminating 

the embedded cultural aspects, NPS of US TV series essentially reinforces the power of one of the major 

audiovisual content producing markets that already has the largest share in the television and film export 

business (Doyle, 2014). Currently, TV series are distributed globally. Still, the US market is setting the tone 

and people around the world follow the scheduling of US products. Although other regional markets in South 

America and East Asia have also grown considerably, the US remains the most powerful agent at a global 

scale (Doyle, 2013). The distribution of US series and films through alternative distribution channels helps 

in the popularization of these products and increases their impact on the receiving culture. Viewers from 

non-English speaking countries have become more and more used to accessing audiovisual products through 

these channels. Now, it seems, they are even watching them with subtitles in the same language. The 

extended use of intralingual subtitles in English to watch US products in non-English speaking areas should 

spark an interest in exploring the implications this has for the viewers at societal and cultural levels. The 
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significant reach of US products comes intertwined with an expansion of the English language as an 

international language and US culture as an example of what life is. 

Additionally, the data suggest that the figures of non-professional subtitle downloads could serve as an 

indicator of different forms of audience engagement. The irregularly high number of downloads for the 

subtitles of episode six suggests that the consumption of audiovisual content with non-professional subtitles 

is also influenced by other factors, extrinsic to the subtitles, that might attract the audiences’ attention 

towards a particular aspect. In that sense, the NPS consumption activities should be understood within a 

larger framework of consumption that not only involves the audiovisual content per se but also other 

transmedia elements accessible to consumers. 

This project constitutes a first attempt to examine the interaction of consumers on a NPS platform from a 

quantitative perspective to gain some insights into their behavior. It is important to highlight its exploratory 

nature. Given that we are drawing on one specific season of one particular series in a specific website, it is 

not our intention to claim that our findings offer a picture of the entire distribution of non-professional 

subtitled products. We draw our conclusions from aggregated data, hence we are not able to directly observe 

individual consumer behavior. However, the data serve to aptly describe a broader picture and highlight 

trends among the consumers and/or languages. Further studies could assess whether these trends become 

more stablished, and could also analyze whether the global impact of Netflix’s expansion and their growing 

offer of subtitled and dubbed content affects piracy and the consumption of NPS. 

Translation Studies, in general, has given little attention to the role of reception (Brems & Ramos Pinto, 

2013; Chesterman, 2007; Gambier, 2009) and, more specifically, to the role of the reflexive consumers 

(Pérez-González, 2013). The benefits of the project lay on the quantification of the consumption community 

and the exploration of the lurkers’ behavior. This study opens an avenue to continue examining the users’ 

behavior to better understand NPS communities and their impact. In a context in which the users of 

translations have a prominent role, it is of the essence to understand when and how people are using 

translations to understand the reach of the phenomenon. Given the impact of lurkers, it is essential for 

scholars both in Translation Studies and Media Studies to recognize their role in defining new rules of 

engagement with the audiovisual content which might, in the end, have a direct effect on mainstream media 

as we know it. 
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