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With the popularity of reality television, marketers need to understand what motivates adolescents to watch reality programs. We

describe the results of a content analysis of free-response data from a national sample of 800 US adolescents and identify primary

motivations for watching reality programming.
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Amongst the most watched programs on television today are reality programs (Nielsen 2008). For example, four of the ten most 
popular 2005-2006 television programs among viewers under 17 were reality programs, such as American Idol (Nielsen 2006). Because 
reality programs influence the buying behavior and consumption habits of adolescents (Strasburger, Wilson, and Jordan 2009), it becomes 
vital to investigate the popularity of reality television with adolescent viewers. We therefore conducted an exploratory study with the 
objective to examine adolescents’ motivations to watch reality programming. In the next section, we review earlier research investigating 
people’s motivations to watch television programming. 

Prior Research on Television Viewer Motivations
Television motivation research is based on the Uses and Gratifications Theory developed by Blumler and Katz (1974). The central 

tenet of the Uses and Gratifications Theory is that viewers differ in their motivations for media use (Blumler 1979). People make decisions 
as to what program to watch—and whether to watch television at all—based on the needs and wants they seek to satisfy.

Adopting the tenets of the Uses and Gratifications Theory, earlier research identified motivations of adult viewers across multiple 
television genres (McQuail 1987; Rubin 1984) and for reality television specifically (Barton 2009). Prior research however did not 
investigate adolescents’ motivations for watching reality programming. Studying adolescent viewers separately from adults is important 
for two reasons. First, there are significant age-related differences in social and cognitive development between adolescents and adults 
(for a review, see Roedder-John 1999), which are likely to result in dissimilar viewer motivations. Second, as previously discussed, 
research shows that adolescents are increasingly knowledgeable and influenced by reality television (Strasburger, Wilson, and Jordan 
2009). We therefore conducted an exploratory study that begins to address this gap in the literature. Because our study is designed to 
generate preliminary insights into adolescent viewer motivations for reality programming, we do not offer formal hypotheses. Next, we 
describe the sample and measures, and then discuss the results.

Method
A national random sample of 800 adolescents, ranging from 13 through 18 years of age, completed online surveys. The sample 

was obtained from the Harris Poll Online (HPOL) opt-in panel. Respondents were first asked “What is the name of your favorite reality 
television show? If you do not have a favorite reality television show, please type ‘none.’” Those who wrote the name of a program 
were then asked: “Why is [the listed program] your favorite reality television program?” Participants responded in their own words.

Results
Of the 800 respondents, 339 (46.13%) did not list a favorite reality program, and 30 (3.75%) listed a favorite program that was not 

a reality program. These 369 respondents were not included in the analyses. Of the 431 respondents who were included in the analyses, 
each listed on average 1.55 motivations. We divided the sample into two age groups: younger teens (12 to 15 year olds) and older teens 
(16 to 18 year olds), and analyzed adolescents’ viewer motivations separately for males and females within each of the two age groups.

Two coders who were unfamiliar with the objectives of the study were asked to independently code participants’ viewer motivations. 
Because of the exploratory objective of this research, we refrained from imposing an a priori structure on the data by suggesting 
content categories (viewer motivations) to the coders. We adopted the procedure described by Kaltcheva and Weitz (2006). First, each 
coder independently coded the responses to determine a set of relevant content categories. Next, through discussion, the two coders 
established a common set of content categories, and the definitions of those categories. Then, each coder used the established common 
categorization scheme and independently coded all responses. The intercoder reliability, evaluated with Perreault and Leigh’s (1989) 
reliability index, was 86%, which is considered to be an acceptable level of inter-coder reliability (Saldana 2009). The coders resolved 
disagreements through discussion.

Because both the independent (four age x gender groups) and the dependent (viewer motivation categories) variables in our study 
are nominal variables, the data was analyzed using correspondence analysis, which is known as “factor analysis for categorical data” 
(Myers and Mullet 2003, p. 305). Correspondence analysis creates a two-dimensional space. The categories of the independent and 
dependent variables are located in that space in such a way that categories with similar (dissimilar) distributions are close to each other 
(far apart) (Clausen 1998).

In our study, the two dimensions accounted for 88% of the variance. One viewer motivation—entertainment/excitement—was 
located in the center of the two-dimensional space, and it was approximately equidistant from all age x gender groups, suggesting that 
watching reality programs for entertainment is an equally important motivation for all adolescents. Other viewer motivations were 
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differentially important across the four age x gender groups. Both male and female adolescents in the 16 to 18 age range (older teens) 
seek reality programs that incorporate dramatic situations and relationships among the program participants. Gender differences were 
found for the younger adolescents (the 13 to 15 age range). Whereas younger males prefer reality programs that involve humorous and/
or inspirational elements, females of the same age watch a reality program because of one or more of the participants/characters featured 
in the program and the program’s realism (real people placed in real-life situations).

Our results are consistent with extant developmental theories which show that the appreciation of dramatic content and human 
relationships typically requires a higher level of cognitive and emotional sophistication, which is gradually developed throughout 
adolescence (Vorderer and Knobloch 2000; Zillman 2000). Our research offers insights that would be helpful to television programmers, 
advertisers, and public policy makers. For example, television programmers and advertisers can utilize motivation-based segmentation 
when developing more targeted programming schedules and media buys with quality rationale. By understanding adolescent motivations 
to watch reality programming, public policy experts can appeal to the same motivations and encourage adolescents to engage in non-
television activities, such as reading and exercise.
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We live in a world obsessed with celebrity. Michael Jackson. Madonna. Sofia Loren. Paris Hilton. Tiger Woods. These names 
are familiar to many people around the world and bring with them memories and emotions, positive and negative, both in those who 
actively follow their careers and life vicissitudes and in those passively exposed to the media hype surrounding the famous. Consumer 
researchers have long investigated celebrities for their role as product endorsers. Research in this domain, initially conducted from a 
social psychological perspective, views celebrities as particularly source of advertising messages (for a review see Erdogan 1999). In 
the consumer culture theory tradition (Arnould and Thompson 2005), celebrities are understood as receptacles of cultural meanings 
that are transferred to consumption goods through the act of endorsement (McCracken 1986, 1989). Both psychological and cultural 
perspectives have thus investigated celebrities from a narrow point of view. Following this year’s call for big picture research at the 
North American ACR conference, in this paper we draw attention to the complex and multifaceted manners through which consumers 
consume celebrities–beyond the consumption of endorsed products. 

Our study draws on data obtained from 18 informants (half men, half women; aged 13 to 50; mostly Italian) with varying levels of 
interest in celebrities (i.e., worship/fandom; active search for information; passive exposure to news). We conducted phenomenological 
interviews (McCracken 1988; Thompson 1997) lasting on overage 90 to 120 minutes. Informants were asked about their views on 
celebrities, what they like/dislike about them, and several narratives of consumption stories and rituals centered upon the famous were 
elicited. We also resorted to photo-elicitation and autodriving (Heisley and Levy 1991) by showing informants pictures of appropriately 
selected celebrities and by asking them to bring pictures, videos and other relevant material (e.g., autographs). Interviews were transcribed 


