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Methodology

GRIID conducted a 30-day study of reality television programs
targeted toward a younger (particularly, teenage) audience. The
programs surveyed include: MTV’s Real World, Road Rules, and
Fraternity Life, and FOX’s Temptation Island. From September
to October 2003, three episodes of each program were recorded
and reviewed. We recorded the prevalence of conflicts, inter-
views, and games in each program for reasons detailed in the
following sections. This study was conducted by GRIID
volunteer, Matt Lawless.

The Grand Rapids Institute for Information Democracy
(GRIID) is an affiliate of the Community Media Center.

GRIID teaches medialiteracy, conducts mediatraining for
community-based non-profit organizations, and acts as a media
watchdog of Grand Rapids-based news.

Contact GRIID at
711 Bridge St. NW, Grand Rapids, M| 49504
616-459-4788x122 or
jsmith@grcmc.org




Un-Reality TV: An Analysis of Story
Elements in Reality Programming

We all know that reality TV isn't real, don't we? We can look past show
characterizations as “the true story of seven strangers...getting

real.” (Real World, MTV) and see that, even with the most honest of pro-
grams, there are purposeful (or, as some wryly call them, “creative”) de-
partures from what actually occurs, can't we? While Bravo's recent pro-
gram, The Reality of Reality (RoR) claims that more than 50% of people
believe that there is some sort of distortion in what they see in reality tele-
vision shows, it seems clear that the particular aspects of unreality that
people buy into pose different levels of risks. In this paper, the GRIID at-
tempts to highlight some of these aspects of unreality (which we'll call
story elements), and explain how they can be observed and even abused.
In addition, we have tracked and tallied the occurrence of these elements
in the following shows: Real World, Road Rules, Fraternity Life, and Temp-
tation Island. In this way, readers may be better able to judge both which
story elements they, personally, have a tendency to be susceptible to, and
which shows tend to exhibit those characteristics most frequently.

Setting

An RV trip across the South Pacific, a mansion in Europe, a tropical is-
land — arguably most (if not all) reality TV shows exist already in a rare
form of reality; a setting that their viewers are otherwise not likely to ex-
perience. However, once you add in the ubiquitous presence of the cam-
eras, the reality of the setting is most assuredly compromised. Yet, for the
most part, this “unreality” of the setting appears to be relatively transparent
and harmless to the viewer. That is, most viewers accept and recognize
this aspect of reality TV as being fictional. They realize that not many peo-
ple (themselves included) would watch a twenty year old sitting at home
with his parents, but if that same 20 year old were in an RV or a mansion
with several other 20 year olds, then that might just be worth watching.
Simply, viewers understand that the unreality of the setting is needed to
make the show entertaining.



Personal Interviews

So, what about the characters — are the people on reality shows real? Are
they the same outside of their natural environment? Well, yes and no.
Obviously, they are not digitally-generated (at this point), but often they are
not represented accurately, and, in many cases, people even adopt perso-
nas simply for the sake of the camera. In addition, their interviews and ac-
tions are often taken out of context. Their lines are sometimes scripted.
Their behavior is sometimes manipulated. In the RoR, participants have
noted that the caveats that often follow particularly negative statements
made in personal interviews are very seldom included on television. That
IS, statements are removed from their context,

and, usually, placed in one that provides a more

provocative message.

Take, for example, the following pair of personal
interviews:

Amy: 8Jim is getting on my last nerve...but he is
my favorite person in the house and I'm going to
see what | can do to make him feel better.°

Jim: @ don't care what anybody thinks, I'm sorry if | use the phone too
much, but I'm having a hard time adjusting to being away from my family.©

When actually what appears in the episode is:
Amy: 8Jim is getting on my last nerve.®
Jim: @ don't care what anybody thinks.°

Now, imagine that Jim's comment is in response to
Jennifer's complaint about using the phone, and, in
fact, Amy's comment refers to something Jim did
two weeks ago, that didn't make it to air. Even with-
out considering scripting (which allegedly occurs),
you can begin to see the potential for abuse that
personal interviews pose.



Beyond this, editing can take an even more active role. The most notable
example, as recounted by the Reality of Reality program, is Episode 4 of
Joe Millionaire. In this episode, Evan and Sarah are seen walking off into
the woods to escape the cameras. However, rather than have the cam-
eramen stop filming (or not air the footage), producers of the show added
suggestive captions to what is otherwise unintelligible audio and a shot of
trees. Naturally, Sarah (now that the show is over and she has seen how
acreatively® they edited the tape) appears to be quite upset over the por-
trayal and makes it clear that she feels viewers are being blatantly misled
by the captions about what actually took place. While, in this case, the
manipulation (if there was such) seems

more harmful to the contestants, it still

poses problems for viewers who accept

fully the scenario presented to them.

Taken as fact, viewers may make poten-

tially false judgments not only about the

people on the show, but also about the

world around them — and, in turn, how

they see themselves and live their lives.

Games

Games are another aspect of the generally accepted unreality of reality

TV. They are simply entertainment — we don't look at our behavior in

games as we would our behavior in a normal setting. For example, we

know the difference between tackling a man on the street and tackling a

man on a football field. On TV, this works relatively the same. However,

there are no referees, no rulebooks, and no regulatory bodies to ensure
honesty. While the games themselves may
have rules, one must keep in mind that the
games exist solely to promote certain show
elements — to make and sustain drama. In
MTV's Real World and Road Rules Chal-
lenge, there were often conflicts between
male and female team members regarding
each other's ability to perform well in physi-
cal challenges (or games). Some challenges
even appeared to be geared towards the
success of one sex over the other.



When this occurred, the games also tended to be neatly tied to a plot that
supported the conflict between these groups, or the necessity of one
group winning. While not particularly dishonest = more along the lines of
acceptable creativity * this type of portrayal still seems to engender and
reinforce the audiences' belief that the conflict or drama is itself wholly
genuine; when, in reality, it is likely overstated at the very least. More im-
portantly, without outside regulation, games (or anything on camera for
that matter) have the potential and even the incentive to be staged. As
noted in the RoR special, some shows have even been accused of allow-
Ing contestants to win games purely to bolster ratings. With this in mind,
GRIID has categorized the occurrence of games in reality TV shows as
somewhat problematic for viewers = something that should be viewed with
an open mind about its potential for manipulation.

Conflict

Another aspect that can be, and often is, manipulated is the conflict we

see on reality TV shows. One example of this potentially staged or height-

ened drama is Episode 4 of Temptation Island 3. At one point on each

episode, members of the singles group on the island (who are there to test

the relationships of the couples) are voted off in a fashion most of us are
familiar with from Survivor. However, the method and
rules for voting off the singles seems to vary week by
week with no evident pattern. To this GRIID writer, the
variable nature of this elimination system seems an ob-
vious ploy to increase the drama based on what the
producers think will bring the biggest emotional payoff
for each episode. While the guys in this episode simply
huddled and picked two girls to leave, the women were

instructed to pick the guys they wanted to stay. Taking turns, they did so

in the order in which they were seated until Melissa

was forced to decide if she wanted a certain single,

Jerome, to stay (knowing if she didn't the other girls

would vote him off). Through extended tears and

pleas not to have to make the decision, she finally de-

cided Jerome should stay on the island, and, someone

else was then chosen to leave. This particular method

of voting off, and, further, the specific location of where

Melissa sat and the sequence used for the voting (rather than simply the

apick two to leave® that the guys had), appeared geared to directly

heighten the drama between these two individuals (Melissa and Jerome).



However, viewers should have been tipped off that something just wasn't
quite right when they observed the other single guys trying to persuade
Melissa to #ollow her heart® (to keep Jerome there if that's what she
wanted) the night before. Viewers should have been clued in by the pro-
ducers' use of foreshadowing. While a common enough tool in scripted
drama, seeing something suggested beforehand, in what is (at its base
level) supposed to be an unscripted show, is a bit disturbing and should
raise a critical viewer's level of skepticism regarding the reality of the pro-
gram they are watching. Perhaps the prime
example of foreshadowing can be seen in
what could be considered the most outra-
geous (and, perhaps, educational) reality TV
episode of the year * the Osbournes season
finale. Early on in this episode, Jack is
shown asking his father (Ozzy) if he has
ever gotten violent while sleepwalking.
Soon after, we see Jack explaining to his
physical trainer how he sometimes becomes
angry and violent when woken up. Can you guess what happens? Well,
the full foreshadowing actually comes later in the show as viewers watch
Jack get out of bed and become violent with the family pets. Now, it® defi-
nitely clear what they've got planned. Quite predictably, we see Jack
wake up in the morning only to realize he® been bitten, and + the shock-
ing revelation that follows + he® killed Minnie (the family dog) while sleep-
walking. Of course the viewer + who should have been clued in by the
foreshadowing -- doesn't find out until the end of the show that the entire
episode was staged.

Findings

Of the four programs surveyed, Temptation Island had the most occur-
rences of conflict, while Road Rules had the most games, and Fraternity
Life had the most personal interviews. While it is hard to estimate the ex-
act levels of reality presented in each of these shows (as there is no way
to know how often they take advantage of the story elements), it seems
evident that there is plenty of room for abuse. The GRIID urges viewers to
keep in mind the words of Dick Herlan, executive producer of World's
Wildest Police Videos, who (in the RoR program) asserts, 2What you see
Is real, but the order in which you see it isn't necessarily real. What it
means isn't necessarily real, and the drama behind it isn't necessarily
real.°
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