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Executive Summary 
 
This submission outlines the production ecology of Reality Television (RTV) and highlights the 
inequities that have emerged through the recruitment of ‘ordinary’ people as RTV participants. We 
recognise that RTV participants have a range of motivations for appearing on reality programmes, 
and we make a number of key recommendations for a safer and more ethical production and post-
production environment. 
 
We welcome this Public Inquiry and note that some RTV producers and broadcasters have already 
responded with guidelines, although these currently have no regulatory oversight or independent 
scrutiny. We strongly advise that an adequate ‘duty of care’ to RTV participants cannot be achieved 
through ‘quick fixes’, but that this requires substantive change regarding ethical procedures, reward 
schemes and accountability. 
 
This submission has been co-written by academic researchers with long-standing expertise in the 
RTV industry, including RTV representational strategies, i audience reception,ii cultural sector 
production and cultural labour, iii RTV celebrity manufacture,iv the connections between RTV and 
ancillary media industries (including news media and social media), and the relationship between 
RTV and TV, public broadcasting, diversity and multiculturalism.v  It draws on, and is informed by, 
an established field of research on RTV which has raised concerns about how such programming 
represents participants, how it is interpreted by audiences, and its social, cultural, economic and 
political impacts. 
 
This submission makes the following recommendations: 
 
1. A robust ethical code of conduct should be established to minimise the risk of harm to 

RTV participants, as would be the case in standard research involving human subjects. 
This ethical code of conduct should encompass the various stages before, during and 
after the production of RTV programmes.  

2. RTV participants should be recognised as cultural workers and therefore be entitled to 
employment rights.  

3. The role of Ofcom in the regulation of RTV should be reassessed and reconfigured.  

4. A range of measures for the production of RTV content should be created as part of the 
ethical code of conduct to be regulated by Ofcom. 

5. A broader socio-economic understanding of the relationship between the RTV industry 
and mental health is required. 

6. Cultural production research on RTV and its ancillary industries need to be urgently 
prioritised by UK Research Councils and other research funders, with the aim of 
evaluating current practices and monitoring the implementation of this Inquiry’s 
recommendations. 
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Evidence 
 

Context 
 
0.1 Since the exponential rise of factual/reality/lifestyle programming in the 1990s and 2000s 

(following the 1990 Broadcasting Act) and its proliferation into numerous sub-genres and hybrids, 
the television industry has relied on ‘ordinary’ participants to take centre stage. RTV both 
capitalises upon an understandable public desire to have access to television participation and 
perpetuates media inequities, as this evidence submission details. 
 

0.2 Whilst British television has an excellent global reputation for its fictional output and is an 
important export market, its reality television production is being regarded as a ‘theatre of 
cruelty’vi.   
 

0.3 RTV has provided cheap and profitable programming for commissioners, capable of filling 
extended schedules during a period of declining advertising revenue and the changing digital 
economy of television production. Yet, this ‘public’ access has not been accompanied by any 
consistent regulation, risk assessment or ethical guidance. The democratic potential of ‘ordinary’ 
participation in television has therefore been significantly curtailed. 

 
0.4 The ‘ordinary’ participants of RTV have no access to employment protection, union 

representation, or a clear reward scheme, since RTV participants are not understood as ‘cultural 
workers’ or ‘employees’, despite varying levels of contractual arrangements which are often 
shrouded in secrecy, and despite the fact that their labour creates significant value for RTV 
industries. 

 
0.5 The duty of care from production companies has been inconsistent, inadequate and, too often, 

absent. To date, the emotional risks and costs of becoming/being an RTV participant are carried 
by the individual cultural worker. 

 
0.6 Responsibilities for the care and support of RTV participants lie both within and beyond the 

television production industry. After an RTV programme has been broadcast, participants must 
often navigate industries that are ancillary to RTV. This includes forming arrangements with 
agents, talent managers, journalists, various advertisers, sponsors and social media agents. 

 
0.7 Given the scale of the RTV economy - its lucrative value across tabloid journalism, sponsorship, 

advertising and ancillary media sectors, large viewership and purchase on public and political 
debate - it is severely under-researched and under-regulated as an industry. 

 

Response to Inquiry Questions 
 
Q1: What psychological support do production companies and broadcasters provide to participants 
in reality TV shows before, during and after the production process? 
 
 
1.1 Psychological consultants and psychologists are already part of some productions and have long 

been involved with the RTV industry; they often advise on recruitment and casting, and have 
even formed part of the production itself (e.g. providing commentary on Big Brother and House 
of Tiny Tearaways). The Jeremy Kyle Show offered some aftercare procedures with the promise 
of follow-up therapy sessions. Love Island recently announced (in response to this Inquiry) the 
provision of eight counselling sessions and fourteen months of contact post-broadcast. 
 

1.2 The British Psychological Society (BPS)vii recently issued guidance for commissioners and 
producers following the announcement of this Inquiry (although these are not specific to RTV, 
but for all media productions). The British Association for Counsellors and Psychotherapists 
(BACP)viii developed similar guidance in 2004. This recommends a ‘cooling-off’ period of one 
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week for RTV participants, that production companies ensure participants are ‘resilient’ enough 
to withstand the rigours of TV exposure and that participants be fully briefed. While these 
guidelines are valuable, they remain voluntary with no regulatory oversight or statutory 
enforcement. 

 
1.3 Psychological consultants who are currently retained by production companies cannot in all 

cases be described as impartially working for the well-being of participants. There are examples 
of consultants being used by productions during screening, recruitment and casting to identify 
‘appealing’ characters and to extract personal details that can be used by the production team 
to elicit drama, conflict and revelation. For example, one participant of First Dates reported that 
their HIV-positive status had been shared by the production’s psychotherapist consultant to the 
production team, who then put pressure on the participant to disclose on air. 

 
1.4 The responsibility for support and aftercare cannot be limited to provision by individual shows. 

The installation of more extensive care packages on individual programmes would be a first step 
‘easy fix’ but would not extend to the heart of the problem. We stress the need for a more 
thorough interrogation of the industry as a whole and its broader production and media ecology. 

 
1.5 Recommendation 1: A robust ethical code of conduct should be established to minimise 

the risk of harm to RTV participants - as would be the case in standard research involving 
human subjects. This ethical code of conduct should encompass the various stages 
before, during and after the production of RTV programmes. Its formulation should 
involve:  

● risk assessment procedures for all stages of production to be developed with 
advisory input from BPS and BACP;  

● RTV productions to be required to apply for ethical clearance from Ofcom in 
advance of recruitment which demonstrates adherence to guidelines;  

● establishment of an independent psychological care team to be attached to 
production; 

● a clear process for all television cultural workers (including RTV participants) to 
reflect upon experiences and raise concerns. 

 
 
Q2: What are examples of best practice, and where is there room for improvement, in the support 
that is offered to reality TV participants? 
 
 
2.1 Research in the US finds that relationships between production staff and participants are formed 

informally throughout the recruitment and casting stages with varying degrees of ethical 
responsibility.ix In the UK, producers presently describe ‘aftercare’ in terms of ‘advising 
participants not to look on Twitter’,x which is both inadequate and unrealistic. 
 

2.2 There are varying levels of participation in television, from one-off appearances, to extended 
periods confined in a particular situation. These differing levels of media exposure require careful 
ethical assessment of the particular risks of harm at a personal and emotional level, and what is 
appropriate will need to be determined on a case-by-case basis related to the production. For 
instance, due care and attention should be considered for the participation of minors, or for the 
expectations of participants on shows which include or encourage sexual activity. 

 
2.3 The use of restrictive and exploitative contracts are possible due to a loophole in the National 

Minimum Wage Act. While some participants are somewhat remunerated (for example, Love 
Island contestants are given £200 a week), many participants can be unpaid by waiving their 
protection under working time laws and assigning rights to their performances to production 
companies. Equity - the UK trade union for creative practitioners - provided a response to the 
Low Pay Commission General Consultation on the National Minimum Wage in 2011; their 
response recommended that RTV participants be recognised as cultural workers and that 
standard industry contracts should be enforced. HMRC advised them at the time that 
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‘contestants’ on reality shows were unlikely to be regarded as workers. It is significant that 
subsequent reports by Equity have not addressed the issue of RTV participation and that this 
issue has seemingly fallen off the agenda, despite becoming arguably more pressing. 

 
2.4 Our research suggests that the operation of cultural hierarchies and snobbery in popular 

discourse, as well as the dismissal of participants as ‘fame-hungry’, ‘narcissistic’ and ‘work-shy’, 
have also prevented the consideration of RTV participants as cultural workers.xi 

 
2.5 RTV participants do not have status as cultural workers, and yet (for a minority) the financial 

rewards of participation can be substantial; to this end, some seek managers to support their 
attempts to extend their careers as celebrities.xii For others, the fame that ensues after their 
television appearance is completely unexpected to them, and often unwanted; their lack of 
preparedness can leave them especially vulnerable, both emotionally and financially. For 
example, RTV participants in receipt of state benefits can unexpectedly see their eligibility for 
such benefits change following payments for media workxiii. 

 
2.6 Some relationships between ‘talent’ and managers begin prior to RTV participation; for example, 

some participants might be approached by managers because they have been involved in a 
newsworthy story which might make them attractive to RTV producers; others proactively 
approach managers precisely in order to get into RTV. Managers can be linchpins at multiple 
stages of the RTV process and must be at the centre of promoting best practice. 

 
2.7 RTV participation frequently necessitates numerous other relationships with other media (for 

example, the tabloid press, online platforms such as Instagram, Twitter and Snapchat) which 
requires working with increasingly powerful social media managers and brand managers.  

 
2.8 Our preliminary researchxiv shows the landscape of reality celebrity management to be opaque 

and shifting, with no regulation or agreed code of conduct. Those involved in celebrity 
management tend to have backgrounds in public relations and journalism and are trained in 
reputation and brand management but not in psychological care. There are varying degrees of 
contractual and non-contractual, formal and informal arrangements between managers and 
‘talent’, with the former sometimes acting as social workers, tax advisors, and even bodyguards.  

 
2.9 Since this is a growing industry a number of academic institutions now provide degrees in 

entertainment management which includes the representation of RTV ‘talent’.xv 
 

2.10 Recommendation 2: RTV participants should be recognised as cultural workers and 
should be entitled to employment rights. This should involve: 
● discussion with Equity and other trades unions as to the possibility of RTV 

participants gaining collective representation; 
● establishing ethical guidelines for RTV production companies that apply throughout 

the process of recruitment, filming and post-production; 
● production companies should provide media training (including social media) and for 

managing post-production publicity; 
● establishing standard industry contracts for some kinds of participation (which need 

to be considered alongside any adverse effects for those in receipt of state benefits); 
● building in employment opportunity structures (for example, providing media and 

skills training, involving participants in pitch-writing and post-broadcast public 
events); 

● offering paid work to participants as script consultants or casters for subsequent 
seasons; 

● considering managers’ obligations for duty of care, and ensuring their understanding 
of employment rights, by engaging with the Entertainment Agents’ Association; 

● ensuring that institutional training in talent management provides understanding of 
‘duty of care’, employment rights and ethical practices for protection. 
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Q3: Who should be responsible for monitoring whether duty of care policies are being applied 
effectively in the production of reality TV shows? 
 
3.1 Many broadcasters have their own editorial guidelines, producer handbooks, and other policies 

which cover issues of duty of care, informed consent, and contributor welfare. These should 
comply with the Ofcom Broadcasting Code.xvi However, for some time we have had concerns 
about their robustness and the varying level of detail and guidance they provide, including which 
participants are considered ‘vulnerable’ (currently this mainly applies to children). Furthermore, 
these guidelines appear to focus on protecting production companies/broadcasters in respect to 
legal liability and risk, rather than protecting the wellbeing of contributors. We believe that the 
Ofcom code is also highly open to interpretation, leaving participants open to exploitation and 
mistreatment. 

 
3.2 It is currently very difficult for participants to seek recourse against production companies despite 

plentiful evidence of participants feeling misrepresented and powerlessxvii. Most guidelines 
suggest that participants are rarely given the opportunity to preview content, or request changes 
before broadcast. Whilst theoretically they can submit complaints to Ofcom, we are concerned 
that these can be difficult to navigate, especially if individuals are already vulnerable. 
Furthermore, Ofcom and production companies have historically diminished or rejected 
complaints from RTV participants and the general public who have complained about 
misrepresentation and humiliation. For example, over 1,000 claims of racism to Endemol about 
Big Brother were diminishedxviii and Ofcom rejected Dawn Blake’s (Big Brother 7) complaint of 
exploitation, misrepresentation and filming of her against her will while she was on Big Brother 
in 2007.xix Similarly, in 2018, Ofcom received 2,644 complaints from the general public following 
Love Island producers showing edited footage to participant Dani Dyer that strongly but falsely 
suggested that her boyfriend had been unfaithful, leading to her becoming very distressed on 
screen. The complaints were not upheld by the regulator.xx   

 
3.3 We have significant concerns about how effectively these guidelines are communicated to all 

staff involved in an RTV production (especially given the precarious and freelance nature of TV 
work), or that these rules and procedures are consistently followed. This is an especially 
pronounced issue because, for most broadcasters, RTV productions are not made ‘in house’ but 
by outside production companies. 

 
3.4 Many participants come to RTV via platforms such as beonscreen.com, whereby TV production 

companies ‘fish’ for potential participants by placing calls to appear in particular shows. ‘Ordinary’ 
people who are searching online for opportunities to participate in RTV will often be directed to 
websites such as these, which are almost entirely automated; do not involve human casters and 
are currently beyond regulation.   

 
3.5 Recommendation 3: The role of Ofcom in the regulation of RTV should be reassessed and 

reconfigured. This should involve:  
● a review of broadcasters’ guidelines and Ofcom’s Broadcasting Code following the 

results of the Inquiry, which should include an explicit focus on the wellbeing and 
protection of participants; 

● considering whether Ofcom’s complaints procedure is adequate in relation to RTV 
participants, many of who feel that producers have not followed their duty of care; 

● a requirement for production companies to develop an ethical care plan for 
participants throughout production, filming, editing and post-production to be ratified 
prior to full commissioning (see Recommendation 4); 

● the establishment of new regulatory practices - a balance could be found between self-
regulation and regulatory oversight - one possibility is for production companies to 
establish their own ethics review boards which then report to Ofcom; 

● bring automated recruitment outlets under the oversight of Ofcom. 
 
 

http://beonscreen.com/
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Q4: Do the design formats for reality shows put unfair psychological pressure on participants and 
encourage more extreme behaviour? If so, how? 
 
 
4.1 RTV is a complex and varied field - there are many competing definitions of ‘RTV’, but most 

academics agree that it is TV which involves ‘ordinary’ people, oriented towards extracting 
valuable moments of spectacular emotion from those participants. Academics describe RTV as 
an ‘emotion economy’xxi that centres on ‘spectacular morality and grammars of conduct’,xxii which 
aims to ‘provoke emotional sensation’xxiii in its viewers and often ‘actively pit[s] “types” (racial and 
otherwise) against each other in the name of entertainment’.xxiv The entire RTV production 
process is about generating these extremely valuable moments of emotion in unscripted 
programming with ‘ordinary’ people.xxv 
 

4.2 The forms of cultural work that are involved in eliciting extreme behaviour and delivering RTV 
spectacle vary across productions, and they take place across the duration of the production 
process. The answer to this problem is not simply to ‘screen’ applicants for psychological 
resilience, but rather to interrogate the machinery of recruitment, selection, scripting and editing 
that goes into reality production, which can involve: 

 
○ many RTV formats rely on the staging of stressful situations to generate drama. For 

instance, some rely directly on the production of conflict (e.g. Wife Swap, The Jeremy 
Kyle Show), others place participants in an environment with no contact with the outside 
world and no sense of time (Big Brother, Love Island) and the possibilities for formats 
currently seem to have no boundaries; 

○ casters and recruiters working with participants to elicit performances which will ‘create 
a buzz’ or ‘make some noise’xxvi and have commercial appeal; 

○ casting RTV participants as ‘characters’ and creating a ‘story arc’,xxvii often leading to 
representing social groups in problematic, stereotyping and limiting ways, such as 
depicting young, working-class mothers as morally bankruptxxviii or spectacularising 
racist conflict for ratings success;xxix 

○ the production and editing of particular camera shots to elicit the most negative 
judgement from audiences, ‘judgement shots’xxx. 

○ editing sequences to generate narratives in ways that maximise conflict and dramatic 
and emotional effect.  

○ editing sequences in ways that re-order or over-emphasise certain events, which can 
leave some participants feeling that they have been misrepresented and/or cause 
significant emotional distress; 

○ television workers have also discussed receiving training from production companies on 
methods of ‘talking up’,xxxi i.e. establishing rapport with participants in order to elicit 
confessions; ‘baiting’ them so that they get confrontational and aggressive on camera; 
or even plying them with alcohol; 

○ offering ‘payment’ for RTV participation through informal perks such as hotel 
accommodation, alcohol, cigarettes, meals.xxxiiThese informal compensation schemes 
relate to the skewed class profile of RTV participants, who may be more likely to come 
from non-middle-class backgrounds; 

○ facilitating an expectation of distrust, conflict and confrontation through the use of 
pseudoscientific devices such as ‘lie detectors’ (polygraphs) in programmes such as 
Jeremy Kyle and Love Island. Polygraph evidence is generally inadmissible in UK courts 
and its use in RTV should be subjected to ethical review. 
 
 

4.3 Many cultural workers in TV production are also working in precarious conditions, moving from 
one short-term work contract to another, and under pressure to deliver ‘lucrative’ content. xxxiii  

Recruitment and casting staff report feeling ambivalent about their work and in asking 
participants to provide unpaid labour.xxxiv  Furthermore, employment in the sector also depends 
largely on reputation and word-of-mouth, making it difficult for production staff to speak out when 
they feel practices are exploitative. 
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4.4 The way that extra-textual material is used also needs to be considered, including the social 

media accounts associated with RTV programmes. For example, the Jeremy Kyle YouTube 
channel (now removed) used the most spectacular short clips from the show – known as the 
‘money shots’xxxv - and used hyperbolic language (for example, “our most hated guest”) in the 
titles of these clips. Again, this points to the need to consider not only the ethics of the broadcast 
programme, but also the ways in which television content is circulated and re-purposed on the 
internet and social media, and the potential harm to participants. 

 
4.5 Recommendation 4: A range of measures for the production of RTV content should be 

created as part of the ethical code of conduct to be regulated by Ofcom: 
● guidelines around the development of ethical formats should be produced in the 

interests of preventing harm to participants; 
● guidelines around ethical editing should be developed to consider fairness and the 

wellbeing of participants to avoid emotional and psychological harm; 
● informal payment and coercive practices should be banned and the use of polygraphs 

should be subjected to ethical clearance; 
● an anonymous forum should be established for RTV production staff to raise concerns 
● parallel ethical consideration must be demonstrated for the ways that RTV 

programmes’ associated online and social media are used. 
 
 
Q5: What is the future for reality TV of this kind? How does it accord with our understanding of, and 
evolving attitudes to, mental health? 
 
 
5.1 RTV exists within a media ecology of growing desire for representation and self-representation. 

‘Ordinary’ people’s appetite for reality participation and reality formats is not waning. The success 
of formats such as Love Island shows the growing and lucrative relationship between 
broadcasters, interactive platforms and social media. It is important that access to participation 
is accompanied by protection from exploitation. 
 

5.2 As secure forms of paid work become harder to obtain for ‘ordinary’ people, the desire to 
generate income through becoming a ‘reality celebrity’ is likely to increase further. The issues 
facing RTV participants reflect two key challenges that are now faced by all young people in this 
country: firstly, entering a job market that is increasingly precarious, unequal and insecure;xxxvi 
and secondly, navigating a social media world that is geared towards the visual which can be 
extremely hostile. 

 
5.3 The Inquiry should take into consideration why so many ‘ordinary’ people do want to participate 

in RTV. This is not only a question of individual psychological assessment but also part of a wider 
socio-economic context where the possibility of participating in forms of public culture, media and 
in the arts are being closed down by funding cuts and broader social inequalities.xxxvii 

 
5.4 There are broader questions around toxic forms of journalism and parallel public discussion 

around social media bullying. Academic research demonstrates that media visibility - including 
that which follows participation in RTV - is accompanied by virulent forms of online harassment 
and bullying, which are gendered, racialised and classed in their nature.xxxviiiThe costs of this 
wider media environment for mental health are not yet fully explored and any direct causal 
relationship between RTV appearance and suicide would be difficult, if impossible, to prove. 

 
5.5 RTV participation is a part of a more endemic problem about ‘coping’ with mediated selfhood. 

Research shows that many young people see media celebrity as an opportunity structurexxxix, 
and rather that dismissing these reasons as narcissism or naivety, the Inquiry should take this 
seriously. 
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5.6 Recommendation 5: We recommend a broader socio-economic understanding of the 
relationship between the RTV industry and mental health. There is an urgent academic 
and policy need for: 
● research into a greater understanding of the incentives and opportunities provided by 

RTV participation; 
● greater understanding of the labour practices of RTV participants and how these relate 

to precarious labour models more broadly; 
● greater understanding and regulation of social media trolling and the relationship to 

mental health; 
● extended media education in schools to keep up with developing practices of media 

participation in consultation with scholars and educators. 
 

 
Further Research 
 
6.1 Finally, we note that one of the main challenges confronting this Public Inquiry is the urgent need 

for robust research on the processes of cultural production in RTV. Contractual arrangements 
for participants, decision-making processes around recruitment, editing and promotion of RTV 
programming, and the implementation of aftercare for RTV participants (such as it exists) are 
opaque. Television production is often a defensive and secretive world and it is difficult for 
researchers to gain access to better track and understand these processes. 
 

6.2 Compounding this problem is an apparent lack of political will amongst UK Research Councils 
to fund the kind of cultural production research which would help inform better practice. There is 
a paucity of research on UK RTV productions companies.xl We have designed research projects 
that seek to: 

• explore the reality celebrity industry to illuminate the informal arrangements and relationships 
that develop between talent, managers, social media agents, and RTV television production 
companies during RTV celebrity production and publicity (Prof. Wood and Dr. Jilly Kay in 
progress); 

• longitudinally track ‘Factual Welfare Television’ (FWT) programmes from inception to post-
broadcast and examine production processes, labour practices and the political economy of 
the genre (Dr. Allen, Dr. De Benedictis and Dr. Jensen).   

 
6.3 Although highly praised and ranked after submission to the ESRC, the second project has not 

been funded. We see this as part of a wider indifference and cultural snobbery towards the 
experiences and rights of RTV participants. There is an urgent need to take the cultural 
production processes of RTV seriously - including, but not limited to, participant aftercare - to 
improve them, to promote best practice, and to help develop regulatory frameworks for all RTV 
cultural workers (including participants). 

 
6.4 Recommendation 6: We recommend that cultural production research on RTV and its 

ancillary industries be urgently prioritised by UK Research Councils and other research 
funders, with the aim of evaluating current practices and monitoring the implementation 
of this Inquiry’s recommendations. 
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