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The Political Economic Origins of Reali-TV

.

Chad Raphael

¢ sea change in U.S. television in the 1980s emerged a program-
nd variously described as “infotainment,” “reality-based televi-
tabloid TV, “crime-time television,” “trash TV,” and “on-scene
The welter of terms created by television critics to depict these
ns masked their underlying connection as a response to eco-
cturing within the industry. This essay offers a rough catego-
these programs, sketches the industrial context from which
d, and points to the economic problems they were meant to
ntrate mostly on the distinctive conditions of prime-time se-
aside made-for-TV docudramas and entire cable channels
TV) that may share similar production practices and gen-
my focus here is on political economy rather than textual or
es, I do not want to imply that these programs’ cultural
€an be reduced to their relations of production and distribu-
thout understanding the political-economic forces that drove
this genre, textual and audience studies may risk reifying it
n of audience demand, or of their creators, or of a cultural,
ntological shift unrelated to the needs of those who run the
stry. If this genre exhibits a kind of textual excess, its emer-
relative scarcity of resources for television production.

swirl of neologisms, my preferred term for these programs
i=TV;” which points to the inseparability of the television in-
ic needs and how this genre represents reality.! This term
N's particular reasons for embracing reality shows as op-
about the spread of infotainment across the media. At the
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ng of federal tax laws, producers were able to deduct 6.7 percent of the
of their productions from their federal tax bills. By mid-decade,
ght between rising costs and lower network license fees, most produc-
could no longer make back their investments in first-run network
ngs. By 1986, producers were losing up to $100,000 per episode for
our shows and $200,000 to $300,000 for hour-long dramas.® Pro-
ers now were forced to deficit finance their programs and cross their
s in hopes the show would survive three network seasons, providing
episodes for domestic and foreign syndication as well as a chance
oup their initial investments.

By the late 1980s, then, the economic picture of U.S. t.elevisfion ha(; be-
me decidedly more crowded. If the networks remained in the ore~f
& omic force in the industry, the purveyors 0

ground as the major economic for : d beckoned viewers in
_ dication winked and be :
cable, VCRs, and first-run syndi ement services busily

the background. Advertisers and audience measur B
tried to record who was watching what, how much attention they p

the commercial breaks, and whether they were buying any of it. In order

i ion in this
to understand how Reali-TV emerged as a cost-cutling solution 1n -
ic environment of the late 19808, however, we need to exa

new econom : 19805, h ipeed to €T
ine how increased competition In the distribution of television prog

ming affected the sphere of production.
Producers to Labor: Drop Dead

The Squeeze on Production:

liers Feel the Pinch the pinch on profits, production companies and the networks ini-
Ouch! Webs and Suppliers Feel the

ed a series of cost-cutting strategies that translated into an attack on
, mainly on below-the-line workers such as technicians, engineers,
5.7 The first move was a wave of staff cutbacks at studios and in
news departments. In the mid-1980s, Fox cut 20 percent of its
, Capital Cities/ABC 10 percent of its staff, and CBS 30 percent
istrative staff along with 10 percent of its news division. NBC
seventeen-week strike by the National Association of Broadcast
and Technicians (NABET) in 1987, shedding two hundred
. By 1992, NBC had eliminated 30 percent of its news division
offs and bureau closings. Even network standards and practices
ts, the much-derided self-censors of the broadcasting industry,
udget-cutting ax.
d part of the cost-cutting strategy involved bypassing union
ng an unprecedented wave of strikes by above and below-line
s and craft guilds. In the 1980s and early 1990s, the NABET, Di-
d, American Federation of Musicians, Screen Extras Guild
merican Federation of Radio and Television Artists all struck,
en Actors Guild (SAG) struck twice, and the Writers Guild
bove-the-line workers especially sought more residuals for
grams on new media and overseas. Lower-paid labor, such as
SEG, took a more defensive stand commensurate with their
ng power. The SEG strike ended with union members ac-
cent wage cut, changes in overtime schedules, and the pro-
ive to hire more nonunion labor (the extras’ bargaining

As television distributors fought over smaller advernsmdg 522::53 rar:::
shouldered more debt, progradm l:)rofcluce;»1 a(l;le::g:;essc;ntl il
ior Hollywood studios, and the ew‘ ; =g "
::r:)ar]npanies)ygl faced rapidly rising costs in the 1980s. F;lt' pz\:’:: ;m;illii ¥
ducers, the average cost of an hour-long drama soared {0 oo gy
per episode by the end of the decade,.and costs were {n;reiab fve-me-line”
8 to 10 percent a year.* Prices were drw?r} up primarily Y b _
costs such as talent, direction, scriptwriting, music comlljao _the,. .
animation, and location costs.3 The star system for above g 4
became especially pronounced as network programmersi,sii pher 3
and production companies responded 'to the 'greateczlr T o - names 88
volved in the creation of new shows by increasingly dema n e ars O
sociated with a prior record of success. The greater dem:\m ey
ated an artificial labor shortage and inf_lated salaries for t g
These rising costs were accompame.d ,by sn}aﬂer pegmh ol

thereby squeezing production companies ez.trnmgsf 0: 9" heir pro
ledger. Producers now had to accept smaller hcen.ef ei—:ﬂ.le -y cot
than they had commanded from the networks_ be ore:k R and :
petition. The threatened networks were scaling bz:ic s for P
network distributors and syndicators .also lacked i:}; speliminat'
gram purchases. In addition, changes 1n federal ta\xhe " fercactll
ducers’ investment tax credits, which often meant tt 0

earning a profit and taking a loss on a show. Prior

the 1986 €55
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SAG’s refusal to merge with the less powerful union

actors and, sometimes, the people on whom the stories were based.
This increase in

ograms such as Cops, segments followed law enforcement officials in
1e course of their work, eschewing reenactments and the need for actors
y. The home video and hidden-video programs likewise avoided
essional union talent, as have more recent experiment-based shows. In
ing more expensive performers, program producers also escaped
ps of the Hollywood agents, who had come to occupy the role of
n developers and packagers in the early 1980s, and who exacted
nsiderable fees for their services.!!
Producers of Reali-TV, particularly of the crime-time/emergency shows
as home video and hidden-video programs, led a wider industry
oward using nonunion, freelance production crews. The Arthur
offers a good example. In 1987, it lost the rights to produce the
k prime-time drama Airwolf after battling with the Writers Guild
le royalties, and then turned to producing low-budget, nonunion
for syndication and basic cable. In 1991, the Arthur Company re-
to prime time with FBI: The Untold Stories, a Reali-TV reprise of
u's long-running romance with the tube. Similarly, Fox’s Amer-
Wanted, one of the trendsetters of Reali-TV when it premiered
used different freelance crews for each segment. Even some news-
S, such as CBS Street Stories, turned to freelance camera crews
Producers. The home video programs relied on amateur cam-
thusiasts and freelance professionals. Reali-TV producers also
of the move to cheaper labor regions. Grosso-Jacobson Entertain-
- prolific creator of crime-time shows (including Top Cops, True
d Secret Service), shot its patriotic paeans to U.S. law enforcers in

osition was hurt by  th
l;r even to support its position in contr:;c:n fz)eg‘(:;?:go?;:.ce o
e g wzsr l:)(}ththa; rlj;lzs;l:f :s) anesult, producers exacerbated the
})reakt:ri IZf)‘«l\irt in the Hollywood labor market between core w'm}-)kers
(zth as the successful SAG membexijs wh&c)1 f:ng:r); ::gl;e;dp;:,r ir;)l};):y}i)v O:E_
curity, and share in management tasks and in : vy
SEG members, who have little job security, work p
‘;Z;ég‘:fi,a:nd endure far lower wages).® Producers a;soh_rfc:is:or;!sjut;
union demands by using nonunion Hollywolod labor z}aln scia nadga g
tion to regions where cheaper labor was available, suc a;sacross .
“right-to-work” states of the U.S. South. These tactics g‘lA PN
ment and news program production. D.ISIICY a.nd Mh 1 e o
shift toward building studio complexe_s in Florida. The loss Tl
ment tax credit, which was onlyﬂaplshcatge t'? E]rc;g)rér;lzaggo ‘:};re -
i es, helped spur a shift of productio " -
grlltts\e:nszitj:lore plf;.b]e unions could save $200,000 to 33;10,0123 i}lll:\l?:;?n
for dramatic series.” In news programming, CNN zlajn br(e):kin e
producing with lower-paid, nonunion la‘?or axlld. Yy e egtraditign
classifications. Their “success” was increasingly n'mtate1 yn pmeeis
tworks. One former CBS executive noted that the lesso o
?;reak the unions!”!® NBC appears to have learned the less.on gaSEd 8
developing a twenty—four—hog-ger-.c:;ynzflﬁlll:it;nrizgrzr sgl;\r]:: el
h Carolina, staffed wi : .
i}elzrel}(:;t:;izzgtted with subcontracting their entire evening newscasts

\ & h : ill ite has been an integral part of network strategies to control
Survivor Economics: Reali-TV Fits the B as well. The 1988 \p\rﬁiterﬁf3 strike, a Menty—two—freek affair that
€ Opening of the fall season, proved crucial to the rise of Reali-
ali-TV shows were largely unaffected by the strike as they
d Very little on writers. In addition, the delay of the season
€€IS and programmers the impetus to develop future shows
depend on writing talent. Tabloid TV pioneer Peter Brennan
), when asked whether he was concerned about a potential
11992, shrugged off the threat: “Remember the Writers Guild
- - [T]hat was the year that gave rise to reality TV”"® The sec-

i-TV Programming, ushered in by the ratings success of
Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? in 1999 and Survivor in

o
; ive financi&
Reali-TV shows gained currency in this envxronmel:lt lc;f r:}:t;\; i e
scarcity and labor unrest of the late 1?805. Economically, e -
needs of producers and distributorf, alike fo_r cheaper pr(zlgunion tent.
programs largely did away with hlgher-Pﬁf:i Z;a:fv:tv o briefly seeB®
days, the only “name” actors on 0 mind
g:ste:.lﬂlfflorz recently, a subgenre has developed tha}: tr;(i)lt; tic; § tests
celebrities and has-beens who come cheap 'to endgre t; anging 5
their mettle, fighting each other in Celebrity Boxmg. oe-tpime/eme
selves into vermin in Celebrity Fear Factor. In the ;rlnel e lled py U
shows, roles in reenactments of crimes and rescues hav
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2000, came amid threatened walkouts by writers and actors. The networks
ordered more Reali-TV series in part to prepare for potential strikes and
not simply because they could be produced without .union employees. Re-
ality series can be developed more quickly than ﬁctlf)nal programs palrtly
because they do not rely on lining up talent and writers. Newsmagazines
can be expanded relatively easily to fill additional hours on the nFtwork
schedule because news workers are typically affiliated with dlffexjent
unions than other television talent. “There is a quick turnaround time
with reality,” noted CBS president Leslie Moonves in detailing his net-
work’s plans for a possible writers’ strike in 2001.' .

Reali-TV programs also cut costs by wholeheartedly embracing low-
end production values. Direct cinema techniques such as handheld cam-
eras and the use of available lighting made shows without reenactments
(such as Cops and the network newsmagazines) particularly cheap. Pro-
grams that employed reenacted material (like Rescue 911 and Unsolved

eries) often avoided traditionally painstaking lighting and makeup to
proximate the “real” look of direct cinema footage and its relatively low
uction costs. Although reenactments required some expenses for on-
n shooting, going on-scene was often less costly than renting studio
. In addition, crime-time and emergency shows minimized the cost
s, props, and costumes by convincing the agencies they profile to do-
‘police cars, equipment, and even uniforms for the production crew
they could pass for police at crime scenes.' Finally, research and logisti-
for most categories of Reali-TV shows are tempered by the infor-
subsidies traditionally extended to the news and entertainment
by public relations operatives hoping to plant favorable stories
their corporate and government clients.'®
result of their shoestring production budgets, prime-time Reali-
ows cut production costs dramatically and recouped their makers’
nents from network license fees alone. With rare exceptions, Reali-
the only category of prime-time programming that was not deficit

TABLE 6.1 : s . 5
in the early 1990s (se le 6. sts prod n
Prime-Time Reali-TV Programs at the Start of the 1991-1992 Season ' y 1990s (see table 6.1, which lists production costs for a
Network  Minut Producers Deficit ~ License Fee ntative season). In the same year, hour-long dramas and thirty-
twor! inutes . . & s
Frgen ‘ per Episode e sitcoms often lost $100,000 to $300,000 an episode. At a time
Autevios Buntidest $ $375,000 amas routinely cost over $1 million per episode and half-hour sit-
Home Videos ABC 30 ABC/Vin di Bona A : $500,000 to $600,000 apiece, Reali-TV programs offered con-
ica’ iest . . . .
?Z,;stmnmes ABC 30 ABC/Vin di Bona $o ﬁBOO'gzs ' savings in production costs, sometimes over 50 percent com-
; ' 450 - 3 5 : ¢
American Detective  ABC 30 ‘;fcllfs?f}:;zi‘gl e fictional programming.'” Reali-TV also enjoyed success in the
ul Stoj Tl
s 3 first-run syndication and made-for-cable fields.
The Untold Stories ABC 30 The Arthur Company  $25,000 2432‘000
Primetime Live ABC 60 ABC News 2 5500‘000
20/20 ABC 60 ABC News $o $;oo,00° ; ) ) . : P
& Hoiii CBS 60 CBS News ; o ses0000 lation: Reali-TV Right for Finsyn, Public Service Fights
Rescue 911 CBS 30 CBS/Arnold Shapiro S0 $600:00°
60 Minutes CBS 60 CBS News o $650,000 ine i i i
Top Cops CBS 60 CBS News 20 $300,008 18Ing regulatory climate also contributed to the economic advan-
‘ 0 - - 2
Exposé v NBC 30 NBC News p -TV. In 1970, amid concerns about network power over pro-
; it ,000 k. . .
ﬁf:; ;;f:;; NBC 30 NBC News $o :;gg'ow Mpanies, the FCC barred the networks from owning a financial
Unsolved Mysteries NBC 60 Cosgrove-Meurer o o and retaining syndication rights to most prime-time entertain-
3\4"::: lev‘::ired Fox 60 STF Productions $o 15;'; mming (daytime shows, sports, and news were not affected).
Cops Fox 30 Barbour-Langley/ $o . and syndication, or “finsyn,” rules also limited the number
Fox TV Stations $325:000 z .
et B i Barbour-Langley/ $0 ! prime-time shows the network could produce. A 1980 consent
P Fox TV Stations antitrust case further limited network prime-time entertain-
Tota}iy gg;vd 4500900 tion to 2.5 hours per week for several years. When the FCC
en e
1‘23:,0), : Fox 30 STF Productions $o

* finsyn rules, its stated goals were to encourage local program-
all independent producers. The FCC hoped that if network

Source: Variety, 26 August 1991, 48—54.
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production were reined in, other producers might create more inn(.)vative,
diverse programming. But the small independents did not flourish be-
cause the large capital investments and risks required of program produc-
ers meant that Hollywood studios with substantial financing still con-
trolled the field. As with the small independents in the film industry, tele-
vision’s smaller production houses depended on winning netwgrk
contracts for their programming before they could secure bank ﬁnana‘ng
to make it."® Independents did not exercise much financial or creative
power over the development of new programming, especiaily when com-
pared with the major studios or top agent-packagers. In many ways, the
same relations held in first-run syndication and the made-for-cable mar-
kets. Here, the small independents were often financed by large m.ultlslys-
tem operators (such as AOL-Time Warner) and the dominant diStI‘lbL‘l[lO.Il
companies (including those run by major studios) in exchange for syndi-
cation rights.
Throughout the 1980s, the networks challenged the finsyn rules', argu-
ing that they were no longer in a position to dominate program distribu-
tion as they had been before the spread of cable and VCRs, and that ltf'xey
needed to be allowed to compete internationally in the global television
market. In April 1991, the FCC allowed the networks to finance and syndi-
cate their own in-house or coproduced programs, and to negotiat.e for the
rights to some outside-produced shows. Hollywood studios and 1ndep:lﬂ'
dent producers exhausted a long series of appeals, and the finsyn 8
were repealed in 1995. .
Although Fox was exempt from the finsyn rules and always produc
the bulk of its programming in-house, the three major networks may ‘i:*cS'
have anticipated the repeal of these restrictions and positioned themﬁed 3
to syndicate Reali-TV programming domestically as well as abrO'ﬂ -
From the start, one of the striking characteristics of prime-time Reali- }
programs was that so many of them were network productions or COP:;
ductions (see table 6.1). This was true not only of the network ﬂ;n e;
magazines, which are produced by their news divisions, but also of C: i
time/emergency response and the home video shows. As Pmdu(‘:e;ri
coproducers of the shows, networks could retain the rights to dis :
them under the new rules. . e pIO"
Reali-TV has played a role in the redefinition of public sert“:] 0
gramming, too. In the Reagan-Bush Sr. climate of lax regul:.%'tl'«f:i ; .
grammers did not need to fear FCC scrutiny of the violence an i
content of Reali-TV, thereby avoiding the costs of in-house standar

lices departments’ close screening of these programs, and the poten-
gal costs of defending them before the FCC. In addition, many Reali-

producers recast broadcasters’ “public service” and “educational” re-
ibilities to champion the civic value of their programs. Producers ig-
d traditional definitions of serving the public interest, which focused

yre on the discussion of public affairs, coverage of local issues, and de-
g children’s intellectual or emotional abilities. Instead, the creators
e-time programs in particular touted their public contribution as
pting citizens to help law enforcement officers track down their
The executive producer of America’s Most Wanted opined to The
Enforcement Bulletin: “I believe we are witnessing the birth of a
a in citizen involvement. America’s Most Wanted has organized
million viewers into the first nationwide neighborhood watch as-
2 In this vision of public service, surveillance and voyeurism re-
ate over public affairs, an oxymoronic “nationwide neighbor-

| watch association” offers a false sense of localism, and education is
0 instructing viewers about how to avoid becoming a crime vic-

€ more recent crop of Reali-TV game shows and survival contests
less pretense to public service, except for the network news-
- These programs still purport to offer investigative reporting
they abandon the kinds of subjects most in need of journalistic
A recent study of four network newsmagazines found that over
stories focused on lifestyle, human interest, and celebrity news.
cent of reports were about politics, economics, social welfare,
ation.! As the newsmagazines began to compete with fictional
television programs such as Entertainment Tonight or Inside
increasingly focused on the same topics. By 1997, there was lit-
Ce in story selection between the tabloid programs and network
ines, according to one TV monitoring company. The runaway
year for both was Princess Diana’s death.??

International Distribution: The Other Real World

IS and network investors have also been attracted to Reali-TV be-
ability to sell abroad. Because prime-time Reali-TV earns back
0 costs with the first U.S. network showing, any further syn-
sents pure profit. U.S. Reali-TV has been sold overseas using
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looked further abroad for “new” ideas, then repackaged them for domestic
and international audiences. To the extent that the spread of the genre
represented a “victory” for U.S.-based media producers, it was largely a
triumph of packaging and marketing.

What Price Reality?

U.S. television underwent a dramatic restructuring in the 1980s, largely
precipitated by changing patterns of distribution with the spread of cable
and VCRs. Audiences fragmented as these new forces challenged the net-
works’ oligopolistic control over the distribution of television program-
ming. Producers faced smaller license and syndication fees from an ex-
panded customer base, which now included not only the networks but
local independent stations, cable networks and superstations, and first-run
distributors. Confronted with rapidly rising above-the-line production
costs, producers took it out on below-the-line labor and sought cheaper
forms of programming, Reali-TV fit the bill. In the early years, networks
stepped in to produce examples of this programming that were permissi-
ble according to the FCC (newsmagazines for the big three; all forms for
Fox), and coproduced kinds they were not allowed to own and syndicate
under the finsyn rules until the rules were repealed. Reali-TV made 2
splash in Europe and Japan in the late 1980s and early 1990s as well, but
many U.S. programs of this kind that were licensed and formatted abroa.d
drew on foreign models in the first place. This suggests that if U.S. televi®
sion turned to Reali-TV to solve its particular economic crisis, the indus-
try both borrowed and exported abroad to do so, touching off a recircula-
tion of products among global media corporations.

Reali-TV has not always solved the economic problems it was mean
address, however. The genre declined for several years in the mid-19908 fof
several reasons. First, Reali-TV was not always successful in Off-nfft"mrk
syndication markets as the genre’s topicality and timeliness made it Jess at-
tractive to audiences the second time around. Unsolved Mysteries, a 10F
ratings winner in prime time, was one of the first such programs t0
offered for syndication. Although it was sold to broadcast stations in l'eefi'
ited and often updated episodes, it was a financial disappointment '@ itf'
producers before it found a home on the Lifetime channel, a cable netr
work that could settle for smaller audiences. Similarly, reruns of the

t fO

3 / i i ; ved
season of Survivor did not attract strong viewership. “Reality shows ha

The Political Economic Origins of Reali-TV 133

rt shelf life,” one programmer noted. “They just don’t seem to sell well
dication.””' Under the old finsyn rules, when the networks could not
‘an ownership interest in most prime-time programs, executives did
ve to worry about whether shows were attractive for syndication.
‘the networks produce and own most of their prime-time sched-
ing the rewards but also the risks of investing in new shows. Thus
rewards have been few as no network has produced a hit series that
d well in syndication, although that is likely to change soon as the
crop of hit programs reaches maturity.
ond, the genre’s excesses drove away some advertisers who do not
to be associated with its tawdry image and generally lower-income
5.2 There have been public embarrassments, most notoriously
o0 Wants to Marry a Multimillionaire? in which a man picked his
rom the fifty women who auditioned on television for the job. Fox
«cancel the rebroadcast after news reports aired allegations of abuse
groom’s former girlfriend, raised questions about whether he was
multimillionaire, and exposed the bride’s claims to be a Persian
‘veteran as misleading. The on-air wedding was quickly annulled.
re scandalous from advertisers’ point of view, much Reali-TV has
attract affluent eighteen to thirty-five year olds, appealing more
ns, seniors, and low-income viewers. This is especially true of the
, Crime-time, and emergency programs. There are exceptions that
upscale viewers, such as Survivor, or young consumers, such as
World, but the genre’s demographics have sometimes forced the
5 to sell advertising time on Reali-TV shows at a discount com-
h other programs with similar ratings and shares.*
a small legal backlash raised costs to some producers and him-
‘ access to some of the most sensational types of footage.** Pro-
rely on producers’ ability to ride along with police or emer-
kers and follow them into homes and ambulances have pro-
a rash of suits for invasion of privacy. In 1999, the Supreme Court
at it was a violation of Fourth Amendment protections against
ble searches for media personnel to enter a home on the author-
unless aiding in executing a warrant. This is unlikely to curb
but should discourage media entries into suspects’ homes
‘mission. Some producers may be affected by the antipaparazzi
ESprang up in the wake of Princess Diana’s death in a high-speed
tent while fleeing photographers. California’s law, for example,
the use of visually or aurally enhancing technology to capture
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sound and video in private places that would otherwise be inacc‘essible.
The newsmagazines, indeed any show that relies on personnel going un-
dercover or using deception to get information, must take stock of the un-
settled state of law in this area. Many journalists were chilled by a 1997 jury
award of $5.5 million to supermarket giant Food Lion in its lawsuit against
an ABC Primetime Live undercover report that portrayed unsafe food han-
dling and labor conditions at the chain. An appeals court later reduced the
damages to $2, but upheld the convictions against AB(; on two counts.
The networks’ journalists, who got jobs at several Food Lion stores so tllley
could gather hidden-camera footage behind the scenes, were foun.d gulllty
of trespass and breach of loyalty (the latter charge was for gathe.rmg hlfi-
den-camera footage for the network while being paid by Food Lion as 1ts
employees). The case is one of several that have cast doubt on some uses
of deception and hidden cameras.
Nonetheless, Reali-TV is still with us and is not likely to go away. Tele-
vision broadcasters now must compete with cable channels by airing new
series all year round. The two biggest Reali-TV hits of late, Who‘ Wants fo
Be a Millionaire? and Survivor, both debuted in summer. Their ratings
success and the return of labor-management strife in Hollywood sparked
a resurgence of the genre in 1999-2000. As long as the netwgrks deSPiZ
ately need to fill the hours around expensive dramas and sitcoms W1d-
cheaper programming, offer new fare throughout the year, sell Fheu pfqth
ucts on international markets, and control labor, they will provide us Wi
their peculiar brand of reality.
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