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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Using a multi-method approach, we explore the concept of “me-

dia trash” and investigate why consumers with different levels of 
cultural capital seek the consumption of these particular media offers 
despite or even because of their questionable quality.

rESEArCH TOPIC And QuESTIOn
Media consumption is one of today’s most important consump-

tion activities, with U.S. citizens spending more than 11 hours a day 
engaging with various media offerings (eMarketer 2011). The ques-
tion of what constitutes “quality” in such offerings has been hotly 
debated among media scholars ever since the rise of reality TV for-
mats and more recently user-generated content platforms (e.g., Mc-
Cabe and Akass 2007). In consumer research, Holbrook (1999) states 
that the success of media offerings is grounded in popular appeal 
as opposed to “good taste” –and the commercial success of certain 
TV formats, movies, and books that are the opposite of ‘critically 
acclaimed’ seems to support his theory. While some studies identify 
general reasons for consuming reality TV shows (e.g., Papachrissi 
and Mendelson 2007) and particularly the quest for authenticity 
through the consumption of these shows (Rose and Wood 2005), 
they fail to address the startling question of why “bad taste” can be 
attractive. The aim of this study is to investigate what consumers 
mean when they refer to “media trash” and why consumers some-
times prefer the consumption of products of lower quality purpose-
fully because of this lower quality (e.g., watching a “bad” reality TV 
show such as ‘Wife Swap’ just because it is so “bad”). 

LITErATurE rEvIEW
In the popular press, the expression “media trash” is used fre-

quently but without a clear definition or explanation. As an academic 
concept, the term “trash” is used in media studies for popular or 
pulp fiction (e.g., Bloom 1996), for a specific kinds of visual style in 
television (e.g., Caldwell 1995), or specific genres like soap operas, 
talk shows or B-movies (e.g., Kael 1969). In consumer research, the 
startling purposeful consumption of lower quality products has not 
been discussed, with the exception of Holbrook (1999, see above). 
However, a small body of research has investigated the consump-
tion of special TV formats that fall into this category, namely soap 
operas (Russell, Norman, and Heckler 2004) and reality TV (Rose 
and Wood 2005). Russel et al. (2004) show that consumers develop 
a relationship with TV programs and their characters, and that the 
intensity of this “connectedness” how their behavior is influenced. 
Rose and Wood (2004) comment on the rise of reality TV formats 
and argue that consumers seek authenticity through the consumption 
of these particular TV formats. The question of why consumers seek 
the consumption of certain media offerings despite or even because 
of their questionable quality remains unanswered. 

METHOd
We opted for an inductive multi-method approach to collect our 

data. First, we collected 1520 articles in relevant German newspa-
pers and magazines that mentioned the word “trash” in the context 
of media. Second, we collected survey data from a representative 
sample of the German population (n=580) to understand which par-

ticular media offers were consumed regularly and how they were 
rated on a variety of quality and content dimensions. 

The core data are semi-structured depth interviews with 38 con-
sumers about one media offering that we selected based on the survey 
results: the German version of the reality TV show “I’m a Celebrity...
Get Me Out of Here!” This TV show was one of the most relevant 
media offerings mentioned in German newspapers and magazines; 
it was known by nearly all consumers, and consensually described 
as “trash.” The interviews took on average one hour and focused on 
when, how and why participants watched this show. Moreover, we 
also asked questions about our participants’ general taste in media 
and their media consumption rituals. 

FIndInGS
Based on a content analysis of the newspaper articles and the 

survey results, we developed an overview of current (German) media 
offerings which are commonly evaluated as trash, both by experts 
and by consumers. The term is most often used in association with 
television shows, but also newspapers, music, books and movies. We 
identified eight markers of “media trash” based on how consumers 
distinguish between offerings that they would describe as trash or 
non-trash. At least one of the markers presented in Table 1 has to be 
present for a media offering to be considered “trash.” 

Table 1: Eight Markers of Media Trash

Marker of “Media Trash” representative Quotes  
(translated from German)

Intellectually undemanding 
content

“It’s just entertainment TV without any 
educational background.”

“Superficial person, who benefits from the 
stupidity of the people.”

Low formal quality “Cheap production, bad actors, pointless 
scenarios.”

Low authenticity

“Nothing is real; everything is fake but 
touted as true.” 

“It’s completely posed.”

Repeated emotion-seeking 
patterns 

“Always the same – the Cobra team 
manages all situations and saves the world 
for us.”

“All songs are the same.”

Absurd and unrealistic 
content

“The story is absolute wacky.” 

“Absolute nonsense, but more than just 
funny.”

Exaggerated content “The gonzo headlines above badly 
researched articles.”

Inappropriate content

“Distasteful and degrading to people and 
animals.”

“Sold voyeurism.”

Arousal-seeking content

“Explicit description of sexual practices.”

“Exorbitant presentation of violence and 
blood.”
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An important finding is that the valence of these markers, de-
spite appearing negative on first sight, is in fact dependent on each 
consumer and each media offering. For example, the newspaper 
“Bild”—comparable to the “Daily Mail”—was described by many 
consumers as being a favorite newspaper because of its low intel-
lectual demand and its absurd and unrealistic content. In this sense, 
“bad” can indeed become “good” and the consumption of media 
trash is enjoyable for consumers. 

This enjoyment, however, creates a conflict for consumers 
with high cultural capital when defining their social identity. They 
develop a number of arguments which “justify” trash consumption 
to reshape their own self-concept and to re-emphasize their cultural 
capital.

Furthermore, beyond the general notion of cultural capital, con-
sumers display a media-specific capital. Consumers who have both 
a high involvement and a deep knowledge of a medium often watch 
bad taste offerings to reflect on the media-specific genre conventions 
on a meta-position.

Finally, consumers integrate trash media in a hypermedia con-
sumption experience: During trash consumption they post their feel-
ings and attitudes via Facebook, Twitter, and other social networking 
services. Not the actual media offering itself, but the communication 
among a subculture of consumers (Kates 2002, Schouten and McAl-
exander 1995) is the main reason for consumption. 

COnTrIBuTIOnS
Our project contributes to consumer research by shedding light 

on the markers of “media trash” and the reasons why consumers 
choose to consume these specific media offerings. We pay special 
attention to the social and cultural background of this consumption 
practice, and structure our understanding of the phenomenon with 
Bourdieu’s theory of practice (Bourdieu 1977, 1984) and a broad 
range of media theories (e.g., Adorno and Horkheimer 1973; Hall 
1973).
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