Reality TV

Audiences and popular
factual television

Annette Hill

% Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group
LONDOMN AND NEW YORK

Also available as a printed book
see title verso for ISBN details







dpsl dpsl



Reality TV

Reality TV restores a crucial, and often absent, element to the critical
debate about reality television: the voices of people who watch reality
programmes. Annette Hill argues that much can be learned from listening
to audience discussion about this popular and rapidly changing television
genre. Viewers’ responses to reality TV can provide invaluable
information to enhance our understanding of both the reality genre and
contemporary television audiences.

Do audiences think reality TV is real? Can people learn from watching
reality TV? How critical are viewers of reality TV? Reality TV argues that
audiences are engaged in a critical examination of the development of
popular factual television. The book draws on quantitative and
qualitative audience research to understand how viewers categorise the
reality genre, and how they judge the performance of ordinary people and
the representation of authenticity within different types of reality
programmes, from Animal Hospital to Big Brother. The book also examines
how audiences can learn from watching reality programmes, and how
viewers think and talk about the ethics of reality TV.

Annette Hill is Professor of Media, and Research Centre Director, School
of Media, Arts and Design, University of Westminster. She is the co-
author of Shocking Entertainment: Viewer Response to Violent Movies (1997)
and TV Living: Television, Audiences and Everyday Life, with David
Gauntlett (1999), and the co-editor, with Robert C. Allen, of The Television
Studies Reader (Routledge, 2003). Her current research interests include
television audiences and factual programming, and companion animals
and the media.






Reality TV

Audiences and popular
factual television

Annette Hill

% Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

LONDON AND NEW YORK



First published 2005
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada
by Routledge
270 Madison Ave, New York, NY 10016

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group
This edition published in the Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2005.

“To purchase your own copy of this or any of Taylor & Francis or Routledge’s
collection of thousands of eBooks please go to www.eBookstore.tandf.co.uk.”

© 2005 Annette Hill

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or
reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic,
mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented,
including photocopying and recording, or in any information
storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from
the publishers.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British
Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
A catalog record for this book has been requested.

ISBN 0-203-33715-8 Master e-book ISBN

ISBN 0-415-26151—1 (hbk)
ISBN 0—415-26152-X (pbk)



To Don Butler, and my family, for taking care
of business




Contents

Acknowledgements vii
1 Understanding reality TV 1
2 The rise of reality TV 14
3 The reality genre 41
4 Performance and authenticity 57
5 The idea of learning 79
6 Ethics of care 108
7 Pet deaths 135
8 Story of change 170
Appendices 194
Notes 207
Bibliography 214

Index 224



Acknowledgements

I am indebted to the people who have supported and encouraged my
research over the past few years. The audience research project
‘Quantitative and Qualitative Audience Research in Popular Factual
Entertainment” was funded by the Economic and Social Research
Council, the Independent Television Commission, and Channel 4. I thank
these organisations for their financial support. The audience research
project also benefited from the help and support of the Broadcasting
Standards Commission, the BBC, Five, and the British Film Institute. The
project greatly benefited from a steering group, who offered practical
advice and valuable ideas regarding the research design, data collection
and analysis. In particular, I would like to thank Bob Towler and Pam
Hanley from the ITC, Andrea Millwood Hargrave from the BSC, Janet
Willis from the BFI, Claire Grimmond from Channel 4, Andrea Wills from
the BBC, and Susanna Dinnage from Five. Nicholas Garnham and Brian
Winston offered sound advice in the early stages of the project design. I
would like to thank Sarah Selwood for helpful comments in early stages
of the quantitative research design. I would also like to thank Vincent
Porter for being so supportive about the project from the beginning to the
end. The research benefited enormously from the assistance of Caroline
Dover, who was quite simply the best research assistant I could have
hoped to work with, and who made this project far more interesting and
innovative than it would have been if I had done it on my own — many,
many thanks.

This book could not have been written without the support of the
University of Westminster, and the School of Media, Arts and Design. I
would in particular like to thank my colleagues in the Department of
Journalism and Mass Communication for their encouragement and
support. I would also like to thank the Research Office for doing such a
good job of managing everything at the University. Over the past few
years students on the Media Consumption module and the
Communication Research Methods module have been patient enough to



viii  Acknowledgements

listen to me talk about my research on many occasions — thanks for
listening, and for giving me good ideas for this book.

A number of colleagues have offered their help and support over the
years. Thanks must go to Robert C. Allen, Minna Aslama, Charlotte
Brunsdon, Hanne Bruhn, Ian Calcutt, Nick Couldry, Peter Dahlgren, Jon
Dovey, Jan Ekecrantz, David Gauntlett, Jostein Gripsrud, Richard Kilborn,
Sonia Livingstone, Peter Lunt, Ernest Mathjis, Lothar Mikos, Gareth
Palmer, Liina Puustinen, Elizabeth Prommer, Clive Seale, Henrik
Sendergaard, and the talented group of audience researchers at YLE,
Finland. In particular, I need to thank John Corner, John Ellis, Derek
Paget, Jane Roscoe, and anonymous readers for their expert advice on the
proposal and final manuscript. John Corner also provided invaluable
advice at every stage of the research project and the writing of this book,
and therefore became my guiding light throughout the research — John,
I'm your number one fan. I would like to thank Rebecca Barden for being
so patient and encouraging, and Kate Ahl and Lesley Riddle for
overseeing the final stages of the manuscript.

And finally, I would like to thank the television viewers who agreed to
take part in this project, and who are represented in this book. Without
your comments and reflections on watching reality TV, I would be out of
a job. In particular, I wish to thank the families who were so welcoming
and generous, and who took the time to get to know us, and allowed us
to get to know them. It’s been a pleasure.



Chapter |

Understanding reality TV

Welcome to Reality TV. It's Friday night and I'm watching the finale of
Teen Big Brother. It’s an emotional experience. The remaining housemates
sit around a table, choosing who will win the first Teen Big Brother.
Commissioned by 4 Learning, the educational wing of Channel 4 in the
UK, Teen Big Brother is an experiment in the reality genre. Part
observational documentary, life experiment, educational programme,
gameshow and soap opera, this reality programme has hit the headlines
for being the first UK Big Brother to feature sex. ‘Bonk on Big Bruv’, says
the Sun. ‘Horny Teens Show Big Bruv Way to Go’, adds the Daily Star.
Love it or hate it, the programme is a popular topic for public debate. I'm
watching Teen Big Brother to see what all the fuss is about. I missed the
tears and tantrums, the backbiting and bedroom antics, only to tune in to
the last ten minutes of the final programme. I'm gripped. The housemates
explain why they should win. They go around the group, each one
speaking with tightness in their throat. Everyone says the same thing: ‘I
should win because I've been myself — what you see is what you get.”
Everyone cries. Everyone votes. The winner bursts into tears of gratitude,
excitement and something else known only to them. And I watch with
mixed feelings — fascination, anticipation, and scepticism. As I watch I'm
enjoying the drama of the moment, and judging the reality of what I see
on my television screen. This is my viewing experience of Teen Big Brother.

During the course of writing this book, I have watched a lot of reality
TV, from Cops to Children’s Hospital, UK's Worst Toilet to Survivor, Celebrity
Detox Camp to When Good Times Go Bad 3. I've seen all of these
programmes, and more. But I also watched a lot of reality TV before
writing this book. And will continue to watch reality TV long after the
publication of this book. So, is this a book about my experience of
watching reality TV? Like many viewers of reality TV, I only watch certain
types of programmes. I like watching Animal Hospital because I'm an
animal lover, but I dislike When Animals Attack because I think it’s tacky. I
enjoy Temptation Island because it is melodramatic, but I don’t enjoy The
Bachelor because it isn’t dramatic enough. I love The Edwardian Country
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House because the characters are engaging, but I have fallen out of love
with Big Brother because the characters are not engaging enough. If this
book were about my personal taste in reality programmes then you might
learn a lot about me, but little about the social phenomenon of reality TV.

So, what is this book about? Reality TV is about the development of a
television genre often called reality TV. Reality TV is a catch-all category
that includes a wide range of entertainment programmes about real
people. Sometimes called popular factual television, reality TV is located
in border territories, between information and entertainment,
documentary and drama. Originally used as a category for law and order
popular factual programmes containing ‘on-scene’ footage of cops on the
job, reality TV has become the success story of television in the 1990s and
2000s. There are reality TV programmes about everything and anything,
from healthcare to hairdressing, from people to pets. There are reality TV
formats sold all over the world, from the UK to Uruguay. There are people
who love reality TV, and people who love to hate reality TV. Whatever
your opinion of Cops, Neighbours from Hell, Big Brother, or Survivor, reality
TV is here to stay. Rupert Murdoch, the man who gave us Fox TV and
Cops, even has a channel devoted to the genre — Reality TV — with plans
for further popular factual channels in the future. Where Murdoch leads,
others follow.

Reality TV is also about the viewing experience of a developing factual
television genre. It is commonly assumed that audiences cannot tell the
difference between entertainment and information, or fiction and reality
in popular factual television. With such concern regarding audiences and
reality TV it is necessary to explore the development of this genre, and
audience relationships with these types of popular factual output. If this
book is about exploring the genre of reality TV, then what audiences have
to say about their experience of watching reality programmes is
paramount. Audience responses to reality TV can provide invaluable
information and analysis for understanding the transitional terrain of the
reality genre, and can enhance critical understanding of contemporary
television audiences.

RATING REALITY TV

The reality genre has mass appeal. Popular series such as American Idol in
the USA or I'm a Celebrity ... in the UK have attracted up to and over 50
per cent of the market share, which means more than half the population
of television viewers tuned into these programmes. To achieve such
ratings these reality series have to be all round entertainers. The proposed
reality cable channel, Reality Central, has signed up more than thirty
reality stars to appear on and promote the channel in 2004. According to
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Larry Namer, the co-founder of E! Entertainment and Reality Central,
there is a large base of reality TV fans: ‘to them reality TV is television. It's
not a fad.’!

In 2000, the reality gameshow Survivor rated number one in American
network prime time (27 million viewers) and earned CBS during the final
three episodes an estimated $50 million in advertising revenue. In 2002,
the finale of the reality talent show American Idol (Fox, USA) attracted
23 million viewers, and a market share of 30 per cent, with almost half the
country’s teenage female viewers tuning in to watch the show.? In
January 2003, American Idol drew nearly 25 million viewers two nights
running, making it ‘the most watched non-sports show in the network’s
history’.3 By February 2003, Fox had another winner, this time with the
finale of reality dating show Joe Millionaire, which drew 40 million
viewers, making it almost as popular as the broadcast of the Academy
Awards, and ‘the highest series telecast on any network since CBS’
premiere of Survivor II in January 2001”4 In comparison, only 15 million
viewers watched the number one crime drama series CSI: Crime Scene
Investigation (CBS), or sitcom Friends (NBC), during the same period.
Reality programmes regularly win the highest ratings for the majority of
half-hour time slots during primetime American television.>

Reality TV is just as popular in the UK. In 2000, over 70 per cent of the
population (aged 4-65+) watched reality programmes on a regular or
occasional basis (Hill/ITC 2000). The types of programmes watched most
often by the public in 2000 were: police/crime programmes (e.g. Police
Camera Action!, ITV1) watched either regularly or occasionally by 72 per
cent of adults and 71 per cent of children; ‘places’ programmes (e.g.
Airport, BBC1) watched by 71 per cent of adults and 75 per cent of
children; and home/garden shows (e.g. Changing Rooms, BBC1) watched
by 67 per cent of adults and 84 per cent of children. Amongst the under
16s (in particular, the under 13s), pet programmes (e.g. Animal Hospital,
BBC1) were as popular as the categories cited above — watched by 83 per
cent of children and 63 per cent of adults (Hill/ITC 2000). All of these
reality programmes have performed strongly in peaktime schedules, and
have attracted up to and over a 50 per cent market share.

The highest rated series, such as reality talent show Pop Idol (ITV1) or
reality gameshow I'm a Celebrity ... Get Me Out of Here! (ITV1), attracted
over 10 million viewers, which makes such reality series almost as
popular as established soap operas such as Coronation Street ITV1). I'm a
Celebrity ... was so successful it single-handedly changed the profile of its
sister digital channel, ITV2, from the ‘must not watch channel’ to ‘the
second most-watched channel in multichannel homes at that time after
ITV1".6 The third series of I'm a Celebrity ... attracted record ratings, with
a 60 per cent market share for particular episodes (over 15 million
viewers). The broadcaster charged approximately £90,000 per 30 second
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advert, compared to its normal charges of between £40,000 and £50,000
for a similar peaktime advertising slot.” Littlewoods, the major gambling
organisation in the UK, has signed a five-year interactive television deal
with ITV, anticipating that reality series such as I'm a Celebrity ... will
provide high-level gambling revenues for interactive TV gaming and
betting (estimated £2.8 billion per year in total revenue).® Television
producer Simon Fuller, the creator of Pop Idol, ‘shot up an astounding 500
places in the Sunday Times Rich List [2003], thanks to his £90m fortune,
which has grown by £40m’” as a result of the success of this reality format
and its spin-off music products.? Big Brother gave Channel 4 its most
popular ratings in the history of the UK channel, attracting nearly
10 million viewers in 2000; the second series of Big Brother averaged 4.5
million viewers, giving Channel 4 more than a 70 per cent increase on
their average broadcast share (Hill 2002). Big Brother 3 generated over
10 million text messages, and attracted 10 million viewers for its finale.10
A 30 second advertising spot during Big Brother 3 cost £40,000, over three
times more than for any other show on Channel 4 in 2003 (for example,
Frasier’s cash value was £14,000 for a 30 second spot).!!

The picture is the same in many other countries around the world. In
the Netherlands, the first Big Brother ‘became one of the country’s top-
rated shows within a month, and drew 15 million viewers for its climax
on New Year’s Eve 1999".12 In Spain, more people tuned in to watch Big
Brother in 2000 than the Champions League semi-final match between
Real Madrid and Bayern Munich (Hill 2002). The finale of Expedition
Robinson (the Swedish version of Survivor) was watched by half the
Swedish population in 1997.13 In Norway, a country with a population of
4.3 million, Pop Idol (2003) received 3.3 million SMS votes.14 Loft Story, the
French version of Big Brother, was a ratings hit in 2003 with over 7 million
viewers, despite regular demonstrations by ‘Activists Against Trash TV’
calling for the series to be banned, and carrying placards which read ‘With
trash TV the people turn into idiots’.!> The pan-African version of Big
Brother, produced in Malawi, involved ten contestants from ten different
countries and, despite calls by Church groups in several African countries
for it to be banned, the show remained popular with viewers who praised
it for bridging cultural gaps.1® The Russian reality gameshow The House
(Dom) enthralled Russian television viewers in 2003, as they watched
contestants build a £150,000 five-bedroomed house (the average wage in
Russia is less than £150 a month).1” When a woman won Big Brother 3 in
Australia, Channel Ten attracted twice as many viewers as its main rival,
Channel Nine, the number one rated channel (2003).18 More than
3 million people, about half the population of television viewers in
Australia, tuned into the hit reality property series The Block on Channel
Nine. The series featured the renovation of apartments in Sydney by four
couples, who were given a budget and eleven weeks to renovate their
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properties. After twelve weeks the apartments were auctioned, and the
couple with the highest bid won. The conclusion to The Block was
‘Australia’s most watched TV show since the 2000 Sydney Olympics.
Only the funeral of Princess Diana drew a bigger audience for a non-sport
related program.”1® The format has been sold to the US Fox network,
ITV1 in the UK, TV2 in Denmark, as well as being picked up by
broadcasters in Belgium, France, the Netherlands and South Africa. The
Herald-Sun called The Block ‘a runaway smash that shows no sign of losing
steam’.20

There are hundreds of reality TV websites devoted to keeping viewers
informed about a range of reality programmes, related merchandise,
news, and fan activities. RealityTVplanet.com has a reality TV calendar
with up-to-the-minute scheduling information on the latest reality
programmes on US television, plus episode summaries, news, a ‘what’s
hot’ gossip column, various games, e-cards and bulletin boards. Similarly,
realitytvworld.com contains up-to-the-minute schedules, news items, and
polls about a range of US reality series. Sirlinksalot contains a site for the
reality television genre with selected news items, and websites devoted to
US reality series and selected reality series around the world. In the USA
alone, sirlinksalot lists a total of 130 reality TV series (during November
2003): 17 reality TV series for ABC, 15 for CBS, 22 for NBC, 25 for Fox, and
20 for MTV, as well as 31 series for other cable channels such as WB
Network, UPN, and HBO. Each series has its own list of selected official
and unofficial websites. For example, Fox’s Joe Millionaire (first and
second series) has over fifteen sites listed, including Fox’s official site, and
several fan forums devoted to debate about ‘who will he choose?” and
Joe’s ‘manly thoughts’.

One of the reasons the reality genre has been so powerful in the
television market is that it appeals to younger adults in particular. For
example, reality gameshows and talent shows in the USA are especially
popular with ‘young viewers who have watched reality shows in far
bigger numbers than anything else on television and are the consumers
most coveted by advertisers’.?! Fox reality specials, such as World's Worst
Drivers Caught on Tape 2, specifically attract males aged 18-49, a coveted
demographic group for advertisers.?? In the UK, reality gameshows such
as Big Brother specifically attract upwardly mobile, educated viewers aged
16-34, the target audience for Channel 4 who shows the series (Hill 2002).
A national survey conducted in 2000 indicated that 16- to 34-year-olds
were twice as likely to have watched Big Brother as older viewers. In
addition, viewers with higher income jobs, college education and access
to the internet were more likely to watch Big Brother than those with lower
incomes, no college education or access to the internet (Hill 2002).

Economic change in the US syndication market is another factor in the
success of reality programming. As a result of the deregulation of the
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financial interest and syndication rules during the past decade, larger
corporations have bought up many local stations. Local stations provided
a significant revenue source for independent producers, who would sell
programmes specifically made for local stations, and / or programmes that
had previously been aired on network stations. Stacey Lynn Koerner,
executive vice-president and director of global research for Initiative,
commented:

Syndication is a victim of big corporate mergers and ever-expanding
station groups. This makes it pretty hard for independent producers
to get new programmes on the air because there are so few time
periods to be filled by programming not already locked in by their
owners.?3

One result of these changes to ownership of local stations is that less non-
network drama is being made for syndication. Reality programming
provides a cheap alternative to drama. Typically, an hour-long drama can
cost approximately $1.5m (£875,000) per hour, whereas reality
programmes can cost as little as $200,000 (£114,000) per hour.?4 Reality
programming is cheaper to make than drama because it involves a
smaller production crew for non-scripted programming, few scriptwriters
or professional actors, and non-unionised crews.?> Reality programmes
are therefore economically attractive to local stations and networks. For
example, the ratings success of the reality makeover format Queer Eye for
the Straight Guy on Bravo (a small cable channel) ensured its crossover to
network NBC (its parent company). For NBC, Queer Eye for the Straight
Guy is a win-win situation, as it is relatively cheap to make compared to
drama, and has proved itself in the cable/network marketplace.
According to the New York Times, reality programming is so popular it
has changed the economics of the television industry. The ratings success
of network reality series such as Americal Idol or Joe Millionaire has ensured
that some television executives are ‘ready to embrace plans for a radical
restructuring of the network business.’2¢ Such restructuring may involve
the provision of new programming fifty-two weeks of the year, a
reduction in scripted series by Hollywood studios, and an increase in
product placement within programmes. As television writer Stephen
Godcheaux points out “you have a playboy bunny being dipped into a vat
of spiders. What kind of fictitious script can compete with this?’2”
Network executives are publicly cautious about their commitment to
reality programming. Leslie Moonves, president of CBS Television, warns
‘reality programming has been called the crack cocaine of programming.
It gives you a quick fix but it depends on the quality of the program and
the longevity of the program.’28 But, the New York Times suggests, ‘even
as executives scorn the genre, TV networks still rely on reality” to rescue
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ailing network television.? Catherine Mackay, regional chief executive
US, Australasia and Asia for Freemantle Media, claims

the networks in the US have realised that a reality show can grab a
primetime audience just as effectively as a good drama or comedy,
but sometimes at half the price. Reality shows are a lot cheaper to
make, and yet they are getting just as many eyeballs in many
instances and, sometimes, even more because of the event nature of
these shows.30

DEBATING REALITY TV

Since the early days of reality programming, critics have consistently
attacked the genre for being voyeuristic, cheap, sensational television.
Articles such as ‘Danger: Reality TV can Rot Your Brain’, ‘Ragbag of
Cheap Thrills” or ‘TV’s Theatre of Cruelty’ are typical of the type of
commentary that dominates discussion of reality programming.3! With
series such as When Animals Attack advertised with the image of a snarling
dog and the words ‘Lassie He Ain’t’, reality programmes are targets for all
that is thought to be wrong with commercial television.3?In a UK report
for the Campaign for Quality Television in 2003, reality TV was singled
out by Michael Tracey of the University of Colorado as the ‘stuff of the
vulgate’, encouraging ‘moral and intellectual impoverishment in
contemporary life’.>3 Robert Thompson of Syracuse University suggests
that reality TV is popular ‘because it’s stupid and moronic’.34 Broadcaster
Nick Clarke argues in his book The Shadow of a Nation that the popularity
of reality TV has led to a dangerous blurring of boundaries between fact
and fiction, and as a result reality TV has had a negative effect on modern
society. As one critic commented: ‘In essence, this may as well be network
crack: reality TV is fast, cheap and totally addictive ... the shows [are]
weapons of mass distraction ... causing us to become dumber, fatter, and
more disengaged from ourselves and society.”>> The mixed metaphors of
drug addiction and war indicate how the reality genre is often framed in
relation to media effects and cultural, social and moral values.

Such criticism of reality TV fails to take into account the variety of
formats within the reality genre. To say that all reality TV is stupid and
moronic is to ignore the development of the genre over the past decade.
There are infotainment formats, such as 999, that contain stories of
emergency services rescue operations as well as advice to the public
regarding first aid; there are surveillance reality formats, such as House of
Horrors, that contain investigative stories of consumer-based issues; there
are fly-on-the-wall docu-soap formats, such as Airport, that show behind
the scenes of people’s everyday lives in an international airport; there are
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lifestyle formats, such as Changing Rooms, that contain stories of do-it-
yourself (DIY) makeovers as well as ideas on interior design; there are
reality game formats, such as Survivor, that show ordinary people in
emotionally and physically challenging situations; there are reality life
experiment formats, such as Faking It, that contain stories of personal and
professional transformation; there are reality talent formats, such as
Popstars, that transform ordinary people into celebrity performers; there
are celebrity reality formats, such as I'm a Celebrity ... , that transform D-
list celebrity performers into C-list celebrity performers; and there are
reality clipshow formats, such as When Animals Attack, that show
spectacular stories of crime, accidents and near-death experiences. The
type of reality programming that was associated with the genre in the
early 1990s (unscripted, on-scene footage of crime and emergency
services) has expanded to include a range of formats with distinctive
programme characteristics.

The development of reality programming within different
broadcasting environments is also significant to our understanding of the
genre as a whole. In the UK, the strong historical presence of public
service broadcasting and documentary television has ensured that certain
types of reality formats are related to public service and documentary
ideas and practice. The same can be said of other Northern European
countries with public service and documentary traditions (see Kilborn
2003; Winston 2000). In comparison, the strong historical presence of
commercial broadcasting and the weak historical presence of
documentary television in the USA has ensured that certain types of
reality formats are related to commercial and entertainment ideas and
practice. Although this is a crude comparison, it serves to highlight the
culturally specific nature of reality programming, and the development of
particular formats within different broadcasting environments. Even
when reality formats such as Big Brother are bought and sold in the global
marketplace, the individual series are located in specific cultural and
production contexts. Different types of reality formats may share
programme characteristics, such as caught on camera footage, or stories
about ordinary people, but the reality genre is made up of diverse and
distinctive subgenres, that are ‘evolving ... by a process both of
“longitudinal” subgeneric developments and intensive cross-fertilization
with other formats’ (Corner 2002b: 260).

In addition, whilst certain reality programmes perform well in the
ratings, others do not. For example, Joe Millionaire was very successful, but
Married by America, a similar reality relationship format, was ‘consigned
... to aratings coma’.3¢ American Idol, brainchild of Simon Fuller, was also
a ratings winner, but his spin-off reality talent format All American Girl
was met with ‘wholesale rejection’ by the American public.3” According
to one critic of All American Girl: ‘we’ve seen enough reality shows to
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expect a certain amount of smoke and mirrors. What I — and America —
will not tolerate is a programme that treats us with more contempt than
its own contestants.”>® Reality TV may be popular, but audiences are able
to make distinctions between what they perceive to be good and bad
reality programming. After public protest about a proposed real-life
version of The Beverly Hillbillies, CBS president Les Moonves admitted
there are limits to public taste in reality programming.3® When audiences
watch reality TV they are not only watching programmes for
entertainment, they are also engaged in critical viewing of the attitudes
and behaviour of ordinary people in the programmes, and the ideas and
practices of the producers of the programmes. As John Ellis points out,
audiences of reality programming are involved in exactly the type of
debates about cultural and social values that critics note are missing from
the programmes themselves: ‘on the radio, in the press, in everyday
conversation, people argue the toss over “are these people typical?” and
“are these really our values?”’.49

Scholarly research on reality TV has been somewhat thin on the ground
until recent years. Early studies into the then emerging phenomenon of
reality TV focused primarily on the definition of the genre, and its
relationship with other types of television genres. Work by Bill Nichols
(1994), John Corner (1995, 1996) and Richard Kilborn (1994, 1998) on the
status of reality programming within factual television is particularly
useful in highlighting early debates about the factual and fictional
elements of the reality genre. In many ways, such early debates about the
‘reality” of reality TV raised important questions about actuality and the
epistemology of factual television that have still not been answered today.
Much of the work of Nichols, Corner and Kilborn was related to
positioning an emergent and hybrid genre within the arena of
documentary television, and within existing academic debates about
documentary studies. For Corner and Kilborn the issues they raised about
the characteristics of reality programming and the impact of popular
factual television on the future of documentary television are issues they
have continued to address in their contemporary work. Both scholars
have written extensively about the changing nature of audio-visual
documentation, and the role reality TV has to play in opening up debate
about the truth claims of factual television (Corner 2002a, 2002b; Kilborn
2003). Although Corner and Kilborn are critical of aspects of reality
programming, they recognise that its popularity over the past decade
cannot be ignored by scholars in documentary studies.

Recent work by scholars in documentary studies and cultural studies
suggests that the reality genre is a rich site for analysis and debate. Brian
Winston (2000) in his book Lies, Damn Lies and Documentaries addresses
the legal and ethical framework to documentary television, and argues for
greater responsibility for the making and regulating of factual
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programmes. Jon Dovey (2000) in his book Freakshow considers genres
such as true confessions and docu-soaps as examples of first-person
media, a type of media that often foregrounds private issues at the
expense of wider public debate about social and political issues. John Ellis
(2000, 2002) in his book Seeing Things argues that genres such as chat
shows or documentaries invite us to witness the modern world, and
through this process understand the world around us. John Hartley in his
book The Uses of Television (1999) suggests that popular factual
programmes can teach us how to become do-it-yourself citizens, how to
live together in contemporary society. Gareth Palmer (2003) in his book
Discipline and Liberty considers the surveillance context to many popular
factual programmes, and argues that television’s use of CCTV raises
important issues about our civil liberties. Jane Roscoe and Craig Hight
(2001) in their book Faking It examine mock-documentary as an example
of popular factual forms that play with boundaries of fact and fiction, and
question the status of audio-visual documentation. Su Holmes and
Deborah Jermyn (2003) in their edited collection Understanding Reality
Television examine the economic, aesthetic and cultural contexts to
the genre.

These selected examples of research in the emerging genre of reality TV
illustrate how debate about the genre need not be dominated by
arguments about dumbing down, or voyeur TV. Whilst these debates can
be found in media discussion of reality TV, many academic scholars have
moved the debate to fresh terrain. Along with a variety of other scholars
in media studies, such as Arild Fetveit (2002), Nick Couldry (2002),
Frances Bonner (2003) and Ib Bondebjerg (2002), discussion about reality
TV is now rich and varied. With edited collections such as those by
Friedman (2002), Mathijis et al. (2004), and Holmes and Jermyn (2003) on a
range of reality programmes the stage is set for further directions in the
reality TV debate.

My own research contributes to the body of existing work on the
production, content and reception of reality TV. My previous research in
crime and emergency services reality programming (Hill 2000b, 2000c),
along with an edited collection on Big Brother (Hill and Palmer 2002; Hill
2002), represents a move to situate the audience in debate about reality
TV. In this sense, this book follows directly on from my previous interests
in the critical reception of reality programmes. Throughout this book I
situate my own research in audiences of reality programming in relation
to existing knowledge and debate about the reality genre in documentary,
media and cultural studies. My hope is that the research findings, as
outlined in this book, provide a useful contribution to the thoughtful and
illuminating research by other scholars that I have already briefly
mentioned. The focus of this book is to examine the viewing experience of
reality TV. Just as there is a range of programmes and formats that make
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up the reality genre, so too is there a range of strategies and responses that
make up the viewing experience of different types of reality programmes.
What is often missing from the great debate about reality TV, and its
impact on television and its audience, are the voices of people who watch
reality programmes. There is much to learn from listening to audience
discussion about a popular and rapidly changing television genre. To that
end I draw upon my own research in television audiences and reality
programming in order to foreground the role of the audience in our
understanding of reality TV.

RESEARCHING REALITY TV

The research presented in this book is drawn from a multi-method
research project I conducted during 2000-2001. The research aim was to
provide information and analysis regarding viewing preferences and
strategies across all age ranges for a variety of reality programming,
available on terrestrial, satellite, cable and digital television in the UK. The
research was funded by the public organisation the Economic and Social
Research Council, the regulatory body The Independent Television
Commission (now Ofcom), and the television company Channel 4. The
research also received support from the Broadcasting Standards
Commission (now Ofcom), the BBC, and Channel 5 (now Five). I used
quantitative and qualitative audience research methods, in conjunction
with analysis of the scheduling, content and form of reality programmes.
The data from the quantitative survey, conducted using the national
representative sample (over 9,000 respondents aged 4-65+) of the
Broadcasters” Audience Research Board (BARB), enabled me to gather a
large amount of information on audience preferences for form and
content within reality programming, and audience attitudes to issues
such as privacy, accuracy, information and entertainment. On the basis of
what I learnt about audience attitudes towards and preferences
concerning reality programming in the survey, I used qualitative focus
groups to explore key issues such as authenticity and performance,
information and entertainment, and the social context to watching reality
programming. I used quota sampling to recruit (self-defined) regular
viewers of a range of reality programming. There were twelve groups,
consisting of male/female viewers, aged 11-44, in the social category
CIC2DE (skilled and working class, and lowest level of subsistence),
living in the south-east of England. I also conducted family in-depth
interviews over a six-month period, observing family viewing practices,
and the relationship between scheduling, family routine, and content of
reality programmes. There were four visits to ten families living in the
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south-east of England. Appendices 1 and 2 provide more detailed
discussion of research design, data collection and analysis.

BOOK OUTLINE

The book is organised according to the central theme of the viewing
experience of reality TV. Chapter 2 charts the rise of reality TV at a time
when broadcasters were looking for quick solutions to economic
problems within the industry. The chapter uncovers the roots of the
reality genre in tabloid journalism, popular entertainment, and in
particular documentary television, which has struggled to survive in
a commercially driven broadcast environment. The chapter defines
the main formats within the reality genre — infotainment, docu-soaps,
lifestyle and reality gameshows — and critically examines how these
various hybrid formats have ensured high ratings in peaktime schedules.
Chapter 3 provides an overview of the various ways the television
industry, scholars and audiences classify reality TV. The chapter argues
that there is no one definition of reality programming, but many
competing definitions of what has come to be called the reality genre. The
chapter draws on discussion by members of the television industry about
classifying reality programming, by scholars about the development of
reality programming, and by audiences about the viewing experience of
reality programming in order to suggest it is vital to differentiate between
the rapidly expanding range of programming that comes under the
category of reality TV, and to locate the reality genre within a broader
understanding of general factual, and indeed fictional, television.
Chapters 4 and 5 focus on audience discussion of the twin themes of
performance and authenticity, and information and entertainment within
reality programming. Chapter 4 argues that contemporary reality
programmes, especially reality gameshows and docu-soaps, are
concerned with self-display. These reality programmes encourage a
variety of performances from non-professional actors (as contestants, as
TV personalities) and this level of self-display ensures that audiences
perceive such programmes as ‘performative’. The manner in which
ordinary people perform in different types of reality programmes is
subject to intense scrutiny by audiences. Most viewers expect ordinary
people to ‘act up’ for the cameras in the majority of reality programming.
These expectations do not, however, stop audiences from assessing how
true or false the behaviour of ordinary people can be in reality
programmes. The chapter analyses how speculation about the
performance of ordinary people can lead to critical viewing practices, in
particular regarding the authenticity of certain types of reality
programming. Chapter 5 critically examines the changing role of
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information in popular factual television. The chapter assesses how
audiences judge the informative elements in popular factual television,
and whether information is valued in hybrid formats which draw on
fictional or leisure formats for entertainment. The chapter argues that
reality formats can provide practical and social learning opportunities
within an entertainment frame. However, viewers make a distinction
between more traditional types of reality programming and
contemporary reality programming, and overall are critical of the idea of
learning from watching reality programming.

The next two chapters are concerned with family viewers of reality
programming. Chapter 6 examines the relationship between ethics and
reality TV. Ethics is about how we ought to live our lives, and much reality
programming is concerned with good and bad ways to live. The chapter
focuses on a particular type of ethical reasoning, an ethics of care, that has
its origins in traditional moral philosophy about care of the self, and
modern ethical writing on social ethics and rights ethics. The chapter
outlines the concept of an ethics of care, and examines an ethics of care as
it is developed in the content of certain popular reality formats, and as it
is discussed by family viewers. Chapter 7 is an extended case study of one
popular example of reality programming for family viewers - pet
programmes. The chapter explores reality programming concerned with
the ill health, ill-treatment, recovery, and in extreme cases, death of
companion animals, and argues that the central address of pet
programmes relates to an ethics of care. Families, especially children and
mothers, watch pet programmes in order to understand socially
acceptable treatment of pets. The sentimental stories of pets in crisis
highlight the morally charged arena of human-animal relations, and
mark the transformation of the cultural meaning of pets in the late
twentieth century from ‘lifestyle accessories’ to valued ‘members of the
family’. In addition, such stories of pets in crisis raise ethical issues
concerning the politics of animal suffering, and the politics of viewing
animal suffering on television.

The concluding Chapter 8 presents an overview of key concepts, issues
and arguments discussed throughout the book. The chapter examines the
tensions and contradictions in the way audiences respond to a reality
genre in transition. In particular, the chapter argues for greater
understanding of the categorisation of reality programming, the idea of
learning from reality programming, and the relationship between ethics
and reality programming. The chapter also outlines the role of critical
viewing within audience responses to different types of reality
programming, and suggests that audience debate about reality
programmes can only be healthy for the development of the reality genre
and its relationship with other types of factual and fictional television.



Chapter 2

The rise of reality TV

Successful reality TV series such as Survivor or Big Brother are marketed
as ‘all new’” — new concepts, new formats, new experiences. Few
television shows are ‘all new’. But it is certainly the case that reality
programmes draw from existing television genres and formats to create
novel hybrid programmes. ‘Factual entertainment’ is a category
commonly used within the television industry for popular factual
television, and the category indicates the marriage of factual
programming, such as news or documentary, with fictional
programming, such as gameshows or soap opera. Indeed, almost any
entertainment programme about real people comes under the umbrella of
popular factual television. Reality TV is a catch-all category, and popular
examples of reality programming, such as Changing Rooms (BBC, 1996-),
Cops (Fox, 1988-), Animal Hospital (BBC, 1993-), Airport (BBC,
1996-), Popstars (ITV, 2001-), or The Osbournes (MTV, 2002-), draw on a
variety of genres to create ratings winners. It is no wonder that media
owner Rupert Murdoch has launched a reality TV channel — there is
something for everyone in the reality genre.!

The historical development of popular factual television is
multifaceted and worthy of a book-length study. There is a growing body
of literature that provides excellent analysis of crime reporting (e.g.
Fishman and Cavender 1998; Palmer 2003), tabloid journalism (e.g.
Langer 1998), documentary (e.g. Nichols 1994, Winston 1995, Corner
1995, Bruzzi 2000, Kilborn 2003, amongst others), docu-drama/drama-
doc (e.g. Paget 1998), and mock documentary (e.g. Roscoe and Hight
2001), all of which have a role to play in the development of reality
programming. In this chapter, I can only touch on historical, cultural and
industrial contexts, as my main intention is to provide an overview of the
rise of reality TV throughout the 1990s and 2000s. Out of necessity, my
overview is selective, and more detailed discussion of specific formats
and theoretical insights into popular factual programming occur in later
chapters.
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THE ORIGINS OF REALITY TV

Where did reality TV come from? There is no easy answer to this question.
The genealogy of popular factual television is convoluted, as the type of
hybrid programming we have come to associate with reality TV is
difficult to categorise, and has developed within historically and
culturally specific media environments. There are three main strands to
the development of popular factual television, and these relate to three
areas of distinct, and yet overlapping, areas of media production: tabloid
journalism, documentary television, and popular entertainment.
Production of tabloid journalism and popular entertainment increased
during the 1980s. This growth was partly a result of the deregulation and
marketisation of media industries in advanced industrial states, such as
America, Western Europe and Australasia, and partly a result of an
increasingly commercial media environment, where convergence
between telecommunications, computers and media ensured competition
amongst network, cable and satellite channels for revenue
(Hesmondhalgh 2002). This media environment was one within which
documentary television struggled to survive. In this chapter, I briefly
outline these three main areas of media production, providing nationally
specific examples in order to highlight the rise of reality TV within
different countries and media industries.

Tabloid journalism

There are particular elements of reality programming which draw on the
staple ingredients of tabloid journalism, such as the interplay between
ordinary people and celebrities, or information and entertainment. A
series such as America’s Most Wanted (USA, Fox, 1988-) is an example of
the type of reality programming often classified as tabloid TV. It is
difficult to define tabloid journalism as, like reality TV, it relies on fluidity
and hybridity in form and content. John Fiske describes tabloid news as
follows: ‘its subject matter is that produced at the intersection between
public and private life; its style is sensational ... its tone is populist; its
modality fluidly denies any stylistic difference between fiction
and documentary’ (1992: 48). The intersections between the public
and the private, fact and fiction, highlight how tabloid journalism
relies on personal and sensational stories to create informative and
entertaining news.

Elizabeth Bird points out: ‘journalism’s emphasis on the personal, the
sensational, and the dramatic is nothing new. Street literature, ballads,
and oral gossip and rumor all contribute to the development of news’
(2000: 216). For example, true crime stories were distributed through
broadsheets, pamphlets and popular ballads during the early modern
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period in the UK. Trial pamphlets sensationalised the criminal, such as
one of 1606 that told of a female robber who ‘ripped open the belly of a
pregnant woman with a knife and severed her child’s tongue’ (Biressi
2001: 45-6). The Newgate Calendar, first published in 1773, collected such
pamphlets into bound volumes, and became so popular it outsold authors
such as Charles Dickens. Execution narratives were especially popular
because they contained ‘something for everyone’; these narratives
typically contained true accounts of ‘sorrowful lamentation and
particulars extracted from press reports or police intelligence” and
broadsheets ‘carrying details of the trial, confession, execution, verses,
woodcut portraits or gallow scenes” (2001: 60). Broadside ballads were
sold by street pedlars at markets and fairs, and often contained
commentaries on current affairs, and crime in particular. These cheap
ballads, (songs that tell a story) were very popular, with thousands in
circulaton, and large print runs of specific songs. For example, the
‘broadside of William Corder’s confession and execution (for the “Red
Barn” murder) sold over 1,650,000 copies’.? These personal and
sensational ‘real-life’ stories were distributed to the general public
through popular media and oral storytelling, and particular cases would
become part of everyday conversation and speculation.

The tabloid style of storytelling has come to dominate much popular
news. Although news reporting varies from country to country, the
success of supermarket tabloids in the USA, or tabloid papers such as the
Sun in the UK, is an example of how the human-interest story has become
a central part of popular journalism. For some critics, such as Glynn,
‘tabloid television is the electronic descendant of the déclassé tabloid
newspapers that surround US supermarket checkout counters” (2000: 6).
Bird (2000: 213) argues that the ‘tabloid audience’” has moved on from
tabloid papers to tabloid TV shows. The popularity of personal
storytelling in both television news and print media has contributed to
the proliferation of reality programming. As John Langer points out, the
‘impulse towards tabloidism’ resides in the recirculation of traditional
story forms, such as ordinary people doing extraordinary things (1998:
161). It is no surprise therefore to see an impulse towards tabloidism in
popular news and popular factual television. Indeed, readers of tabloid
papers and viewers of reality TV sometimes mix and match their
consumption of news and reality programmes, turning to tabloid news in
order to learn more about reality TV series, such as Big Brother or I'm a
Celebrity ... Get Me Out of Here!

Tabloid TV did not develop in a vacuum. In America, early network
television gave little consideration to popular news. It was after the quiz
show scandals during the 1950s that network newscasts attempted to
reach a wider audience, by increasing news and current affairs output and
focusing on visual and narrative interest in news stories. During the 1960s
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‘network news held a privileged and profitable position’, but during the
1970s ‘local news emerged as a potentially profitable product, evolving
into a popular hybrid of traditional hard news and gossipy chat that was
often preferred by viewers’ (Bird 2000: 214). Developments in technology,
such as satellites and Minicams, ensured that local news bulletins could
‘ “transport” their audiences to the scenes of crimes in progress, unfolding
hostage situations, urban shooting sprees, raging fires, and the like’
(Glynn 2000: 23). This reliance on raw footage would become a staple
ingredient of reality programming. When Rupert Murdoch took
advantage of deregulation policies during the Reagan administration and
launched the Fox Television Network in the late 1980s, the channel
featured programmes, such as America’s Most Wanted or Cops, which took
advantage of the growth of popular journalism, especially in local news.
Although Kilborn (1994: 426) points out that ‘NBC were the first company
to get in on the reality act with their Unsolved Mysteries (1987-)’, it was Fox
TV that produced a range of reality programming based on the police and
emergency services. Indeed, Fox ‘redefined US network practices’ (Glynn
2000: 28) by producing cheap reality programming, which could compete
in a competitive environment of network, cable and independent
broadcasting. By the early 1990s, reality programming was an established
part of peaktime network schedules, and other countries were beginning
to take note.

Documentary television

In the UK, the rise of reality TV was connected with the success of
American tabloid TV and the demise of documentary television. In the
1960s and 1970s, early magazine-style series, such as Tonight (BBC,
1957-1965) or Nationwide (BBC, 1969-1984), provided a mixture of news
and humorous or eccentric stories. These magazine-style programmes
were forerunners for much contemporary popular factual television
(Brunsdon et al. 2001: 51). But it was the introduction of British versions of
American reality programming in the early 1990s that began a trend in
what was commonly referred to at the time as ‘infotainment’. For
example, 999 (BBC, 1992-) was modelled on Rescue 911 (CBS). The
difference between 999 and its American cousin is significant in that 999
is made by the BBC, a public service channel that promotes itself as a
platform for serious factual programming. As Kilborn points out:

Given their major preoccupation with the human interest aspect and
with their overriding concern with action-packed entertainment,
reality programmes such as 999 run the risk of being seen as tabloid
television. At a time when the BBC has publicly committed itself to
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high-quality, less populist forms of programming, the tabloid label is
one which they will wish to avoid.
(1994: 433)

The BBC’s interest in popular factual programming in the early 1990s
was a response to political pressure from the Conservative government in
the 1980s and early 1990s to be a public, i.e. popular, service. This move
from public to popular represented a major threat to the traditional
relationship between documentary and public service broadcasting:

Public service broadcasting (PSB) traditionally assumed that a
responsibility to the audience was of more importance than, say, a
commercial duty to shareholders. In this context, documentary, as a
quality ‘duty genre’, flourished even though (or perhaps exactly
because) it did not achieve mass appeal anywhere until the later
1990s. The relaxation and reformulation of PSB allowed broadcasters,
however funded, to become more like other businesses. It became
clear, as the ratings became more paramount, that documentary
presence in the schedules was a real mark of public service
commitment.

(Winston 2000: 40)

The 1992 Broadcasting Act opened up competition from independent
producers and placed pressure on the BBC to deliver cheaper
programming to the general public. The 