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Abstract
This study analysed some reality television programmes shown in Nigerian television stations. This
arose as a result of numerous criticisms against the reality TV programmes. Anchored on the
Reflective-Projective theory, Content analysis method was adopted to generate data for the study.
Three research questions were set and the content of three purposively selected reality television
programmes; Big Brother Africa, Gulder Ultimate Search and MTN Project Fame for the 2011
season, were analysed. A total of Twenty-one (21) episodes of the three reality television
programmes were analysed from May 12, 2011 to December 19, 2011. Results show that reality
television programmes have educational contents meant to teach the audience skills being performed
or perfected by the contestants but the programmes have little or no cultural or traditional value to
add to the lives of its audience. The study recommends that to avoid exposing the culture of
Nigerians to extinction, reality television programmes producers must ensure that there are rich
cultural/traditional contents in their programmes which will ensure that their audience, especially
young Nigerian, do not simply abandon their culture for foreign ways of life. The study contributes
to discussions on reality television/television effects, particularly in the area of audience influence.

Key Words: Reality Television, Reality Programming, Programme Schedule, Gratification and
Celebrities

Introduction
Reality-based shows have gradually taking
over global television programming. People
who have been following events on
television for the past five years can easily
agree that television programming in the
twenty-first century has thus far been
dominated by reality-based programmes
(Nielsen Ratings, 2005). For the past several
years, reality television has dominated
mainstream television programming,
providing relatively inexpensive
entertainment (Gardyn, 2001). No doubt,
reality television has become a pastime
which many television stations now rely on
for winning large audience and
advertisement patronage from advertisers.
Television shows such as the Delta State
Government-sponsored Delta Talent Quest,
Star Quest, Gulder’s Ultimate Search,
MTN’s Project Fame, Glo’s Naija Sings,
ABC’s The Bachelor, GTBank’s The
Debator, NBC’s The Apprentice, Maltina’s

Family Dance All, FOX’s American Idol and
even cable shows like MTV’s The Real
World have continued to dominate television
stations’ timeslots on a regular basis. In
America, FOX’s American Idol is the
network’s most-watched non-sports show
ever and was the most watched show overall
for the entire 2004-2005 television season
(Nielsen Ratings, 2005). The Big Brother
Africa show aired by DSTV satellite channel
is very popular among viewers in Africa.

The popularity of these shows is such that
television stations and networks find themselves
scrambling to place more reality programmes on
air to keep up with audience demands. The
driving force of reality programming lies in the
fact that, it places the audience member on the
opposite side of the entertainment arena,
providing all viewers with the possibility of
becoming potential entertainers as in the case of
Big Brother Africa and Gulder Ultimate Search
season 8 where audience members are given the
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opportunity to vote out contestants and vote in an
evicted contestant who they will like to see back
in the show. This way, the audience participates
effectively in determining who should entertain
them. The growing popularity of the reality
genre invites questions regarding its utility and
consequences for audiences.

In Nigeria, reality television programmes are
gradually becoming a dominant genre in
television programming and the reason may not
be farfetched. Many programmes on television
now revolve around reality television chiefly
because they now provide audience members,
advertisers, and producers with certain
entertainment gratifications and benefits which
the scripted programmes like film and home
videos may have difficulty fulfilling.

A Uses and Gratification study by Nabi,
Biely, Morgan and Stitt (2003) found that one of
the primary factors for viewing reality television
is that it provides the audience the opportunity to
participate in the show vicariously through real
contestants that they can relate to. This type of
viewer participation exists almost exclusively
within the reality television genre; even though
some networks have identified this trend and
have tried to create scripted programming that
could achieve the same effect.

For advertisers, the appeal of reality
television is that it is a genre that allows for
product-placement to be incorporated into the
show without distracting the viewers’ attention
or reducing the quality of the show. Gulder’s
Ultimate Search, for instance, has featured
competitions where rewards, ranging from free
drinks to mobile phones, have been given out to
winners. Employing this type of product
placement within scripted programming would
be much more difficult for producers to
successfully do, as it is often seen as “selling
out” on the part of the television stations
(Marcel, 2003).

Reality television programmes have been
criticised for being overly provocative and a
disquieting representation of the society. The
South African version of Big Brother proved to
be highly controversial for its overt sexual
content. However, Hyde-Clark (2004) notes that
youths perceive reality programmes to be a
reflection of their culture. “Youth may see reality
TV as a reflection of the attitudes and behaviour
exhibited in society. They may see the comments
made by contestants as an accurate expression of
how they are viewed by society, and adjust their
perception of themselves accordingly”.

This study, therefore, became necessary as it
analysed reality programmes on television as
well as assessing the perception of the youth,
especially Nigerian students, regarding reality
programmes on television.

Statement of the Problem
Reality programming has become the toast of
television stations and advertisers globally. The
relatively cheap production costs and high
audience viewing figures ensure a steady stream
of new and repeated formats of reality television
on television screens in different homes today.
The ‘real’ drama of the programmes is
highlighted by the interactive capacity of the
shows, with the audience supposedly directly
influencing events on the television screen. From
the Big Brother Africa shows through MTN
Project Fame, Maltina Family Dance All, West
African Idol to the Gulder Ultimate Search,
among others, audience are invited to join in and
make celebrities out of unknown contestants,
plucked from obscurity to enter the fabulous life
of celebrity, success and fame.

A reality television programme, for instance,
is a programme supposedly devoid of 'acting out'
unfolding events with everything happening
being “unplanned”, “real”, but documented for
viewers to see on-going or live happenings with
every passing moment. There are no actors, just
competitors (young men and women who
probably live in the same neighbourhood) doing
their best to win the star prize of the reality
show.

One of the criticisms against reality
television programmes is that the programmes
portray an affluent lifestyle that sees the
contestants holed in a house, eating and making
merry as well as sleeping and gossiping. This
type of lifestyle is in contrast to the hard work
ethics of Africans where people are encouraged
to work hard to succeed.

Supporting the fact that most of the reality
television programmes lacked African cultural
and traditional contents, Jacob (2007) asserts that
"Wole Soyinka, in a newspaper interview, called
the show ‘banal, lacking anything to offer to the
continent’. Soyinka further observed “all we
need is just get some prostitutes on the streets
and lunatics. They will go naked for nothing
(Jacob, 2007). To him, he would rather watch the
crude productions of the Nigerian video industry
than watch the Big Brother Africa show. In the
same vein, Igbinoba (2011) discussing on the
relevance of Big Brother Africa reveals that
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people see the reality TV show as a threat to the
African culture and that they had gained nothing
significant from the TV shows.

The focus of this study therefore, was to
analyse reality television programmes, finding
out the contents of the programmes and
identifying their thematic direction.

Research Questions
The following questions were raised in the study:

1. What are the educational contents
projected by Big Brother Africa, Gulder
Ultimate Search, and MTN Project
Fame reality television programmes?

2. Do the contents of Big Brother Africa,
Gulder Ultimate Search, and MTN
Project Fame reality television
programmes reflect gender stereotypes?

3. Are the educational/cultural/traditional
values in the contents of reality
television programmes such as Gulder
Ultimate Search, Big Brother Africa
and MTN Project Fame enough to
promote African culture?

Theoretical framework: Reflective-Projective
theory
This theory asserts that all media messages
reflect aspects of the environment in which they
originate but convey varying content to separate
recipients as each recipient projects different
meaning into his perceptions. Television is seen
as an electronic mirror which reflects an image
of society, and which acts as a telescopic mirror,
reflecting an image of what is distant and
concentrating and focusing on points in a vast
universe. Television, like a mirror, can pick out
aspects of society, but cannot create an image
that does not reflect something which does not
already exist within the society. There is always
a significant amount of ambiguity in the image
projected, and the ambiguous mirror of
television reflects a variety of images as it is
turned toward one or another sector of the
society.

Even though many people see the television
image as a perfect reflection of the society and
therefore, depend on them solely, but the
reflective-projective theory warns against
expecting too much from television. It warns that
television is not a means of doing quickly and
easily what home, school, church, and state, have
been trying to do slowly and painfully for years.
It also warns that the mass media perform a
reflective projective function and are most

unlikely to become instruments of social reform
or great public enlightenment. Loevinger says
that mass media “mirror” society but the mirror
they present is an ambiguous one. While the
mass media themselves reflect society as an
organised group, individual audience members
project their own individual reflections into the
media presented images. This accounts for the
variations in audience interpretation of the media
mirror. This view aptly corroborates Walter
Lippmann’s view with regard to the press.

A programme watched on television may
mean different things to different viewers
according to their own experiences, attitudes and
dispositions. Individual audience members have
always tended to identify with television and
movie characters that are closer to their own
idealised selves than to the actual selves. Lee
Loevinger cited in (Cilliers, ibid) also says
intellectuals tend to be contemptuous of the
television mirror, because there are few or no
characters or ideals therein for them to identify
with.

Lee Loevinger also pointed to the ambiguity
of the media mirror. This is presumed to be a
reference to the distortion caused by the “slant”
peculiar to each media establishment as well as
by the distortion at every stage and level of the
gate keeping process, beginning with the stage of
news selection. The uncertainty of the media
mirror and the perception differences of the
audience are mutually enhancing and
reinforcing. The audience differential
interpretation of the media mirror looks like an
irregularity of the perception theory because the
ambiguity of the media mirror can be linked with
the gatekeeping theory.

The relationship of this theory to this study
lies in the following assumptions:

(i) The members of the audience project or
see in the media their own visions or
images. Many viewers of reality
television programmes believe that the
programmes are real because they tend
to envision the images presented as
themselves. They feel that what is being
shown reflect their real life situations.
They see themselves being played by
the contestants in the programmes.

(ii) All media messages reflect aspects of
the environment in which they
originate. The images that the reality
television programmes present are a
reflection of what is going on in
societies. This simply implies that if it
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is not possible in the society, the
programmes producers will not
conceive it or will not place it for
societal consumption. They simply see
events the programmes as things that
are happening in the society.

(iii) Television is not a means of doing
quickly and easily what home, school,
church, and state, have been trying to do
slowly and painfully for years. There
are acceptable standards of life in the
society and television standard may not
be a good one when considered from
the various distortions of life that is
being presented. People should not just
rely on reality television to do for them
what parents and various stakeholders
are supposed to do in terms of being
able to get a good understanding of
what true life means.

(iv) Individual audience members tend to
identify with television and movie
characters that are closer to their own
idealised selves than to the actual
selves. Many reality television
personalities are likely to be idolised by
viewers simply because they love the
way they played their roles and because
they simply see these characters or
personalities as people whose characters
are the same with theirs (audience).
When characters do not tend to agree or
behave the way that suits an audience
member’s personal lifestyle, the reality
television personality or character may
not be identified with by an audience
member.

Method of Study
The Content analysis design was used to analyse
the contents of 21 episodes of three selected
reality television programmes – Gulder Ultimate
Search, MTN project Fame and Big Brother
Africa. The population for the content analysis
are all the reality-based programmes aired on
Nigerian terrestrial television stations in the
study area. Because it would have been
cumbersome, costly, and time consuming to
content analyse all the reality television
programmes in Nigeria, four reality television
programmes are purposively selected for
analysis. The reason for this is to create a
balance in the study. The following Nigerian-
based reality television programmes – Gulder
Ultimate Search, Big Brother Africa and MTN

Project Fame were selected for analysis with a
view to gathering qualitative data for the study.
One season each was selected for analysis for
this study. All the seasons were among the recent
of the programmes.

Since all the reality-based programmes
analysed were aired quarterly, every day, the
researcher analysed one episode every two
weeks (per quarter). The sampled dates were
picked through balloting for each quarter. Thus a
total of 7 episodes in a quarter per programmes
were content analysed.

Content Categories
(i) The educational contents presented in

the reality television programmes. They
include training or skills which the
programmes tend to equip the
contestants or audience with. These
could be personal development which is
for the educational development of
individual contestant or participant in
the reality television programmes or
capacity building which is for the
abilities or capabilities which the reality
television programmes tend or intend to
instil in the contestants or audience and
entrepreneurship which refers to the
skills learnt or taught in the reality
television programmes for the
educational benefits of the contestants
and the audience.

(ii) The cultural contents presented in the
reality television programmes. They
include cultural situations that are
acceptable or not acceptable within
society circles. They are values that
influence morals negatively or
positively within the society. They are
further classified as socially acceptable
(this includes values like; hard work,
honesty, good neighbourliness,
intelligence etc.) and Non-socially
acceptable (this includes non-socially
accepted values like stealing jealousy,
envy, promiscuity, laziness etc.).

(iii) The type of lifestyle portrayed by the
contestants in the reality television
programmes. This is in the form of
affluence which is a show of wealth or
riches or material comfort, enduring
which is the test of strength, patience,
stamina and survival strategies,
communalism which is the feeling of
togetherness, care for other people’s
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concern and show of love and
individualism which is the love for self
with little regard for others, lack of love
shown to other people as portrayed in
the reality television programmes.

Units of Analysis
1. Dressing: This refers to the costume or

attire worn by the contestants in the
reality television programmes. This is
further classified under the following:
(a) African Dressings: This is the use

of African or Nigerian attires in the
reality television programmes,
either to promote the culture or to
showcase the richness of the
people’s culture.

(b) Western Dressing: This is the use
of costumes or dresses that are not
African in the reality television
programmes, which tent to
promote western cultures in the
reality television programmes.

2. Culture/Tradition
Values: This refers to situations that are
acceptable or not acceptable within
society circles. They are values that
affect morals within the society. They
are further classified as:

(a) Socially Acceptable: this includes
values like; hard work, honesty,
good neighbourliness, intelligence
etc.

(b) Non-socially Acceptable: this
includes non-socially accepted
values like stealing, jealousy, envy,
promiscuity, laziness, etc.

3. Lifestyle: This refers to the ways of
living portrayed by the contestants in the
reality television programmes. This is
further classified under:
(a) Affluence: This is a show of

wealth or riches or material
comfort in the reality television
programmes.

(b) Endurance Level: This refers to the
test of strength, patience, stamina
and survival strategies in the
reality television programmes.

(c) Communalism: This refers to the
feeling of togetherness, care for
other people’s concern and show

of love portrayed in the reality
television programmes.

(d) Individualism: This refers to the
love for self with little regard for
others, lack of love shown to other
people as portrayed in the reality
television programmes.

4. Language: These are the spoken words
in the reality television programmes.
They are further classified into:
(a) Acceptable: This refers to the use

of words in a culturally acceptable
form without foul or vulgar
statements in the programmes.

(b) Non-acceptable: This refers to an
unacceptable manner of speaking
or addressing people. It includes
the use of vulgar words and foul
languages used in the programmes.

5. Gender Stereotypes:
(a) Roles: This refers to the character

played by different gender
involved in the reality television
programmes.

(b) Portrayal: This is the manner of
representing different gender
involved in the reality television
programmes. This is further
categorised into:
(i) Equal to the task: This is the

portrayal of a gender as equal
in strength to the other in the
reality television programmes.

(ii) Dependents: This is the
portrayal of a particular
gender as depending on the
other for survival. A situation
where a particular gender is
portrayed as weaker than the
other in the reality television
programmes.

Analysis
This phase of the presentation deals with the
results of the content analysis of three reality
television programmes in Nigeria, namely, Big
Brother Africa, Gulder Ultimate Search, and
MTN Project Fame. Table 1 displays the
Cultural/traditional contents of reality television
programmes and their categories.
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Table 1: Cultural/Traditional contents of reality
television programmes

Reality Television
programmes

Cultural/Traditional
contents

Big Brother Africa 22 (63%)
MTN Project Fame 8 (23%)
Gulder Ultimate 5 (14%)
Total 35 (100%)

An analysis of Table 1 shows that all the
reality television programmes had
Cultural/Traditional contents. The table reveals
that Big Brother Africa had the highest with 22
Cultural/Traditional contents. MTN Project
Fame had eight (8) Cultural/Traditional contents
in the episodes analysed. The last programme
Gulder Ultimate Search had five (5)
Cultural/Traditional contents in the analysed
episodes. The implication is that even though Big
Brother Africa show had higher
cultural/traditional contents, the cultural or
traditional value propagated in the programme is
little. Firstly, the programme is rated 18 (for
Adults only) and in most of the episodes
analysed, the idea of partying all day with
women and men drinking and smoking and
sleeping in the same room does not portray a
socially acceptable content based on the African
context.

Table 2: Dress contents of reality television
programmes

Reality
Programmes

Content Category
African
Dressing

Western
Dressing

Big Brother
Africa

8 38

MTN Project
Fame

6 23

Gulder
Ultimate

2 17

16 (17% 78 (83%)

The dressing variable of the programmes
was also in focus in this analysis. The analysis
reveals that the programme Big Brother Africa is
more pro-Western and the contestants were
mostly dressed in Western attires in most of the
episodes analysed. In all the Big Brother Africa
had only eight (8) African dressing while it had
38 Western dresses. An analysis of the dress
content of MTN Project Fame reveals that just
like the Big Brother Africa, most of the time, the
contestants were dressed in Western attires. For
all the episodes analysed, only six (6) African
attires were seen on the contestants while 23
Western dresses were worn by the contestants in

the episodes. The Gulder Ultimate Search is
another programme that does not pay attention to
African dressing. All the time, the contestants
were on their combatant dresses. Except for
episode 11, where the contestants wore African
attire to the place of the talking drum, every
other time, they were dressed in their combatant
dresses. In all the episodes analysed, only two
times did the contents appear in African attires
while they appeared on Western dresses 17
times.

Table 3: Lifestyle contents of reality television
programmes

Reality programmes. Content Category
Affluence Endurance Communalism Individualism

Big Brother Africa 16 3 2 16
MTN Project Fame 5 11 5 11
Gulder Ultimate 2 31 11 6

23 (19%) 45 (38%) 18 (15%) 33 (28%)

Table 3 reveals that affluence is the
dominant lifestyle exhibited in Big Brother
Africa Reality television programme. The
analysis reveals that this lifestyle was exhibited
16 times in the episodes analysed. This is evident
from the fact that the contestants were put in a
luxury environment, made to drink and party,
gossip, eat and sleep and made to look like they
were rich and famous. All the episodes of the
Gulder Ultimate Search analysed reveals that the
dominant lifestyle exhibited is endurance. In the
programme, it is obvious that endurance is the
rule of the game. Endurance was observed 31
times. Although some of the episodes however,
portray communalism when the contestants are
faced with the talk of getting food to eat. This
was observed 11 times. At some point in the
show, the lifestyle exhibited was that of
individualism where the contestants starts
looking after themselves alone because of the
prize that is at stake. This was observed 6 times.
An analysis of the contents of MTN Project
Fame reveals that the dominant lifestyle
exhibited was individualism and endurance.
They were both observed 11 times in the
episodes analysed. This can be attributed to the
fact that all the contestants came into the show as
individuals and are made to perform mostly as
individuals and at the end, only one winner
emerges.
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Table 4: Language contents of reality television
programmes

Reality
Programmes

Content Category
Acceptable Non-

Acceptable
Big Brother
Africa

43 68

MTN Project
Fame

67 21

Gulder
Ultimate

59 32

169 (58%) 121 (42%)

Although the spoken language for the three
programmes analysed was English, the focus
here was to check the appropriateness of the
language spoken during the show. An analysis of
the Big Brother Africa programme reveals that
the language was mostly not socially acceptable
as foul words were observed 68 times in the
episodes analysed. This may also be the reason
why the programme is classified as 18 (adults
only) as the contestants are allowed to express
themselves freely but they are not forbidden to
use certain words which are considered
inappropriate in normal television programming.
For MTN Project Fame, though non-acceptable
language was observed 21 times. It was also
observed that the contents used more acceptable
language which was observed 67 times in the
episodes analysed.

Just like MTN Project Fame, the language of
Gulder Ultimate Search was observed to be
mostly acceptable (59 times observed), while
unacceptable language was observed in the
episodes analysed is 32 time. This shows that
there was moderation in the use of bad language
in the programme as the contestants were careful
in their choice of words and this made the
language acceptable to all audience members.

Table 5: Educational contents of reality television
programmes

Reality Television
Programmes

Educational Contents

Big Brother Africa 25 (29%)
MTN Project Fame 33 (38%)
Gulder Ultimate 29 (33%)
Total 87 (100%)

An analysis of Table 5 reveals that out of the
three programmes analysed; MTN Project Fame
had more educative contents. This was observed
33 times in the episodes analysed. Gulder
Ultimate Search was found to have had the
second most educative content, as it was
observed 29 times in the analysis, while Big

Brother Africa was observed to have the least
educative content as the educative contents were
observed 25 times in the episodes analysed.

Table 6: Gender/Stereotype contents of reality
television programmes

Reality
Programmes

Content Category
Roles Portrayal

Big Brother
Africa

16 21

MTN Project
Fame

4 3

Gulder
Ultimate

12 9

32 (56%) 33 (44%)

Table 6 reveals that Gulder Ultimate Search,
had gender/Stereotype contents. For instance,
women played specific roles in the programmes
12 times and were portrayed negatively 9 times
by their fellow contestants who were male even
though all the sexes were made to undergo the
same tasks. Big Brother Africa, had the most
gender/stereotype content in the analysed
programme episodes. Table 6 shows that women
played specific roles 16 times in the episodes
analysed and were portrayed negatively 21 times
by their fellow contestants. MTN Project Fame
had the least gender/stereotype content. The
analysis revealed that women were given
specific roles to play 4 times, while they were
portrayed negatively by other contestants 3 times
in all the episodes analysed.

Discussion
This section discusses the findings of the study
in relation to the three research questions raised.

RQ1: What are the educational contents
projected by Big Brother Africa, Gulder Ultimate
Search, and MTN Project Fame reality television
programmes?

A look at Table 1 shows that out of the three
programmes analysed; MTN Project Fame had
more cultural/educative contents. This was
observed 26 times in the episodes analysed.
Gulder Ultimate Search was found to be having
the second most educative content as it was
observed 21 times in the analysis, while Big
Brother Africa was observed to have the least
educative content, as the educative contents were
observed only 7 times in the episodes analysed.

The analysis also reveals that Big Brother
Africa falls into the hedonic category and this
means that the programme is meant to create
pleasure alone for viewers. This is meant to
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make the viewers to relax from life’s hassles.
Gulder Ultimate Search is meant to promote
physical and mental alertness among the
contestants as well as the viewers at home. The
programme does this by exposing the contestants
to tasks that will make them look inward and
generate solutions. MTN Project Fame from the
analysis is designed to develop skills. This
means that the programme is meant to equip the
contents with skills to succeed in the
entertainment industry through exposure to
musical contests, dancing competitions,
teaching/training in vocations, exposure to work
ideals etc.

According to Wikipedia, (n.d) "Reality
television" has been tagged a misnomer by some
critics who believe reality television shows often
depict ‘a modified and highly influenced form of
reality, with participants put in exotic locations
or abnormal situations, sometimes coached to act
in certain ways by off-screen handlers, and with
events on screen sometimes manipulated through
editing and other post-production techniques”.
Nigerians are known as highly cultured and
religious people who consider their cultures in
everything they do. So, it will not be surprising
to see them show their disdain for habits or
actions that run contrary to their culture.

Waxman and Clemons (2007) affirm that
reality television programmes have educational
contents. They also note that students feel that
reality television programmes were educational
and that sometimes, the students learned about
construction methods or materials that they did
not know about previously. In a focus group
study conducted, Waxman and Clemons (2007)
further observes that some reality television
shows have “detailed space planning, client
meetings and presentations, or solutions to
unique problems. Several shows featured designs
for clients with special needs, using the latest
technology to assist the hearing impaired,
visually impaired, or those that experienced
difficulty in breathing. Participants reported
using some of the ideas they had seen on the
show to solve design problems in class”
(Waxman and Clemons, 2007). The implication
of this however, is that many viewers of the
programme still look up to the programme
because of the gratifications they get. Findings in
the study have earlier revealed that most of the
respondents agreed that reality television helps
them to learn things they did not know before.
This simply means that the programmes actually

have educational contents but lacking seriously
in cultural/traditional contents.

RQ2: How do the contents of Big Brother
Africa, Gulder Ultimate Search, and MTN
Project Fame reality television programmes
reflect gender stereotypes?

Table 6 reveals that all the analysed reality
television programmes had gender stereotype
contents. For instance, women were made to play
specific roles such as cooking and taking care of
their male counterparts as seen in Gulder
Ultimate Search. Sometimes, the male
contestants were seen frowning on the female
contestants for refusing to play roles such as
cooking and washing in the camp, which they
believe to the role of the females. This issue is
interesting because the male contestants were
aware that they were all contesting for the same
prize, yet they wanted the female contestants to
serve them at the expense of the prize at stake. In
the show Big Brother Africa, many times when
the contestants needed to prepare their meal, the
female contestants were the ones who usually
went to the kitchen first because the male
contestants believed the kitchen belonged to the
women but when it was time for nominating
people for eviction, they did not think about the
role the females played in the house before
putting them up for eviction. Female contestants
in Big Brother Africa were portrayed as sex
objects to be exploited emotionally and because
these female contestants shared the same
apartment with the male contestants, and when at
the end of the day, a male contestant had sex
with a female contestant, the male would not be
condemned but the female was seen as a disgrace
because the society has always been biased
against women. Actions from male contestants
are seen as normal, while the female contestants
are the ones who bear the tag ‘sluts’.

This finding is supported by the North
Carolina Family Policy Council (NCFPC) (2013)
study, which agrees that popular reality
television shows have been noted for reinforcing
negative gender stereotypes as well as portraying
women very poorly. The study, citing a study
from the Parent Television Council (PTC),
“Reality on MTV: Gender Portrayals on MTV
Reality Programming,” noted that most
references to sexual body parts came from
females as opposed to males (44 percent), that
females were the recipients of profanity
(specifically., the “f-word” or “s-word”) once
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every four minutes and 22 seconds and that the
terms used in reference to females were “more
sexualized and degrading,” while those used in
reference to males were more “complimentary.”
These assertions support the fact that reality
television is not friendly to the female folk as it
continues to exploit their weaknesses for
pecuniary gains.

In Gulder Ultimate Search, even though all
the sexes are made to undergo the same tasks,
the females are still portrayed as weak and made
to prepare all meals. One often wonders the
wisdom in making males and females perform
the same physical tasks in the quest for one
prize. The simple calculation is that unless the
rules of the game are changed or altered to give
the females an advantage, no female will ever
emerge winner of the show.

Again, there are criticisms about the way
women are being portrayed in reality television
programmes. Isaac (2012) notes that the girl
fight is now an expectation on some reality
shows. Isaac believes that many producers
deliberately place women in places of conflict in
their programmes by making them argue and
quarrel in order to produce tv drama. This is still
a biased view of women, portraying them as
people who cannot coexist with each other. She
notes that “In 2009, long-time business woman
and TV personality, Joan Rivers, lost it on this
episode of Celebrity Apprentice, calling Annie
Duke “trash” for being a professional poker
player, and former Playboy Playmate, Brande
Roderick, a “stupid blonde;” later confirming her
true feelings on The Ellen Degeneres Show -
amidst great applause.” This simply means that
some of the producers of the reality television
programmes are simply unmindful of the
portrayal they give to women in their
programmes. For many of the contestants, it is
about the money, so the portrayal does not really
matter. For the audience member, it is simply
entertainment. The implication is that if many
people believe that what they are watching is real
life, it therefore means that there is every
likelihood that young viewers may accept the
portrayal of women in these programmes as real
and therefore, will begin to associate with
women in real life as they do with those on
reality television programmes.

Yeasmin and Shafin (2009) citing Jennifer
Pozner, the executive director of Women in
Media & News, agrees that there are women
stereotypes in reality television programmes,
noting that for more than a decade, reality TV

has stunned ‘binders full of women’ with stock
characters such as:
 “The Slut” whose sexual agency we’re

meant to condemn;
 “The Catty Backstabber” who can’t be

trusted
 “The Weepy Waif” desperately

competing over female beauty or male
booty;

 “The Angry Black Woman” always a
hair-trigger away from verbal or
physical violence;

 “The Gold-Digger” supposedly more
mercenary than the networks pimping
her persona;

 “The Dumb Bimbo” incompetent at
work, at home, and even at remedial
grammar and math.

The fact is that these stereotypes are for the
sake of making money by the producers but the
blame may not totally be on the society.
Yeasmin and Shafin (2009) suggests that women
themselves are also responsible for the
stereotypes and portrayals on reality television
programmes, noting, “As an illustration, if a
woman realizes that she is being used for a
business purpose, they do not protest against it”.

RQ3: Are the educational/cultural/traditional
values in the contents of reality television
programmes such as Gulder Ultimate Search,
Big Brother Africa and MTN Project Fame
enough to promote African culture?

The analysis in Table 1 reveals that all the
programmes have little African
traditional/cultural contents in them. For
instance, Big Brother Africa is highly
westernised and the contestants are mostly
dressed in Western attires. This makes them also
act as if they are not Africans or like people who
have willingly given up their cultures due to
foreign influences. The programme portrays an
affluent lifestyle that sees the contestants holed
in a house, eating and making merry as well as
sleeping and gossiping. This type of lifestyle is
in contrast to the hard work ethics of Africans
where people are encouraged to work hard to
succeed. An analysis of the dress content of
MTN Project Fame reveals that just like the Big
Brother Africa, most of the time, the contestants
were dressed in Western attires. Though they
worked hard to succeed in the contest, the
language of the show as well as the lifestyle of
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individualism did not also reflect the spirit of
togetherness, which is the hallmark of the
African traditional or cultural content

The Gulder Ultimate Search is another
programme that did not pay attention to African
dressing. The programme also did not show
respect to women, which is part of the African
culture. Women are made to do the same hard
work as the men and are expected to produce the
same result. They are also allowed to go a long
time without food and even when the food
eventually comes, little consideration is given to
the women.

Supporting the fact that most of the reality
television programmes lacked African cultural
and traditional contents, Jacob (2007) asserts that
"Wole Soyinka, in a newspaper interview, called
the show ‘banal, lacking anything to offer to the
continent’.

Corroborating the findings that reality
television programmes do not project
cultural/traditional contents, Igbinoba (2011) in a
study conducted on the perception of Covenant
University staff and Students on the cultural
relevance of Big Brother Africa reveals that
Covenant University academic staff and students
saw the reality TV show as a threat to the
African culture and that they had gained nothing
significant from the TV show. Though it is
obvious that many reality television programmes
are lacking in cultural/traditional contents, such
as respect for women and culture as seen in a
programmes such as Big Brother Africa and
Gulder Ultimate Search, they however, seem to
be having some meaningful lessons or impact on
their audience.

Similarly, Kenyan Political Scientist,
Stephen Ndegwa, a Senior Public Sector
Governance Specialist with the World Bank and
a mainstream democratic theorist, shares
Soyinka’s disdain for the Big Brother Africa,
asking in an opinion article published by the
Daily Nation (Nairobi), cited in Jacob (2007)
“why are we so fast in accepting trash provided it
comes from the West? Why are we not as
aggressive in promoting our own lifestyles and
values to the outside world? I support the leaders
of Malawi and Namibia, and the religious
community in Uganda for censoring the Big
Brother Africa reality TV show. What do our
children learn from this show apart from
watching housemates bathing in the nude and
throwing up after hours of indulgence?”

Conclusion
Based on the above findings, the following
conclusions are reached.

This study concludes that all the programmes
analysed had educational contents but MTN
Project Fame had more than the other two. This
is as a result of the fact that the MTN Project
Fame is designed to develop skills. This means
that the programme is meant to equip the
contestants with skills to succeed in life through
exposure to musical contests, dancing
competitions, teaching/training in vocations,
exposure to work ideals etc. This conclusion is in
line with Waxman and Clemons (2007) who
affirmed that reality television programmes have
educational contents. They also note that
students feel that reality television programmes
were educational and that sometimes, the
students learned about construction methods or
materials that they did not know about
previously.

The programmes had gender stereotype
contents as women were made to play specific
roles such as cooking and taking care of their
male counterparts as seen in Gulder Ultimate
Search. Again, some female contestants were
portrayed as sex objects to be exploited
emotionally and because they shared the same
apartment with the male contestants and if
anything happens like a male contestant having
sex with a female contestant, the male would not
be condemned but the female will be seen as a
disgrace because the actions from male
contestants are seen as normal, while the female
contestants are the ones who bear the tag ‘sluts’.

That the programmes have little African
traditional/cultural contents in them. The
programmes were found to be highly westernised
(i.e., bearing contents that are mostly foreign or
not African) as most contestants are dressed in
Western attires. This portrays the contestants as
people who have willingly given up their
cultures due to foreign influences.

Again, the programmes portray an affluent
lifestyle that sees the contestants holed up in a
house, eating and making merry as well as
sleeping and gossiping. This type of lifestyle is
in contrast to the hard work ethics of Africans
where people are encouraged to work hard to
succeed.
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