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Abstract

This study examines how college age students construct a social reality and model their romantic relationships by using reality television. Participants in this study consisted of male and female students ranging from ages eighteen to twenty-three. These participants were mostly Caucasian and came from a small, southern school. Results were found by conducting focus groups. During these focus groups, participants were shown two short clips from the reality television shows The Real World: Washington D.C and The Hills: Season Two. After they were shown these clips, they were asked various questions regarding their belief on the reality of the content and if they used the material as a guideline to their own personal behaviors. It was found that viewers believe the form of reality television to be real, however, the content which they are shown is not believed to be real. Certain aspects such as the camera angle, how the characters speak to each other, and the situations presented on reality television all determine if the viewers believe the show to be real or not. It was also found that viewers do not use reality television as a guideline to their personal or romantic behaviors. By researching this, college age students will be more aware of the effects reality television has, or could have, on their behaviors and will better understand how they come to judge reality television to be real or not. 
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Introduction
Reality television is a popular genre of television programming that follows real life people throughout different dramatic situations, romantic situations, and games. It is estimated that “one out of every four shows in prime time falls into” the reality television category with exceptional ratings (Greenfield, 2010, p 1). People are drawn to this genre because of its exciting, dramatic, and extreme content.  

This type of programming has become extremely popular within the last twenty years, with the heaviest consumers of reality television being college age students (Bissel, et al., 2006, p 6).  Bissel, et al (2006) found that these viewers tend to believe that other viewers, rather than themselves, are affected negatively by reality television. They fall into the belief of ego-enhancement which refers to “people’s desire to reinforce their own self-esteem by viewing themselves as smarter or somehow superior to others, especially with messages perceived as negative” (Bissell, et al. 2006, p 3). Finnerty and Reynolds (2004) found that many viewers of this genre also tend to be status oriented since watching this genre allows viewers to fantasize about fame through watching ordinary people gain fame on television. Viewers tend to also put a high value on vengeance: one reason why competition based programming is extremely popular. Individuals who are considerably social are also inclined to watch reality television. One reason why this might be the case is because it will give them something to discuss in social situations (Finnerty & Reynolds, 2004, p 12).  
Parasocial relationships, relationships which are created by the viewer involving them and the characters on television, are frequently formed by heavy viewers of reality television shows (Finnerty & Reynolds, 2004, p 16). Christenson and Ivancin (2006) found that not only do viewers perceive reality television as being authentic; reality television gives a voice to everyday people that lead them to believe that the characters of reality television are similar to them and that they are not alone in their problems. This belief that reality show characters are similar to the viewer allows them to believe that the experiences they witness on television are relevant to them and in turn, leads them to identify with reality show characters (Christenson and Ivancin, 2006, p 4).
The purpose of this study is to discover how young adults construct a social reality and model romantic relationships through observing reality television. This communication phenomenon is important because “reality television shows can now be found on the majority of networks and television channels, and they can no longer be ignored” (Finnerty & Reynolds, 2004, p 4). Being able to understand and explain how and why young adults model behavior they witness on reality television will help benefit this age group because it will allow them to gain a better understanding as to what they can do to prevent negatively or incorrectly constructing a social reality, as well as, modeling behaviors which they view. 
Next, I will discuss how the perceived reality of reality television, the viewer involvement, and the preconceived beliefs will affect the viewer of the reality television genre. 
Review of Previous Literature
Perceived Reality in Reality Television

Researchers have studied the perceptions of viewers concerning the authenticity of reality television. They argue that it is important to consider the extent in which the viewers believe this genre to be real because it can be a determining factor in the viewer’s formation of beliefs. Ferris, Greenberg, Smith, S. L., and Smith S., W. (2007) examined if adolescents had a tendency to adapt to beliefs in which they saw on reality television dating shows concerning attitudes on dating. The researchers found that viewers “might see the dating situations as ones in which they could imagine themselves” (Ferris, et al. 2007, p. 505).  Viewers who perceived reality television as real tended to adopt attitudes which were shown on television. This adoption of ideas was shown to positively relate to “idealistic views” of marriage and dating (Ferris, et al. p. 492). Similarly, Holmes and Johnson (2009) found in their study, which explored the correlation between viewing romantic television to beliefs about relationships and individual’s satisfaction in a relationship, that the “media depictions may serve as a source of unrealistic and unhealthy relationship beliefs and ideals because they socialize individuals into believing that unrealistic depictions are in fact representative of relationships in reality and are therefore applicable to their own relationships” (Holmes and Johnson, 2009, p. 120). They found that people in relationships that watched romantic television had increased idealized standards about relationships than people not in relationships. It was found that the more people watched romantic television, the less satisfied they were with their relationships. Therefore, viewers were developing unrealistic beliefs about romantic relationships based on what they watched on television and using these beliefs as a guideline to their personal relationships (Holmes and Johnson, 2009, p 130). Punyanunt-Carter (2006) also studied the perceived reality individuals develop when watching television. She studied both men and women and found that men were more likely to perceive sex on television as real, whereas, women were more likely to perceive love on television as real. However, situations on television showing romance and attraction were perceived by both men and women to be real (Punyanunt-Carter, 2006, p 4). 

As stated before, a parasocial relationship is a relationship that an audience member forms with the characters of a television show. These relationships allow the audience member to connect with the television show, potentially leading the audience member to identify with the characters. Finnerty and Reynolds (2004) explored parasocial relationships and what drew the viewers to forming these relationships. It was discovered that individuals who perceive reality television as being realistic were more inclined to form parasocial relationships and participate in parasocial interactions. However, this “belief in reality develops upon viewing duration” (Finnerty and Reynolds, 2004, p 17).  In other words, one cannot develop a perceived reality without large amounts of viewing.  

Throughout the research, the perceptions of reality television programming being seen as real is known as a major factor in the ways in which people view reality television. Researchers agree that only after reality television is deemed real, do people conform to the beliefs which they view on television. This can leave a lasting negative impact; however, because many of the beliefs derived from reality television are unrealistic and not plausible.
Viewer Involvement

It has been proven that the amount of television viewing is not the only indicator determining if individuals will construct beliefs from watching reality television. Researchers have found that viewer involvement is an important factor to consider because there are considerable differences in the ways in which people view television programs. Lebo and Rivadeneyra (2007) examined if television plays a role in adolescent’s views on dating and if their behaviors are influenced from these shows. They discovered that the amount of television viewing was not the only factor which should be looked at concerning dating role attitudes; viewer involvement was seen to be a predictor of the way people form attitudes about dating. They stated that there were different types of viewers and it was important to recognize this. Hawkins and Pingree (1981) defined the types of viewers. In their study, which examined how individuals construct social reality by viewing television, they broke viewers into two groups: active and inactive.  Active viewers were defined as the viewers who are cognitively aware throughout the program. These viewers tend to recognize the unrealistic themes throughout reality television because they are attentive throughout the entire program.  Inactive viewers, on the other hand, are passive viewers who mindlessly watch reality programs. Because of this, television effects can be enhanced and individuals are “more open to television influence on their social reality” (Hawkins & Pingree, 1981, p 355). This is due to the fact that the viewers are ingesting the information without being conscious of it.

Researchers tend to agree that the ways in which the individual views a television programming, whether it is active or inactive, is important in examining how beliefs taken from reality television shows are adopted by them. By examining the types of viewers and the amount of beliefs they have taken from reality television, it is apparent that inactive viewers tend to assume more beliefs and attitudes which they have viewed on television than active viewers do. 

Preconceived Beliefs about Reality Television

Preconceived beliefs also have a large impact on the individual’s beliefs about what they view on television. Researchers argue that certain beliefs individuals already have might draw them into this genre, which will only reaffirm their beliefs. Holmes and Johnson (2009) discovered that individuals do not merely copy behaviors they view on television; it is their “understanding of reality and their ability and will to integrate the media message into their own reality” (Holmes and Johnson, 2009, p. 119) which drives people to model behaviors they view on television. These viewers view reality television as reality and choose to incorporate the beliefs they witness on television into their personal attitudes about the world. The media might not be completely influencing individual’s romantic beliefs; this particular genre draws “individuals with such beliefs who are drawn to media because it appeals to pre-existing notions of how relationships function” (Holmes and Johnson, 2009, p. 130). Rehkoff (2005) examined if the exposure to romantic television enhanced or deterred satisfaction within individual’s personal romantic relationships. Through the studies, it was found that there was a correlation between “seeking romantic fulfillment and romantic television viewing” (Rehkoff, 2005, p. 24). This indicates that people who already have preconceived beliefs about romantic relationships tend to gravitate toward media which fulfill those beliefs. 
Even though it has been thought that the adoption of ideas from reality television is because of the media’s strong influence on the viewers, it has been discovered that the media might not be the only source to blame. Researchers have found that individuals who already have strong ideas about romantic relationships might be drawn to this genre because it reinforces their beliefs. 

Theoretical Grounding 

In an effort to explain how individuals construct social reality and model romantic relationships from observing reality television, I ground my research in the Social Learning Theory and the Cultivation Theory.
The Social Learning Theory, developed by Albert Bandura, states that people learn by observing what others do and the consequences they face from their actions. Individuals use these observations to construct rules about how the world operates. Individuals then “put these rules into practice to regulate our own behavior and predict the behaviors of others” (Hanson, 2008, p. 94). 

George Gerbner’s Cultivation Theory states that television is an overriding force that shapes viewers beliefs about modern society. The more television the viewer watches, the more likely they are to believe what they witness on television is reality. Gerbner categorized viewers into two groups, heavy viewers and light viewers. Heavy viewers are more prevalent than light viewers. Therefore, heavy viewers report to watching at least four hours of television per day.  Light viewers, on the other hand, report to only watching a maximum of two hours of television a day. These viewers are more selective about what they watch on television, and therefore, do not spend as much time in front of the television (Griffin, 2009, p 349-358). 


Gerbner also coined the term resonance. This is a process in which the images seen on television are also seen in the viewer’s real-life experiences. Because these images are seen not only on television, but in real life, this can build the belief that these occurrences happen more frequently than they realistically do (Griffin, 2009, p 349-358). 
The perceived reality of reality television was important in the amount of reality television viewers tend to watch. Therefore, the following research questions will better explain how people use reality television to construct a social reality and the ways in which they use this genre to model romantic relationships:
RQ 1: What factors do viewers use to determine if reality television is real?
RQ 2: How do college students use reality television as a guideline for their social behavior/ their belief of the world?

RQ 3: In what ways do college students model behavior they see on reality television? What determines what behaviors they model?

Methodology

For my study, I decided to conduct focus groups to gain a better understanding of how college age students construct a social reality and model behaviors they view on reality television. I chose to research my participants using focus groups because I wanted to understand how they created meaning from these shows. I also wanted my participants to be able to elaborate on their ideas instead of giving me one word answers. 
My focus groups typically lasted anywhere from a half hour to forty-five minutes. During the focus groups, I showed my participants two clips from different reality television shows and then asked questions to prompt them to discuss what they saw in the clips (See Appendix A). The two clips were from the hit shows The Real World: Washington D.C and the second season of The Hills. 
My participants consisted of college age students ranging from ages eighteen to twenty three. I selected these participants using the snowballing method and selecting students from an Introduction to Communication Studies class. These participants were largely female, however, there was one male in attendance. The participants were typically Caucasian, middle class students. I did not require the participants to be interested in reality television; therefore, some of the participants rarely watched the reality television genre. 
Following my focus groups, I analyzed my data using a coding method. I worked through the data and found different themes throughout my research. The two major themes which I identified were how college students perceive reality television to be real and that college students do not use reality television shows as a guideline for their behavior, nor do they use reality television to model romantic relationships. 
There are a few limitations to my research, however. The first limitation is that there was only one male participant while there were eighteen female participants. The majority of the participants were also Caucasian and there was little diversity amongst the students. I didn’t require my participants to watch reality television; however, most of the participants were avid viewers. There were only about three participants who did not watch reality television. 
Thematically Organized Findings


In this section I will be discussing the results of my study.  Throughout the focus groups concerning the construction of a social reality and the modeling of romantic behaviors from reality television by college students, two major themes emerged.  

“It Just Seems Too Perfect”
The first theme dealt with how college students perceive reality television to be real. It was shown that college students perceive the form of the reality television shows to be real, however, the content of the reality television shows was not perceived as real. In simpler terms, it was found that viewers believed the situations that were presented on the reality television shows were real, however, the viewers knew that the material which was presented to them had been edited and therefore wasn’t entirely real. 

Certain aspects of the reality shows would further lead viewers to perceive the show as being real or not. These aspects included the camera angles, the way the characters spoke to each other during the show, and if the situations throughout the show seemed “too perfect.” When I showed the two reality television show clips to my participants, they believed the clip from The Real World to be more real because the camera was not too close to the characters which allowed the audience to feel as though they were watching the characters from afar. Participants noted that during the clip of The Hills, the characters seemed to always be aware of the camera because the camera was too close to their faces the entire time. The characters in The Real World’s clip were also seen to interrupt one another. This lead participants to believe that the show was not as scripted as the other clip, in The Hills, where the characters took turns speaking to one another. The video clip of The Real World also was taken at a bar in downtown Washington D.C. This clip, the participants said was more realistic because “everyone was running around and acting crazy”, whereas the video clip from The Hills was said to be too perfect because it took place at a “ritzy” restaurant in Los Angeles and it seemed like the point was to show the viewers “what a date is supposed to be like.” Viewers believed the situations and the reactions of the characters on the reality television shows to be real, however, the viewers also know that the presence of a camera will change people’s behaviors and before the reality shows are aired, they are edited to erase any “bad and awkward” material. 

Viewers also seemed to deem reality television to be real when the characters on the reality television shows seemed to be perceived by the viewers as “people like [them]” (Christenson & Ivancin, 2006, p 4). The characters on The Real World seemed to be more familiar to the participants and therefore, they decided The Real World was more likely to be real than The Hills was. 

“It takes a certain person to be on reality television”


The second theme I found during my research was that college students do not use reality television shows as a guideline for their behavior, nor do they use reality television to model romantic relationships. Most of my participants were avid viewers of reality television and claimed to watch the genre regularly. Even though the situations and the people seemed familiar to my participants, they did not use them as role models for how to act. Viewers knew that people were able to get away with certain actions on television, however, in real life there would be dire consequences. Viewers also didn’t believe people in real life would act as people do on reality television because situations that are seen on reality television are “too extreme and unrealistic.” One participant even noted that “it takes a certain person to be on reality television.” 


Even though viewers do not use reality television for a guideline to their personal behaviors, they do use reality television as an instructive tool for situations which they have not experienced themselves. Participants stated that they use situations that they view on television as a learning tool for situations which they haven’t experienced yet or situations which they may never experience. 

Future Research

For further research, I believe researchers should focus on going into more depth about how college students model romantic relationships and how they use reality television as a guideline for their own behaviors. Even though they stated that they do not model behaviors they view on reality television, they may be enacting these behaviors they witness unconsciously. I believe the research should ask more detailed questions about this area of research to gain a better understanding of if college students do this and if they do, how they go about doing it. 

I believe this is necessary because of the Social Learning Theory developed by Albert Bandura. He states that people learn from observing others and I believe that college students might be learning and enacting behaviors from reality television because it is so prevalent in this age group. I do, however, believe that they are unaware that they are using this television genre as a social guideline for their personal lives and additional research might help close this research gap. 


I also believe future researchers should examine more non-viewers and ask them their beliefs on how reality television affects its viewers. By examining non-viewers, researchers will be able to gain a better understanding because viewers tend to believe that they are not negatively affected by reality television. Viewers fall into the belief of ego-enhancement which refers to “people’s desire to reinforce their own self-esteem by viewing themselves as smarter or somehow superior to others, especially with messages perceived as negative” (Bissell, et al. 2006, p 3). I believe that by interviewing non-viewers, the researchers will be able to develop a greater understanding than they would if they only interviewed viewers.
Conclusion
Through conducting this study, it was found that viewers of the reality television genre believe the form of the shows to be real, however, they found the content of the shows to be very unrealistic. The viewers are aware that reality television show producers edit the material before it is aired and also realize the presence of a camera will change the way people act. It was also found that viewers do not use reality television as a social guideline as how to act in social situations or in romantic relationships. However, viewers do tend to use reality television shows as an instructional tool to situations they haven’t yet experienced and situations they will most likely never experience. 

In previous literature, perceived reality, viewer involvement, and preconceived beliefs were all seen to affect the way viewers use reality television. In my study, I found that people felt that they had an obligation to state that reality television was unrealistic even though they later stated that the situations and people that they viewed on these shows seemed familiar to them. This might be a reason why previous research states that viewers of this genre found the material authentic. Viewers might be afraid to admit they believe reality television to be real for fear that they will be viewed as dumb or lesser of a person. For my participants, perceived reality was not a general term. Their perceived reality of the television shows was based off certain aspects and their preconceived beliefs about reality television shows. The participants used their experiences with reality television and what they had been taught about reality television to determine if it was real or not. 
 I also found that viewer involvement played a role in how often viewers chose to watch these types of shows. Viewers which were heavily involved throughout the reality television shows were quicker to state that the situations and people on the shows were familiar than non-viewers. Finnerty and Reynolds (2004) found that heavy viewers formed parasocial relationships with the characters on these shows. I saw a glimpse of that in the way the participants talked about the reality television show characters. 
Overall, reality television has an impact on a majority of college age students because this age group is seen to have the most viewers of this genre. Reality television might not affect their personal behaviors, but it is still prevalent in their lives. 
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Appendix A
1. How many of you watch reality television?
2. How frequently do you watch reality television?
3. When did you first start watching reality television?
4. What types of reality television shows are your favorites?
5. Do you believe reality television to be real? If so, why or why not?
6. When you’re watching reality television, do you watch it to gain a better understanding of how to act in social situations?
7. Do you think you watch reality television to learn about social situations that you haven’t personally experienced before?
8. Did the people in the reality television clips look familiar to you?
9. Did the situations in the reality television clips look or feel familiar to you?
10. Did both of the clips seem equally real and familiar? 
11. Do you believe reality television portrays dating accurately? How do they do this?
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Consent for Participation in Social and Behavioral Research
I consent to participate in the research project entitled: 

 CONSTRUCTING A SOCIAL REALITY USING REALITY TELEVISION 

being conducted in the Department of Communication Studies by 

EMILY WITHERS
· I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary, and that I am free to withdraw my consent at any time and to discontinue participation in this project without penalty.

· I acknowledge that the general purpose of this study, the procedures to be followed, and the expected duration of my participation have been explained to me.

· I acknowledge that I have the opportunity to obtain information regarding this research project, and that any questions I have will be answered to my full satisfaction.

· I understand that no information will be presented which will identify me as the subject of this study unless I give my permission in writing.

· I acknowledge that I have read and fully understand this consent form. I sign it freely and voluntarily.  A copy of this form will be given to me.


Name (Print): _________________________________________ 
  

Date: _________________        Signed: ________________________ 

  
  

I understand that if I have concerns or complaints about my treatment in this study, I am encouraged to contact the Office of Academic Affairs at Longwood University at (434) 395-2010. 
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