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A Sneaky SuccesS 

You would probably agree that Nickelodeon’s 2004 feature-film adaptation of the first 

three books of Lemony Snicket’s A Series of Unfortunate Events has been easily exceeded in 

popularity by Netflix’s made-for-internet episodes
1
.  However, you are probably wondering how 

a big-studio film with a budget of $140 million could be trounced by an internet company that is 

only ten years old.  As you will soon see, this is no accident.  With the power of the internet and 

a deep understanding of how we think, act, and behave, Netflix has carefully engineered every 

part of their video series and streaming service for success.  But just what does Netflix know? 

The Special Price of Free 

The first thing you see when you visit Netflix’s website is an unbeatable offer.  How 

could we possibly resist 

Netflix’s FREE 30-Day 

Trial?  Because we hate 

uncertainty and the 

possibility of danger, we 

prefer to “play it safe.”  As a 

result, this Free! trial is actually telling us “Risk Free!”, since we have absolutely nothing to 

lose.  In a way, Free! is an irresistible temptation.  Netflix has known this from the beginning, 

but retailers such as Walmart only recently began offering things such as Free! shipping. 

KeePing Up with The Status Quo… 

However, when our trial period ends, an even more familiar feeling takes over—the 

feeling of ownership.  Since we have had access to the Netflix library for a while, the conclusion 

                                                             
1 Netflix, “A Series of Unfortunate Events,” https://www.netflix.com/title/80050008, accessed December 2017. 

https://www.netflix.com/title/80050008
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of the trial period feels like a loss.  Netflix knows that once we have experienced the ease and 

convenience of their platform, we are much more likely to pay for continued access.   

… And Everyone Else 

Thanks to the effect of ownership, we can’t bear to cancel our subscription—and no one 

else can, either.  A recent study found that 54% of American households subscribe to Netflix
2
, 

which means that the social pressure to join the service is enormous.  Because we long to be 

accepted by others, many of us are motivated to begin watching Netflix just because everyone 

else is watching Netflix.  Do you ever hear anyone talking about a Hulu series?  Not really.  But 

when our friends begin talking about the latest episode of a Netflix series like A Series of 

Unfortunate Events, we desperately want to participate—mostly because we are afraid of being 

left out of the conversation.  So much for our New Year’s resolution to cut down on screen time. 

Unable To Resist 

It turns out that this, too, taps into our humanity, because researchers have found that we 

have a limited amount of willpower
3
.  At the end of a long day and an even longer week, our 

self-control is just about gone.  Because most of us watch movies in the evening or on weekends, 

Netflix comes to our minds at the very time we are least able to resist it—making it that much 

easier for us to collapse into our beds with Netflix on our laptops.   

Private Viewing 

An even stronger force than willpower (or the lack of it) is Netflix’s exclusive 

programming.  Instead of merely distributing films and videos made by other studios, Netflix is 

                                                             
2
 Todd Spangler, “More U.S. Households Now Have Access to Netflix Than a DVR,” Variety, March 6, 2017, 

http://variety.com/2017/digital/news/netflix-dvr-us-households-survey-1202002673/, accessed December 2017. 
3 Charles Duhigg, The Power of Habig: Why We Do What We Do in Life and Business, (New York, NY: Random 

House Trade Paperbacks, 2014), pgs. 127-153. 

http://variety.com/2017/digital/news/netflix-dvr-us-households-survey-1202002673/
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investing heavily in original shows and movies that are only available on its platform.  In order 

to ensure it has a captive audience, the company recently announced that it plans to convert 50% 

of its library into self-produced content by 

2019
4
.  With original content available on only 

one platform, the power of scarcity makes 

Netflix seem like a great deal.  When we want 

to watch our favorite shows, we have no 

choice but to join our friends on Netflix. 

Pick A Show 

This is not to say that Netflix is a painful experience.  In fact, Netflix makes choosing 

your next video as painless as possible.  As a Fortune article pointed out, Netflix’s suggestion 

algorithm has been designed to predict our preferences with the greatest possible accuracy
5
, 

making it even easier to stay on their platform.  Netflix even helps us feel better about our help-

less binge-watching viewing habits by using language that encourages us to “choose” a show and 

“select” our preferences.  We “choose” to watch Netflix, therefore, because it seems to support 

our identity as a rational, decision-making individual.  The more we “choose” to watch Netflix, 

the more loyal customers we become, which is good for both Netflix and our self-esteem. 

Building Habits That Last 

The point of all this, of course, is to create powerful new habits that will keep us coming 

back for more.  Netflix has brilliantly designed cycles of positive reinforcement surrounding our 

                                                             
4 Nick Statt, “Netflix plans to spend $8 billion to make its library 50 percent original by 2018,” The Verge, October 

16, 2017, https://www.theverge.com/2017/10/16/16486436/netflix-original-content-8-billion-dollars-anime-films, 

accessed December 2017. 
5 David Z. Morris, “Netflix says Geography, Age, and Gender Are ‘Garbage’ for Predicting Taste,” Fortune, March 

27, 2017, http://fortune.com/2016/03/27/netflix-predicts-taste/, accessed December 2017. 

https://www.theverge.com/2017/10/16/16486436/netflix-original-content-8-billion-dollars-anime-films
http://fortune.com/2016/03/27/netflix-predicts-taste/
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consumption of videos.  For example, when the end credits of each episode of A Series of 

Unfortunate Events begin to roll, the screen minimizes, offering us the chance to skip to the next 

episode. Because we are rewarded for moving on to new content without thinking about it, we 

are much more likely to develop a permanent habit. 

A good Review 

In short, Netflix uses information about human behavior to make its service more 

attractive for everyone.  No surprise there.  But you probably haven’t noticed that Netflix is 

using psychology to make its original content better, too.  It isn’t an accident that A Series of 

Unfortunate Events received an impressive 95% approval rating from film critics
6
.  Before 

production even began on the series, Netflix made the wise choice of hiring Daniel Handler as a 

key consultant.  Not only does Mr. Handler have an excellent understanding of human nature, he 

is also the author of A Series of Unfortunate Events, under the alias of Lemony Snicket.  To 

demonstrate just how much thought has gone into this series of videos, let’s take a look at just 

one short scene in Episode 3.  

                                                             
6 RottenTomatoes.com, “A Series of Unfortunate Events,” 

https://www.rottentomatoes.com/tv/a_series_of_unfortunate_events/, accessed December 2017. 
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A Peek behind The Curtain  

In this scene
7
, we join the three Baudelaire orphans (Violet, Klaus, and Sunny) on an 

outing with their Uncle Montgomery (Monty for short), with whom they have been staying.  

Monty’s assistant, Stephano, has also accompanied them to the Murnau Cinema for an evening 

showing of Zombies in the Snow.  Unbeknownst to the children or Monty, however, Stephano is 

actually Count Olaf, a wicked actor intent on stealing the Baudelaire’s sizeable inheritance.  On 

the surface, this scene is both intriguing and alarming.  But just how does it manage to mystify 

and captivate us? 

KeEp YouR PromIse 

To begin with, this scene makes an unspoken promise.  In a popular TED talk
8
, legendary 

storyteller Andrew Stanton said that the 

best stories promise viewers that things 

will get much, much more interesting.  

In this scene, Netflix does exactly that.  

We see Stephano block the last part of a 

secret message; we feel Uncle Monty’s 

desperation at missing a critical piece of 

the dispatch; and we are firmly 

convinced that something very important 

is about to happen to the children—if only we keep watching.  

                                                             
7 Unfortunate Clips, “Zombies-Episode 3 Scene,” YouTube, published March 7, 2017, 

https://youtu.be/1wZ02dD74co , accessed December 2017. 
8 Andrew Stanton, “The clues to a great story,” TED, February 2012, video file, Long Beach Performing Arts 

Center, Long Beach, https://www.ted.com/talks/andrew_stanton_the_clues_to_a_great_story,  accessed December 

2017. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/andrew_stanton_the_clues_to_a_great_story
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Don’t Stop Anticipating 

This unspoken promise is what builds up a huge amount of expectation over the course of 

this scene.  Netflix manages to intensify this 

feeling to a fever pitch by failing to resolve our 

anticipation at its very height.  Just as the most 

critical portion of the message is revealed, 

Stephano jumps from his seat to interrupt.  

Because we still don’t know the last part of the 

message, Netflix keeps us on the edge of our 

seat, tense with unresolved suspense. 

Time to Not KNoW 

The incredible thing about this part of the scene—in which we are denied the critical 

information we seek—is that it is actually enjoyable.  Netflix purposely delays the arrival of the 

message, so that we will feel more rewarded when our craving for answers is later satisfied.  In 

essence, the process of Uncle Monty’s decoding is drawn out as long as possible, so that the final 

revelation is more enjoyable.  The production team did this because they know that we value 

knowledge more when it is hard to uncover. College degrees are valuable for the same reason. 

The bigger Picture 

Because we can’t find 

immediate explanations for most of the 

suspicious conversations and obscure 

characters introduced in this scene, we 

are motivated to keep watching.  This is a key part of Netflix’s strategy for further development 
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of its franchise.  By leaving plenty of subject material for later scenes and episodes, Netflix is 

helping us become emotionally and financially invested in the universe of A Series of 

Unfortunate Events.  As new seasons leak important details into this information vacuum and 

simultaneously create new holes to be filled, Netflix is “weav[ing] characters and storylines into 

decades-spanning tapestries”
9
.  This means we have many years of future episodes to look 

forward to. 

CRiTical Experience 

At the same time, all of this mystery and obscurity is rather problematic.  Netflix knows 

that we would enjoy A Series of Unfortunate Events much more if we only understood what was 

going on.  To help us relish the process of consuming and critiquing this scene, Netflix has taken 

steps to help us avoid 

being overwhelmed or 

overly confused.  At one 

point, Violet asks Klaus, 

“Haven’t we seen that 

actress before?”  Those of 

us who have watched all of the previous episodes feel a sense of accomplishment and 

satisfaction in knowing who that actress is.  As for those of us who do not know who the actress 

is, we still feel a sense of subjective expertise, because the importance of this actress has been 

explicitly pointed out to us.  Either way, Netflix uses this dialogue as a quick reference to a 

previous episode, in order to help us appreciate the subtleties of this scene’s complex narrative.  

  

                                                             
9 “Star Wars And The Quest For The Forever Franchise,” Wired, December 21, 2015, 

https://www.wired.com/2015/12/star-wars-forever-franchise/, accessed December 2017. 

https://www.wired.com/2015/12/star-wars-forever-franchise/
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Dismally Funny 

Because A Series of Unfortunate Events is rather depressing at times, each scene serves 

up a good dose of humor to go along with it.  This, of course, is designed to provide contrast to 

the danger that is also present in every moment.  This scene, in particular, emphasizes the irony 

of the situation the Baudelaires 

find themselves in.  For 

example, the children are 

physically positioned between 

Uncle Monty and Stephano, 

making it clear that they are 

being closely monitored, despite the usually safe theater environment.  A little while later, Klaus 

intelligently points out the ridiculousness of having English subtitles in an English-language 

film.  However, this humorous observation soon becomes a matter of life and death, as the 

subtitles are actually revealed to be a secret message intended for Uncle Monty. 

  Part of the reason this brand of humor works is that it makes us just a bit uncomfortable, 

but not too much.  For instance, the way Stephano catches the popcorn on his tongue is funny 

because it “violates” the way we expect people to catch popcorn in their mouth, but he does so in 

a non-aggressive way.  By using this formula throughout A Series of Unfortunate Events, Netflix 

has created its own particular brand of offbeat humor that makes this series more entertaining.   

In The Mood 

To support the combined themes of humor and misery, Netflix has carefully designed the 

entire series with a consistent mood.  Because we process information more fluently when the 

information is presented in a similar format, A Series of Unfortunate Events uses architecture, 
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music, and dialog to help us compare different scenes and understand important themes without 

switching between information presentation styles.  For example, the entire series uses washed-

out colors to create a consistently depressing mood.  In this scene, the lights of the theater 

become harsh whites and sickly 

yellows, the plush velvet of the seats 

becomes a deep red, and the curtain is 

muted into a dark purple.  This helps 

us understand that the otherwise-

cheerful theater is still a dangerous environment.   Thanks to these motifs, we receive important 

visual and auditory clues about the story without having to pay attention to all the details. 

Work for Your Meal 

Although the themes and structure of this scene are designed to make consumption easier 

on the viewer, Netflix doesn’t want us to tune out altogether.  By providing mentally stimulating 

content, Netflix delivers a series that is full of clever puns, 

hidden secrets, and complicated plot twists.  In short, Netflix 

has transformed A Series of Unfortunate Events into a brand 

that makes our minds work overtime.  We wonder about things 

such as “How did Uncle Monty get that spyglass?”; “Why did 

the secret code in Zombies in the Snow specifically refer to 

Uncle Monty?” and “Does Stephano realize what Uncle Monty is doing?”  According to the 

TED talk I referenced earlier, there’s a good reason why we are so desperate to satisfy our 

curiosity and find answers to our burning questions.  Mr. Stanton said that “the audience actually 

wants to work for their meal...We’re born problem solvers.  We’re compelled to deduce and to 
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deduct, because that’s what we do in real life.”  By providing plenty of clues (but no obvious 

answers), this scene requires us to piece together information on our own.  Netflix knows that 

when we take the time to logically process 

this scene’s complicated story, we feel 

smarter.  This creates a powerful sense of 

accomplishment—something that makes 

us enjoy the scene even more. 

 FalLing In LovE 

At the same time, Netflix doesn’t want A Series of Unfortunate Events to appeal only to 

nerds.  The production team knows that we will love this show more if we first fall in love with 

the characters—literally.  By playing songs and showing images that create strong emotional 

desires in us, Netflix creates a connection in our minds that links our feelings to their videos.  For 

example, we find greater enjoyment in watching this scene simply because Netflix cast beautiful 

young actors to play Violet Baudelaire and Jacquelyn. This explains why the production crew for 

the next two seasons of this 

show is filming the remaining 

episodes as quickly as 

possible.  Netflix has said, 

“Given how quickly young 

actors age and change, we’re 

trying to film everything as quickly as possible.”  This rushed production schedule is designed to 

preserve the fine performances of their beautiful actors before they mature. 
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Make mE Care 

Andrew Stanton left us with one 

more clue as to what makes this scene so 

compelling.  He said “the greatest story 

commandment...is make me care—please, 

emotionally, intellectually, aesthetically, 

just make me care.”  Netflix has followed 

his advice closely, making sure that we 

continually feel a deep sense of concern for 

the Baudelaire children.  In this scene, when Uncle Monty discovers that the secret code reads, 

“Danger! Take the children!” we instantly feel a sense of urgency, because we now know that 

the children are worth protecting.  

The most difficult part of creating a sense of compassion in viewers like us, however, is 

that we find it difficult to care about people we can’t help, like the Baudelaires.  This numbing 

effect is perfectly normal, but in A Series of Unfortunate Events, it is critical that Netflix keeps 

us emotionally invested in the storyline.  This is why the Baudelaires experience things in this 

scene that we can identify with.   For example, all of us have been to a movie theater before. 

When Klaus wants to know 

what Uncle Monty is doing 

with the spyglass, he is told, 

“Not right now,” which is 

something all of us have been 

told many times before.  Because we have experience with movie theaters and with being denied 
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information by others, we can more easily identify with Violet, Klaus, and Sunny.  This 

ultimately leads to the compassion Netflix wants us to feel for those characters.  

Act Your  age 

At the same time, not all of us are equally able to commiserate with the Baudelaires.  Our 

different ages and life experiences may alienate us from these young children.  For this reason, 

Netflix has ensured that this scene includes features that appeal to a wide range of people.  

Because younger audiences prefer extraordinary experiences and independence, this scene turns 

an ordinary movie theater into a thrilling plot device, reminding us that the Baudelaires are very 

much on their own.  At the same time, older audiences tend to value everyday experiences and 

family, so Netflix makes it clear that the three children miss their parents very much, despite the 

reassuring presence of Uncle Monty.  This approach ensures that this scene will continue to 

appeal to us, even as we age. 

A Cast Of contrasts 

 Age isn’t the only contrast that Netflix has woven into A Series of Unfortunate Events.  

By casting excellent performers with very diverse personalities and acting styles, the producers 

have managed to make each character’s 

role more dramatic and strikingly absurd.  

This scene perfectly demonstrates how 

Uncle Monty (played by Aasif Mandvi) is 

clearly oblivious to what is happening 

around him, simply because Stephano 

(played by Neil Patrick Harris) is hyper-aware.  By themselves, these actors would not be 

particularly memorable.  But by placing them together, Netflix has created a vivid and 
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unforgettable contrast.  As you probably guessed, these sweeping characterizations are a good 

thing.  Just like everything else in this scene, this exaggeration makes the characters more 

enjoyable, because it helps us remember important information about each of them.   

The Final Act 

In just under three minutes, this scene lives up to its promise of excitement.  After falling 

in love with the three children, we begin to feel a deep sense of compassion for them as their 

security is threatened by mysterious, yet humorous, circumstances.  Even though our brains are 

tested to the limit in trying to unravel the story, contrasted characters and subtle hints help us end 

this scene with all of the important information we need to know. 

As this single scene illustrates, Netflix is much better at understanding how we think, 

behave, and feel than most other film studios and streaming services.  Whether through its 

website or its programming, Netflix uses practical psychological principles to attract us to its 

entertainment platform and retain us as paying customers.  All of this influence isn’t necessarily 

a bad thing—after all, if we didn’t enjoy Netflix, the company would quickly go out of business.  

But when Season 2 of A Series of Unfortunate Events is released this spring, keep these clever 

concepts in mind.  You just might see something Netflix is up to that no one else notices. 


