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Preface

Reality TV is part of a story of change. It is a genre that encapsulates rapid chan-
ges taking place in the media industries, in particular the use of hybrid formats, local
and global television trends, and multi platform content. It is a genre that instantly in-
vites criticism, signifying tabloid style television, poor quality popular culture, cheap
programming for the masses. It is a genre that connects with wider debates about moral
values, such as the issue of fair treatment of ordinary people or celebrities, or the is-
sue of privacy. Reality TV is a hot topic for all of these reasons and more. The role of
the audience within these debates is significant as viewers are engaged with the develop-
ment of reality TV; they are part of this story of change.

In China, reality TV is part of wider changes taking place in the growth of nonfic-
tion entertainment and the use of hybrid formats. Since the mid 1990s, the popularity of
multiple entertainment programmes, gameshows and dating shows, indicates that light
entertainment is a growth area in Chinese television production. The addition of reality
gameshows such as Survivor, or reality talentshows such as American Idol connects with a
general drive within Chinese television to introduce nonfiction entertainment into the
schedules. The use of international formats that have proven successful in other countries
minimised the risks in this kind of new programming for popular audiences. The develop-
ment of Into Shangrila by Sishuan Television is one example of a Chinese production of a
reality gameshow; its use of television, radio, print, and online content mirrored the
elements of multi-platform formats such as Big Brother, press coverage and public debate
about this reality entertainment series ensured its status as a reality event, another fea-

ture of successful reality formats. The similarities of reality TV in Britain or America,



and in China, are all too apparent in the production and marketing of particular formats.
It is the case that reality TV is a feral operator, wildly opportunistic in the marketplace,
a genre experiment in fact and fiction, resistant to containment. If the phenomenon of
reality TV follows a similar story to that of Britain, then we shall see reality TV, and
other kinds of popular factual entertainment, as a growth genre like no other. Since
2002, the kinds of reality TV made in China have been reality gameshows and talent-
shows, but it will not be long before other kinds of popular factual entertainment make
an impact, such as lifestyle experiments, makeover series, or the reality hoax. The
success or failure of different kinds of popular factual programming in China will offer in-
sights into the next trends in non-fiction television.

It is my hope that the audience research in this book is useful in illuminating just
how important viewers are in understanding reality TV. Rather than see viewers as vo-
yeurs, easily pleased with cheap, trashy TV, we should listen to what they bave to say
about their experiences in watching a range of reality TV. Just as there is no one kind of
reality TV, there is no one kind of reality TV viewer. The diversity of viewers ensures a
diversity of responses. What is often missing from the great debate about reality TV are
the voices of people who watch these programmes. These are not dumb viewers. Like
computer games players they have learned to play the reality game. Viewers, whether
they are young or old, rich or poor, are critically engaged with reality TV. The cultural
specificity of responses to reality TV in Britain ensures that the research in this book is
located within particular social and cultural contexts, and within a distinctive broadcast-
ing environment. The research in this book explores how viewers categorise the reality
genre, how they judge the performance of ordinary people and how authentic they be-
lieve the programmes to be. The book also investigates what audiences can leam from
watching reality programmes, and how they think and talk about the ethical dilemmas
they pose. Whilst these issues are understood within the context of British audiences, I
hope that the similanties and differences will offer ways‘ of understanding genre, per-

formance and authenticity, information and ethics in Chinese reality TV.

Annette Hill
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