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Since the year 2000, the span and influence of the Reality Television genre has catapulted, and as 

a result, has dominated television broadcasting with such programming as Survivor, and Big Brother. The 

unparalleled success of the genre has launched the entertainment careers of numerous (otherwise private) 

personalities, inspired the creation of other reality television shows and competitions, and has even 

influenced the kinds of information America’s major news and media organizations regularly report to the 

American public. As a communications student, it is not difficult to realize that the ability to influence others 

generally is the result of one’s exposure to the influencing personality or thing. Moreover, the avid 

communications student also knows that the more one is exposed to an influence, the more likely that 

individual will exhibit (or, seek to exhibit) that influence. One of the most evidenced areas of the Reality 

Television genre’s influence on American culture concerns body image. 

The influence of Reality Television on body image, or “[the] subjective picture of one's own physical 

appearance established both by self-observation and by noting the reactions of others (Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary)”, reinforces negative perceptions of beauty and body image. This indicative paper will show how 

The Bachelor and Jersey Shore convey latent and manifest messages about body image, and how these 

series has reinforced unattainable standards of beauty in viewers using one of Silverblatt’s keys to media 

literacy, and audience response research. 

MTV’s Jersey Shore is a Reality Television series, which aired on MTV from December 3rd, 2009 to 

December 20th 2012 (Internet Movie Database). The show follows the lives of eight college-aged 

roommates who vacation at Jersey Shore in the State of New Jersey during the summer months. The 

personalities featured in the show are Paul DelVecchio, Nicole “Snookie” Polizzi, Michael Sorrentino, 

Jennifer Farley, Ronnie Oritz-Magro, Samantha Giancola, Vinny Guadagnino, Angelina Pivarnick, and 

Deena Nicole Cortese. These men and women are of Italian descent, black-haired, tanned, young, worldly, 

feisty and ambitious. Moreover, on average, during its broadcast, the show had a weekly viewership of 

881,000 (Barmash). For the purposes of this analysis, some of the latent and manifest messages about 
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body image is presented in an episode of Jersey Shore, entitled, “Girls Like That” which aired on October 

7th, 2010 (Internet Movie Database) will be explored. 

In this episode, the cast, or “personalities”, dealt with some internal interpersonal conflicts, which 

resulted in one roommate vacating the house, two of the female roommates fighting each other, and an 

argument at a discothèque between Snookie and a male roommate. Watching the show one may readily 

notice some of the apparent characteristics it presents. For example, the show’s stars are Caucasian, of 

Italian descent, have straight black hair (specifically the males wear short black hair, and the females wear 

long black hair), tan their skin, wear flashy apparel and makeup and live in a beach culture. Other apparent 

characteristics observed amongst these housemates is that they spend lots of money and seemingly do 

whatever they want and when they want to do it. In addition, the females typically wear dramatic makeup 

(especially around their eyes), and wear short-length and tight-fitted clothing which accentuates their 

cleavage, waist, hips and “rear ends”. Moreover, the males wear tattoos, muscle shirts and earrings. 

Although there are no apparent, or outright, endorsements by the personalities of this show 

instructing their viewers to emulate them in any way (assuming that these individuals are not acting), then 

one might imply that it is the purpose of the show’s controllers (i.e., owners, producers and editors) to 

influence viewers through the use of latent messages. Latent messages “…are indirect and beneath the 

surface, and consequently, escape our immediate attention… [Moreover, they]…may reinforce manifest 

messages or they may suggest entirely different meanings (Silverblatt)”. If one supports this implication, 

then one might suggest that the show’s controllers are trying to persuade viewers that they should emulate 

the behaviors featured in the show. For example, all the females dress provocatively. Therefore, one might 

question whether the show’s controllers are trying to influence female viewers to dress provocatively and 

expect male viewers to desire females who dress similarly. Another example is how a group of unmarried, 

sexually active housemates enjoys regular servings of alcoholic beverages (often in excess) and do not 

seem to have any other plans in life than to pursue their whims and pleasures. Because of this, one might 
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suggest that the show’s controllers are trying to persuade young people that they should pursue similar 

lives. Furthermore, perhaps they want other youths to believe that young people should not take the time 

during their youths to learn, and explore the world so that they can develop their gifts and talents.  

Other latent messages featured in Girls Like That are that the ideal male is preoccupied with 

developing large shapely muscles while the ideal female should be concerned with physically emulating 

fashion models and baby dolls as much as possible (in addition to being “skinny”).  One might develop 

these ideas because the men in this show are frequently seen discussing and trying to perfect their 

physiques by regularly engaging in vigorous physical activity, while the women are often seen grooming 

themselves in such a way that they literally emulate fashion models and baby dolls.  

Materialism is another issue which is embedded in the show’s latent and manifest messages 

because the cast seems to only wear attention-grabbing clothing which flashes, sparkles, or consists of one 

or more bright colors. Nevertheless, after observing the behaviors of the youths in this episode, one might 

realize that these predominately-nonverbal manifest messages, which are “… [generally] direct and unclear 

to the audience [but are generally easily recognized] when we are paying full attention to a media 

presentation (Silverblatt)”, are likely communicating destructive latent messages to the American viewing 

public. 

Another popular Reality Television series is the American Broadcasting Company’s The Bachelor. 

For the purpose of this indicative paper, The Bachelor’s episode, entitled Week 10 (Finale) will be analyzed 

for its latent and manifest messages. In the 2013 season finale of the Bachelor, Sean (the Bachelor), and 

Catherine (his Bachelorette) were engaged because Sean decided that Catherine was “the love” of his life 

and that he wanted to share the remainder of his life with her. Before Sean could determine that Catherine 

was the woman he should marry, he had to endure ten weeks engaged in twenty-five romantic 

relationships with women who share similar characteristics: slender physiques, and long hair (with the 

exception of one African-American woman who wore her hair in short curls). These women dressed in a 



Darris, 5 

manner, which they felt, would sexually attract the show’s target male to themselves so that they may win 

the opportunity to marry him. Throughout their quest to find true love, the viewer witnesses twenty-five 

women who regularly dress provocatively, are very thin, and wear expensive makeup, jewelry and clothing 

which often sparkles, or flashes in some way. 

Another interesting pattern can be viewed in the Season 17 finale episode as Catherine 

emotionally gazes into Sean’s eyes moments before he proposes to her. Catherine’s eyes exhibit black 

eyeliner and mascara in such a way that her eyes appear larger than they really are. This is also a major 

characteristic of the makeup habits of the women in Jersey Shore. After observing the grooming habits of 

the women in The Bachelor, one might realize the presence of the following latent messages: (1) a woman 

who wants to be married should be young and pretty. Furthermore, being pretty means that one must be 

skinny, have long (often blonde) and straight hair, and have a height of at least five feet and four inches. (2) 

A woman should dress provocatively in order to be consider attractive to a man. (3) A woman who does not 

dress provocatively and has the ideal body is not special and will not receive the same kind of attention as 

the women who emulate these standards. Another latent message is that the more beautiful one’s 

appearance is considered, then the more happiness, success and general acceptance that person will 

experience in life. 

Some manifest messages which one might imply are embedded in, and are integral to, the latent 

messages communicated in this show are that (1) women who are overweight, have short hair, and are 

short in stature are not acceptable, or good enough, to marry, (2) and that a complete and accomplished 

woman is also one whose physical appearance meets specific beauty standards. 

Cultural context is one of Silverblatt’s keys to interpreting media literacy. In describing cultural 

context, Silverblatt comments “Anthropologists study ancient civilizations by unearthing artifacts in order to 

reconstruct a portrait of the society.” In the same way, the study of media productions furnishes a means of 

understanding culture (Silverblatt). After observing the behaviors and actions of Reality Television 
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personalities, one might imply that the messages communicated through these broadcasts no only 

reinforce some destructive American ideologies regarding body image, but they also shape (or, influence) 

those ideologies. 

 An example of how Jersey Shore and The Bachelor reinforce the destructive American 

ideologies regarding body image is through the media controller’s use, and celebrities’ portrayal and/or 

representation of, latent and manifest functions in that the men and women featured in these series share 

similar characteristics. Nevertheless, because these similar characteristics are also observed in most 

American media outlets, one might imply that the ideal individual has a similar physical appearance as 

those who are depicted in the media. An example how the Reality Television broadcasts discussed in this 

analysis reinforce destructive ideologies regarding body image (which is often observed amongst American 

teenagers) is as follows: A hypothetical sixteen-year-old boy is concerned that he is too “skinny”. 

Masculinity (as his fellow American Father, brother, uncles and peers have taught him) is partly expressed 

through a muscular physique. In order to embody this ideal, the teenager obsesses over his appearance 

and devotes twenty-six hours each week to engaging in vigorous physical exercise. The boy regularly 

watches Jersey Shore, and believes that he will also receive favorable attention from women as they do if 

his physique looks similar to the men of the show. 

Another example which demonstrates how Jersey Shore and The Bachelor shape American 

cultural ideologies regarding body image is as follows: (1) a hypothetical sixteen year old girl is upset that 

she cannot lose enough weight to emulate one of her favorite Reality Television personalities, and learned 

that “Snookie” (a co-star in Jersey Shore) told a fellow cast member that “People who are not at their ideal 

weight are not “ideal” people. They’re really missing out! You know what people say: They should do 

whatever it takes to blast that fat!” Then an hour later, this hypothetical teen watched an episode of The 

Bachelor and heard a group of the women complaining that they needed to lose a few pounds so that they 

can feel pretty. Other women commented that they overheard Sean (the Bachelor, himself) say that he 
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likes his women “small”. Moreover, this hypothetical teenager is interested in dating, and is now trying to 

emulate her favorite reality television personality after she heard the person she wants to date comment on 

the reality star’s physical attractiveness. 

In this hypothetical situation, “Snookie” and the hypothetical teenager are adhering to the manifest 

messages in American ideology (as they relate to body image) which hold that people whose weight is 

considered appealing to the society, at large, will be accepted. While “Snookie” did not directly tell the 

hypothetical teenager that she personally must lose weight, her expression of this ideology has influenced 

the hypothetical teenager to emulate “Snookie”, and the fact that the guy whom this teen wishes to date 

has expressed his attraction to “Snookie” has influenced this young woman to emulate “Snookie”. (In this 

example, “Snookie” reinforces the ideology while the teenaged girl is being shaped by it).  

Although these examples resemble what some may consider common perceptions related to 

Americans’ body image, audience response research also provides some interesting reactions to the 

Reality Television genre. In a series of interview conducted  by the Daily American newspaper, one 

respondent commented that “Jersey Shore,” in my opinion, is a great show, but it seems as if people are 

more into reality TV prior to their school work or their own lives in general. But it is difficult when “Jersey 

Shore” merchandise is sold, I don’t know, everywhere! I also believe that people are starting to mimic the 

characters on the show. They want to be just like “Snookie,” “The Situation,” or “JWoww.” I’m more than 

sure that the show wasn’t created for people to do so. It was created for our entertainment (Neimiller).”  

When asked about her opinion of MTV’s Jersey Shore, one respondent comment that “The cast of 

the show is presented in each episode tanning in tanning beds, going to the gym, obsessing over 

appearance, drinking excessive amounts of alcohol and fighting. While the cast does show their efforts to 

exercise, one good example does not shine through their list of bad habits. Each show, the group is shown 

drinking alcohol to the point of being completely drunk (Neimiller).” 
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One might imply that the impact of Reality Television on American culture has had a greater effect 

on Americans than what is currently discernable. Another study conducted by the Girl Scouts Research 

Institute and the TRU research firm which studied the responses of 1,141 girls between ages eleven to 

seventeen in April 2011, found that “Forty-seven percent of girls in this survey are “regular” reality TV 

viewers, with 30% watching “sometimes” and 23% “rarely/never” (the group we refer to as “non-viewers”). 

This reflects slightly different viewership levels than general survey incidence rates, which are as follows: 

52% “regular,” 33% “sometimes,” and 15% “rarely/never.” This was done to achieve an adequate number 

of girls in each category for statistical comparison purposes (Girl Scout Research Institute and TRU).” 

Moreover, the study concluded that girls who regularly watched television were more focused on the value, 

or worth, of their physical appearances and seventy percent of which shared that they excessive amounts 

of time on their appearance versus forty-two percent of non-viewers (Girl Scout Research Institute and 

TRU). In addition, the study found that thirty-eight percent of the girls interviewed placed a greater value on 

their appearance than 28 percent of non-viewers, and 28 percent of viewers shared that they would rather 

be recognized for their beauty than eighteen percent of non-viewers who responded to the survey (Girl 

Scout Research Institute and TRU). 

Some viewers may recall when Reality Television programming was limited to MTV’s The Real 

World and The Real World: Road Rules, which many considered an American pop-culture phenomenon. 

However, one might remember that overall, Reality Television programming was widely regarded as fiction, 

and as one of the lowest forms of entertainment. Nevertheless, perhaps few would argue that, over the last 

two decades, American television programming has become supersaturated with Reality Television 

programming, which has not only dominated television programming, but also the way people dress, 

groom, eat, think and develop interpersonal relationships. In this indicative paper, an analysis of the latent 

and manifest messages offered insight into the destructive messages which Reality Television 

programming communicate to viewers as it relates to their body image. Moreover, Silverblatt’s cultural 



Darris, 9 

context (one of his keys to media literacy) was used to study some of the detrimental effects of Reality 

Television shows (namely, MTV’s Jersey Shore, and ABC’s The Bachelor) on body image (specifically on 

American youth). 

 In conclusion, one might imply that influence (like all things) is probably best in moderation. In 

addition, while it may be beneficial to look one’s “best”, the benefits of “looking good” may not abound if one 

is constantly bombarded with messages from sources, which constantly promote the presence of a 

deficiency and the need for improvement. One might conclude that some things, (including media 

consumption) are best received and understood in balance.  
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