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ABSTRACT 

In the fall of 1999, a coalition, including the National Association for the Advancement 

of Colored People (NAACP), the National Latino Media Council (NLMC), American Indians in 

Film & Television, and the National Asian-Pacific Media Coalition, threatened to boycott the 

major broadcast networks when their fall lineups were announced with no leads of color and few 

people of color in supporting roles. As a result of the protest, the four large broadcast networks 

came forward with diversity initiatives that would increase the number of people of color both in 

front of and behind the scenes. Using political economy of media and critical race theory, this 

research examines the effectiveness of the diversity initiatives created by the broadcast networks 

to address the lack of representation of people of color in front of and behind the scenes.   

After fifteen years, the pressure from the multi-ethnic coalition has dwindled and, though 

there are examples of television programs with not only a diverse staff but also women and 

people of color in decision making roles, the overall diversity numbers still leave a lot to be 

desired. A study found that the total percentage of writers of color in broadcasting and cable is 

15.6 percent. The results for directors were just as dismal with 16 percent representation. 

Historical critical analysis reveals that efforts made by broadcast networks as early as the 1940s 

claimed to focus on increasing representation of people of color, primarily African Americans, in 

front of and behind the camera. Internal memos showed, however, that, while individual efforts 

were made, overall the networks were only providing lip service. Interviews revealed that current 

diversity initiatives are instrumental in getting participants into entry level positions, but do not 

help them move up into decision making positions. Many found, in fact, that the stigma of being 

a diverse candidate sometimes hurt their mobility. In broadcasting, despite the diversity 

initiatives, much more work needs to be done. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

DIVERSITY INITIATIVES AND THE RISE OF THE COALITION 

“Communications policy will determine whether all citizens will be able to participate 
effectively in the political process, have access to public space, share in the fruits of 
publicly funded research, or maintain the privacy we take for granted. In other words, we 
believe that communications policy is a civil rights issue” -Mark Lloyd, former associate 
general counsel and Chief Diversity Officer at the Federal Communications Commission 
 

1.1 Threats of Boycott 

In the fall of 1999, a multi-ethnic coalition, including the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the National Latino Media Council (NLMC), 

American Indians in Film & Television, and the National Asian-Pacific Media Coalition, 

threatened to boycott the major broadcast networks when their fall lineups were announced with 

no leads of color and few people of color in supporting roles. Additionally, the coalition 

considered litigation against the networks based on violation of the Communications Act of 1934 

(Baynes, 2007).  

Despite initial threats of a boycott, NAACP President Kweisi Mfume announced instead 

a public hearing would held in which network presidents, industry insiders, guild representatives, 

talent agents and managers would offer their review of the industry’s hiring practices. Citing 

issues with scheduling, most of the networks’ presidents did not attend, sending lower-ranking 

executives. CBS’s then President and CEO Leslie Moonves was the lone exception (Braxton, 

1999).  Due to the coalition’s inaction after making boycott threats, members of the NAACP 

were concerned that the movement was losing steam (Braxton, 1999). Mfume had other ideas. 

In a five-page document, the NAACP offered the network executives a timetable in 

which they could implement initiatives that would bring minority presence to not only their 

corporate boards, but also would increase the amount of business the networks had with minority 
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vendors, advertisers, and legal counsel (Braxton & Calvo, 1999).  This proposal was met with 

silence, with network executives privately sharing that some of the demands, “were not even 

within their control” (Braxton & Calvo, 1999, para. 7). Sixteen months later, the networks failed 

to honor these agreements.  

Two years later in 2001, the coalition was still fighting for increased media diversity. The 

group handed out report cards to the major broadcast networks in categories including, “writers, 

producers and directors in prime time; the development of deals with qualified minorities for 

programming; employment in the management, corporate and executive ranks; and commitment 

to diversity issues” (Braxton & Calvo, 2001, p. C-1). On these report cards, NBC earned the 

highest mark, receiving a C, while Fox earned a C-, CBS obtained a D+, and finally ABC was 

given a D- (Braxton & Calvo, 2001; McNary & Schneider, 2001). These grades came after the 

NAACP’s Kweisi Mfume’s blasted the broadcasters, calling their fall lineup a “virtual 

whitewash” (Braxton & Calvo, 2001, p. C-1). In this second attempt, Mfume threatened the 

networks with economic sanctions, a boycott of one of the four major networks, and even 

“government intervention- or the threat of it- might be required” (Rathburn, 2000, p. 25).  

This was not the first effort made by the NAACP to protest portrayals of African 

Americans in media. In 1915, the group protested the screening of D.W. Griffith’s Birth of a 

Nation because of the film’s portrayal of African Americans after the Civil War (Rathburn, 

2000). The NAACP eventually “brought criminal proceedings against [producer and director] 

Aitken and Griffith for promoting a ‘public nuisance’” (Lennig, 2004, p. 124). While this attempt 

failed to get the film removed from theaters, the NAACP’s constant pressure resulted in the 

removal of inflammatory scenes from the film and an addendum placed at the end of the film 

showing “the great advances made by the Negro since the Civil War” (Lennig, 2004, p. 128). 
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More importantly, this is just one example of the importance of citizen’s groups such as the 

NAACP and their dedication to making sure that the media properly represent them.      

1.2 The Broadcast Networks Respond 

The 2001 diversity protests fared better than the NAACP’s earlier attempts. As a result of 

the protest, the four large broadcast networks came forward with a series of initiatives that would 

increase the number of minorities both in front of and behind the scenes (“TV Networks to 

Offer,” 1999). To monitor the networks in their enforcement of these initiatives, organizations 

including the NAACP, the National Association of Hispanic Journalists, and Children Now did 

annual reports on television diversity, primarily focusing on the characters in front of the camera.  

Children Now’s report, titled Fall Colors, found that the overall percentage of white 

characters on prime time decreased from 80% to 75% between 1999-2000 after the first threat of 

boycott by the coalition (Braxton, 2001; Fall Colors, 2001). The report was released annually for 

five years with mixed results for the networks. For example, while Latino characters increased in 

representation from 3% to 6% and African American broadcasting presence grew from 14% to 

18% of prime time television characters, the majority of these characters were either depicted as 

criminals or as having low-paying jobs (Fall Colors, 2004). The statistic regarding character 

employment is most disconcerting because, “all young people deserve to see positive role models 

with whom they can identify on their television screens each night” (Fall Colors, 2004, p. 12). 

Children Now President Lois Salisbury agreed, stating that, “prime-time television is unwittingly 

devaluing the contribution that people of color make to our social, economic and political life” 

(Braxton, 2001, p. F-2). Children Now eventually halted production of the Fall Colors study 

after the 2003-2004 edition because of a lack of funding for the project. The organization 

continues to try to find funding for additional Fall Colors reports, however, because it is 
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consistently one of its most popular research studies (E. Espejo, personal communication, March 

5, 2013). 

Though the data measuring representation of people of color in these reports is 

disappointing, what is missing is a breakdown in the diversity hires that occurred concurrently 

behind the scenes. Part of the proposed initiative from broadcasters included efforts to hire 

people of color in directing positions, funding to hire a minority writer for every program in its 

second year, promises for more projects with minority-owned production companies, and 

financial involvement in increasing minority media ownership (Millis, 2000). While there has 

been a push by citizen’s groups concerning minority ownership policy enforced by government 

agencies such as the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) after the Telecommunication 

Act of 1996, the effects of consolidation of media has taken its toll. In fact, according to 

Bagdikian (2004), what began as fifty media corporations in 1983 were concentrated into five 

conglomerates by 20031. 

Disturbingly, former FCC Chairman Julius Genachowski considered the implementation 

of even greater media consolidation in local markets. This move threatens the 43 out of 1,348 

full power TV stations owned by people of color. Data from January of 2013 shows that despite 

becoming a growing percentage of the US population, “African Americans own just five 

stations. That’s only 0.4 percent of all commercial TV stations. And Latinos own 1.6 of all TV 

stations” (Torres, 2013, para. 2). By the end of 2013, the number of African American-owned 

TV stations dropped to zero (Torres & Turner, 2013). 

                                                           

1
 These five conglomerates were Time Warner, The Walt Disney Company, News Corporation, Viacom, and 

Bertelsmann.  In the current “top 6,” Comcast has joined the list, Viacom has split into Viacom and CBS 
Corporation (both owned by Sumner Redstone’s National Amusements), and Bertelsmann is no longer in the top 
group. 
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Genachowski finally agreed to delay his media ownership proposal to “streamline and 

modernize media ownership rules, including eliminating outdated prohibitions on newspaper-

radio and TV-radio cross-ownership” until the Minority Media and Telecommunications Council 

submitted its study on the effects of cross-ownership rules (Wyatt, 2012, para. 2). Though the 

FCC is mandated to hold a quadrennial review of diversity issues, the latest regulations continue 

to be delayed due to various court challenges and decisions (Eggerton, 2013). Because of these 

delays, it is easier to see how issues of diversity, including minority media ownership and 

minority representation in decision-making positions behind the scenes, remain.  

With regard to diversity behind the scenes, Mfume shared, “We still haven’t seen a 

greater willingness to empower qualified African Americans, Latinos, Asians and Native 

Americans with the ability to green light programs to make other significant decisions regarding 

what finally gets on the air” (“NAACP to Pursue,” 2001, p. 9). Vicangelo Bulluck, Executive 

Director of the Hollywood Bureau of the NAACP, later equated media hiring practice to that of 

sports saying, “There are minority players. Not as many coaches. Even fewer owners” (Albiniak, 

2005, p. 23).   

1.3 The Root of the Problem 

Bulluck’s statement exposes the root of the diversity problem within media. For all of the 

diverse representations that can and do occur in front of the camera, without meaningful change 

behind the scenes, these changes are only surface level. In addition, the demand for change needs 

to come not only from the public and citizen groups, but from broadcasting itself, including 

station owners, in order for the effect to be long lasting rather than a temporary fix. This fight for 

change will not be easy to achieve because media conglomerates are concerned with the 

audience not in terms of representation, but instead as a commodity that the media can sell to 
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advertisers (Croteau & Hoynes, 2001; Gandy, 2004; Mosco, 2009; Smythe, 1994; Wasko, 2004).  

It has been argued that the lack of minority personnel in ownership and other decision making 

positions results in programming that does not accurately reflect the larger population. It is, 

therefore, important in discussing representation behind the scenes in media that this research not 

only addresses the dearth of minorities in decision making positions within broadcast 

entertainment, but in minority ownership as well. In creating a media workforce that is 

representative of the larger society, media can develop a multi-cultural environment with 

increased diversity that not only allows different groups to exchange ideas, but, eventually, also 

encourage creative growth (Brooks et al., 2003). All of these goals working together would help 

in creating a more informed citizenry. 

1.4 Political Economy of Media and the Public Interest 

In order to create an informed citizenry, the broadcast media are required to serve in the 

public interest. According to Croteau and Hoynes (2006), “the public interest is enhanced by a 

media system that presents a diversity of views and stories” (p. 35). In fact, spectrum was given 

by the FCC to broadcast channel owners at no charge with the understanding that these 

broadcasting and telecommunication entities must serve in the public interest (Bettig & Hall, 

2012; Byerly, 2011; McChesney, 2004a).  

Since the Telecommunications Act of 1996, however, relaxed regulation has resulted in 

the formation of even larger conglomerates. These conglomerates were the result of larger media 

companies buying smaller media companies and merging them with each other (Bagdikian, 

2004; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006). Despite the campaigns by both critics and the public to reverse 

the relaxation of media ownership rules, the media industry’s influence on FCC policy was 
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already too powerful. Media conglomerates were formed with opportunities for profit and 

domination in all areas of the market (McChesney, 2013).   

Within the current political economy of media, maximizing profit is one of the main 

goals (Bettig & Hall, 2012; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; McChesney, 2004a, 2008). McChesney 

(2004b) argues that “the central and overriding aspect of our times is the dominance of the 

market, capitalist social relations, and the primacy of profit” (p. 45). In addition, except in the 

most extreme situations, the government protects these corporate interests at the expense of the 

people (McChesney, 2004a). This is because these media conglomerates have lobbyists who can 

either give money to influence candidates on every level of government, or give money to defeat 

those candidates who they cannot buy (Bagdikian, 2004). So, the same media that have a public 

duty to inform the public is privately following their own separate agenda. This is encouraged by 

a media system that “is the direct result of explicit government policies . . . and in fact would not 

exist without these policies” (McChesney, 2004a, p. 19).  

An argument for diversity should not only include what hiring decisions are made, but 

should also include the lack of government intervention, the importance of the commodity 

audience, and the role of advertisers in the discussion. Political economists of media serve as 

critics of the capitalist media system and governmental policies that allow commercial media’s 

continued disregard of democratic ideals. In a democratic society, information should be 

provided so that each member of society has the opportunity to be a productive citizen, no matter 

her station in life or access to resources (McChesney, 2004a). The political economy of media 

critiques the tension that “lies between the role of the media as profit-maximizing commercial 

organizations and the need for the media to provide the basis for informed self-government” 

(McChesney, 2004a, p. 12).  
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Theoretically and methodologically, political economy of media critiques how the 

combination of power and capitalism with the goal of profit affects the methods of production 

within the media (Bettig & Hall, 2012; McChesney, 2004a; McChesney, 2008). Through 

historical analysis, for example, political economists of media trace the relationship between 

media’s goals of profit and the resulting vision of society that they depict (e.g. programming in 

the Reagan era that emphasized patriotism and greed). Political economists argue for, “media 

that are serious, challenging, and issue oriented; media that are fun and entertaining; and much 

that is both informative and entertaining at the same time” (Croteau & Hoynes, 2006, p. 35). This 

is the way in which a democratic society is possible because, then, media can appeal to each 

citizen on multiple levels. This ideal media have been difficult to achieve, however, because of 

the role of advertising in the programming choices that the media make.  

Gandy’s (2000, 2004) work in audience segmentation deals with advertisers and the 

programming choices networks make to target minority audiences. According to Gandy (2000), 

“membership in racial and ethnic groups has increasingly come to be considered along with other 

demographics indicators as a predictor of media choice” (p. 5). Despite the increase in interest in 

the minority audience, however, advertisers still primarily focus their attention on white males 

from 18-49 (Gandy, 2000, 2004; Meehan, 2005). Bettig and Hall (2012) argue, then, that 

advertising has such control over the capitalist marketplace, diversity cannot be attained. This 

will be discussed more thoroughly in chapter four.   

1.5 Goals of the Study 

The goal of this dissertation is to look at the effectiveness of the diversity initiatives 

created by the major broadcast networks in the early 2000s to address the lack of representation 

of people of color in front of and behind the scenes. The study focuses on broadcasting because 
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of the tacit agreement between broadcast owners and the U.S. government that broadcast media 

would serve in the public interest in exchange for free spectrum. This agreement is special in that 

it does not occur within the other areas of media. Over the course of this analysis, the following 

research questions will be addressed and answered: 1) After over a decade of implementation, 

are the diversity initiatives offered by the networks an effective method for increasing the total 

number of people of color behind the scenes in decision making conditions? 2) What role has 

governmental agencies, primarily the FCC and the Courts, had historically in foreshadowing the 

current broadcast diversity initiatives? And, 3) How effective have citizen groups been in 

pressuring the broadcast networks into enforcing these initiatives? 

The political economy of media offers critique of media production and practices in 

terms of class structure. This focus, however, takes for granted other societal elements such as 

race and gender that have a role in not only media. Because of this, these issues need to be 

additionally situated in a theoretical framework that takes into account the effect of race on 

media policy.       

In addition to critiquing the diversity initiative programs through the political economy of 

media, another critical theoretical framework, critical race theory, will be used. Critical Race 

Theory was developed as a movement within law schools in the 1980s before becoming 

incorporated into other areas of scholarship. Overall, Critical Race Theory looks at how the law 

has aided in the continuing development of racial stratification within society. In other words, 

Critical Race Theory critiques the ways in which institutions such as the legal system uses race 

as a source of division, especially as it relates to the larger economic power structure (Crenshaw 

et al., 1995). Within Critical Race Theory, one understands that, “the wages of whiteness are 

available to all whites regardless of class position, even to those whites who are without power, 
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money, or influence” (Harris, 1993, p. 1759). This means that benefits that white privilege brings 

to a white worker will often encourage him to make decisions based on race, even if those 

decisions go against his class interests as a worker. Critical Race Theory scholars work towards 

analyzing and exposing this privilege in order to eradicate it (Harris, 1993). 

An offshoot of critical legal studies, which sees the law as, “an “ideological reflection” of 

some class interest rooted elsewhere” (Crenshaw et al., 1995, p. xxiv), critical race theory began 

with the argument that critical areas of study that are derived from Marxism fail to acknowledge 

the role of race in the legal arena (Crenshaw et al., 1995). Over time, critical race theory has been 

used in areas outside of law to recognize ways in which ideologies within other areas 

systemically exclude some groups, primarily based on race. Critical race theory is currently used 

in education, sociology, and media. Critical Race Theory accounts for race and racism within a 

historical context, exposing the use of subordination within both the policy and action of those in 

charge (Solorzano, 1997). With critical race theory, the issues surrounding the formation and 

implementation of broadcast network initiatives can be critically observed in an effort to 

determine the implications of race in these policies. 

In chapter two, I situate issues of diversity within broadcast networks policy through the 

lenses of the political economy of media and critical race theory. This sets the stage through 

which this discussion of diversity initiatives takes place. Additionally, a multi-faceted definition 

of diversity within media is given to show where workforce diversity is situated within the larger 

marketplace of ideas and why it is important within a democracy. 

Chapter three looks at the methods used in the collection and analysis of data for this 

dissertation.  Using a political economy of media lens, historical critical analysis is used to 

determine media practices since the 1940s that targeted workplace diversity. Critical Race 
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Theory is also used to determine ways in which policy and production methods systematically 

excluded people of color from potential opportunities for advancement in the media ranks. 

Efforts made historically in media, with and without the assistance of the government, often 

challenged stereotypical imagery in front of the camera without fully addressing the lack of 

diversity behind the scenes.  

Political economy of media, among other things, critiques the ways in which the 

government encourages capitalist ideals that are coveted by media conglomerate owners. Chapter 

four focuses on the history of media and the diversity initiatives that have been developed in U.S. 

broadcasting to address discrepancies in representation in front of and behind the scenes. In 

particular, this chapter looks at earlier efforts made by the FCC and other government agencies 

in regulating diversity in broadcasting and the role of the Courts in enforcing or rejecting these 

policies. Additionally, the role of citizen groups and activists in the development of these 

policies is discussed. Finally, this chapter highlights persons of color who have benefitted from 

the implementation of various diversity initiatives and who have worked towards more equitable 

representation both in front of and behind the scenes in broadcasting. 

Chapter five brings this study to the present time. In this chapter, the current political 

economy of media is explored. Within this, the effect of increased consolidation on a diverse 

media structure and, more explicitly, the inclusion of minorities and women within the 

workforce are addressed. Arguments against media concentration are assessed, showing the 

progression of media towards a handful of media conglomerates that dominate the marketplace. 

In addition, the Memoranda of Understanding signed by representatives of the multiethnic 

coalition and the heads of ABC, CBS, FOX, and NBC are analyzed to see, in the end, what 
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concessions were made by each group. A review of the intent of the broadcasters is given to 

consider similarities and differences among the memoranda.  

Chapter six looks at the effectiveness of current diversity initiatives at the broadcast 

networks via the personal experiences of participants. Their stories are shared through 

interviews. Not typically used in political economy of media, these interviews provide additional 

richness to the analysis. Reality is not only based on policy, but it is also based on the 

interpretations of those individuals who are participating in it. These participants are men and 

women who are either currently participating in, or have successfully completed, one of the 

broadcast networks’ diversity initiatives in writing or directing.  

Within these interviews, the participants give additional insight into the effectiveness of 

the initiatives and their personal assessments of the programs. These interviews were analyzed 

and, as a result, multiple themes emerged. The themes will be discussed as well as the 

implications of the participants’ comments, which will be analyzed through both the political 

economy of media and critical race theory. Hearing the experiences from people of color who are 

working day to day in media give both context and meaning to the historical data provided in the 

earlier chapters (Ivy Planning Group, 2000). 

Finally, chapter seven completes this research by discussing the larger implications of 

these initiatives. A summary of the historical analysis in chapters four and five is presented. 

Historical analyses of the role of the FCC and the Courts in the fight for increased minority 

media ownership were reviewed and incorporated with interview data to determine the 

effectiveness of the broadcast diversity initiatives in increasing the number of people of color in 

media ownership and in the workforce behind the scenes. Proposals are given to suggest ways in 

which the current diversity initiative programs can be more effective in promoting a diversity 
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agenda. Lastly, suggestions are given for further potential research regarding the media and 

issues of diversity. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

EXAMINING MEDIA DIVERSITY 

 “There are really five companies that control 90 percent of what we read, see and hear. 
It’s not healthy”- Ted Turner (as cited by Gamson & Latteier, 2004, p. 26) 
 

2.1 The Political Economy of Media  

In explaining the political economy of media, there are multiple layers through which the 

theory can be defined. In a more general definition, Mosco (2009) states it is “the study of 

control and survival in social life” (p. 3). By control, he is referring to the way that society 

manages itself. With survival, he is acknowledging the ability to exist, or maintain subsistence, 

and have access to resources within society. Social life characterizes the political system by 

which society is controlled (Mosco, 2009).  

 The discussion of the political system is of particular importance within the political 

economy of media. Media within the United States was, in fact, created due to “explicit 

government policies” such as copyright, broadcast licenses, and ownership policy (McChesney, 

2004a, p. 19). These explicit policies have supported the idea that the free market is not only 

necessary, but is the most natural form of the market. These policies, the media, and our 

democratic society require an active government to exist (McChesney, 2004a).  Because the 

government in the United States supports a neoliberal system that presumes that the free market 

is not only natural, but also gives citizens what it wants, it is the job of political economists to 

challenge and critique these assumptions in order to ensure that democracy is possible.  

The goal within a democratic society is to have an informed citizenry, along with 

guaranteed freedoms, including the ability to participate in government through elections and 

clearly defined branches of government. The role of the media in developing an informed 

citizenry is to look beyond their goal of profit within the market to properly inform their 
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audience (Bettig & Hall, 2012; McChesney, 2008). McChesney (2004a) states that, “the crucial 

tension lies between the role of the media as profit-maximizing commercial organizations and 

the need for the media to provide the basis for informed self-government” (p. 17).  The problem 

is that without an informed citizenry, the present capitalistic status quo is deemed natural. As a 

result, the media are able to further current dominant ideologies without being questioned by the 

larger population (McChesney, 2008). This is the case with current media that, through 

hegemonic forces, convince citizens to accept the status quo, in government and in society. 

 Gramsci’s concept of hegemony pertains to unconscious forces prevalent not only in a 

common understanding but in economic structures as well (Adamson, 1980). Social hegemony, 

according to Gramsci (1999), is:  

The “spontaneous” consent given by the great masses of the population to the general 
direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental group; this consent is 
“historically” caused by the prestige (and consequent confidence) which the dominant 
group enjoys because of its position and function in the world of production. (p. 145)  

 
Mosco (2009) states that the marketplace, voting as a means of representing democracy, and the 

notion of a free press are all hegemonic ideals developed to further the hierarchies established by 

class, race, and gender. Gramsci argued that, “the attainment of an alternative hegemony was 

necessary before one could even hope for a “complete” revolution – one that brings to power a 

coherent class formation united behind a single economic, political, and cultural conception of 

the world” (Adamson, 1980, p. 171). So, hegemonic ideals within society can only be overcome 

by a different power that provides a replacement status quo. Media have an influence on this 

power struggle.  

For example, within the past two decades in the United States, the depiction of gay and 

lesbian characters on television has played a big part in helping the audience become more 

comfortable with subjects such as gay marriage. The New York Times noted that, “the cultural 
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battlefield of television has changed markedly since the 1990s, when conservative groups and 

religious figures objected to Ellen DeGeneres coming out and ‘Will & Grace’ coming on” 

(Stelter, 2012, para. 4). In this, and many other instances, media have changed societal relations 

by providing an alternative to the hegemonic ideal. 

Another definition from Mosco (2009) describes the political economy of media as, “the 

study of the social relations, particularly the power relations that mutually constitute the 

production, distribution, and consumption of resources, including communication resources” (p. 

24, italics in original). This is a practical definition that encapsulates each level of the 

communication process from the Hollywood producers and the marketers, through the 

distributers and theater owners, and finally to the consumers. This definition also addresses the 

corporate powers that own the media and ultimately determine programming.  

Mosco (2009) argues that the inclusion of power within this definition demonstrates, “a 

concept that addresses how people get what they want even when others do not want them to get 

it” (p. 2). This is a problem within media because if the market worked in democratic and 

egalitarian terms, then the viewer would have more power in the marketplace, requiring network 

and cable programmers to produce and air the programs the viewer wants for a fair price 

(Meehan, 2005). The media play an important role in the larger capitalist society because larger 

issues affecting society politically, economically, and socially are all interwoven into media and 

communication. For many scholars within communication, a discussion of media include 

looking at who is in power, offering the various standpoints within the debate, and describing the 

situation. If a position is taken, it is typically within the mainstream (Gandy, 1992; McChesney, 

2004b). Political economists such as McChesney (2008) critique and challenge the role of media 

and whether they serve “to promote or undermine democratic institutions and practices” (p. 12). 
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By examining this, political economists of media work to not only change media, but to also 

work towards changing the larger economic system to encourage a “more humane and equitable 

society” (McChesney, 2008, p. 13).  

In working towards a more humane society, the scholarship of political economists is 

critical of the neoliberal system. For example, in his discussion of neoclassical economics, which 

will be further defined later in this chapter, Gandy (1992) offers seven ways in which this 

economic system is critiqued. First, he argues that the market is defined as a given, or natural, 

and that consumers’ choices are made based on qualities such as race and gender. So within 

media, for example, programmers can sell TV shows as for a particular audience. This becomes 

important when considering the hierarchy of audiences within marketing and advertising that 

covets the white male between the ages of 18-49.  

Second, Gandy (1992) states that the markets are imperfect and that, because of its 

oligarchic nature, conglomerates within the market dominate the media industry. Third, the 

consumption of public goods, especially information, cannot be controlled by the market. The 

dispersion of ideas within the marketplace does not reduce the ability of other consumers, even 

those who do not pay for said goods, to receive those same ideas. Fourth, conglomerates rule the 

modern economy, not individuals. Because of this, the goals, strategies, and interests of media 

organizations are not necessarily representative of the larger society but, instead, of their 

shareholders’ view of the market (Gandy, 1992). 

Fifth, Gandy (1992) states that the market has extraordinary power that it uses to 

influence price and supply. The amount of profit possible within the media market is substantial, 

as evidenced by the large number of outside investors interested in media product. Sixth, he 

argues that, because of the variable nature of the market, stability can never be achieved. Finally, 
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Gandy (1992) shares that, while the government’s role in media should be objective and 

unbiased, it is instead influenced by the market. Using these criticisms, political economists then 

challenges assumption made within the market through the four cornerstones. 

2.2 The Cornerstones of Political Economy of Media 

There are four cornerstones that inform the approach of political economy: 1) social 

change and history, or knowing what has happened before and since capitalism evolved. This 

allows the political economist to situate her discussion within the larger historical framework, 2) 

social totality, meaning that political economy is interdisciplinary and borrows from many other 

fields to better understand societal and economic structures. Scholars understand the role of 

media in larger social order (McChesney, 2004b). In addition, social totality assumes the 

connection between the economic and the political 3) moral philosophy, because as in other 

forms of qualitative research, the political economist does not assume objectivity. With 

objectivity, a researcher assumes that there is just one truth rather than multiple perspectives with 

which a situation can be viewed. Political economists are clear in identifying and expressing 

their moral perspective, 4) praxis, which refers to research that goes above and beyond 

scholarship towards action and social change (Mosco, 2009; Wasko, 2005). The resulting 

research that addresses the issues expressed in these foundational ideas “differs from mainstream 

economics by paying much greater attention to ethical and normative questions” 

(Hesmondhalgh, 2008, p. 553). 

2.3 A Brief History of Political Economy 

 Historically, political economy has gone through multiple stages. The first stage, classical 

political economy, was an economic school of thought that looked at issues such as the value of 

labor, self-interest, private property, and the importance of individual freedom in society. 
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Economists such as Adam Smith looked at the division of labor within the marketplace and how 

it works toward creating wealth (Mosco, 2009; Wasko, 2005). Within classical political 

economy, land ownership was seen as one of the most important determinants of wealth.  

This area of study received criticism for not acknowledging the innate conflict that would 

develop between wealthy nationalists and the general population who did not have access to land 

or the wealth that came with it (Mosco, 2009). In addition, classical political economy identified 

the process of capitalism to be a natural one. These economists’ refusal to incorporate social 

relations as an additional force within the system resulted in critique from Karl Marx (Mosco, 

2009; Wasko, 2005). According to Mosco (2009),  

until Marx, no one ventured an analysis of capitalism that so thoroughly sought to strip 
away the power of its apparent features that define a natural, taken-for-granted world, to 
reveal a set of socially dynamic, but fundamentally contradictory and, therefore unstable 
social practices and social class relations. (p. 43) 

 
Marx’s analysis, therefore, exposed the true nature of capitalism not only as unnatural, but also 

antithetical in practice to those democratic ideals that nations strive for, including human rights, 

the right to be informed, that everyone is equal before the law, freedom of speech, and freedom 

of the press.  

2.3.1 Marx – The Importance of Class and Labor Value in Economics 

 The next stage, a radical critique later termed Marxian political economy, gained support 

due to its acknowledgement of the democratic process (Mosco, 2009). Unlike neoclassical 

theorists, Marxian political economists place an emphasis on “the historical specificity of 

relations of production” (Jefferson & King, 2001, p. 81). Production is significant within this 

discussion of media, as opposed to other economic theory that identifies labor as only one of 

many factors of production, along with land and capital (Jefferson & King, 2001). Marx 
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addressed the issue of labor from the perspective of the worker who produces the object, or 

commodity within production.  

In his critique of classic political economy, Marx notes that the commodity is the 

standard by which wealth is measured. Marx (1990) stipulates that the laborer must have the 

means for production and raw materials in order to produce a commodity. In terms of the media, 

this means that the laborer needs the specific skills required to successfully create the product 

that the owner is selling. Within media, these skills can vary from the ability to write a 

compelling script as a screenwriter, to the technical skills of a gaffer in setting up electrical 

equipment. These skills allow the laborer to earn a wage, which allows her to maintain 

subsistence.  

Marx further explains that the more energy that a laborer puts into her work, the less that 

work will belong to the laborer. This labor produces great riches for the wealthy, while the 

worker becomes alienated (Marx, 1990). All of her products are external. Nothing the worker is 

laboring on is created for her benefit. This idea is further explicated in Marx’s theory of 

alienation. This theory postulates that because the worker is a part of a socially stratified society, 

she does not consider herself to be in control of her actions. Without a level of freedom, some 

authority, and self-fulfillment, the worker’s dignity cannot be maintained (West, 1969). She is 

now powerless because not only is she just a part of the machine, “a pure function of capital and 

the capitalist mode of production” (West, 1969, p. 3), but she can also be hired and fired on the 

whim of the owner. As a result, according to Marx, the worker becomes isolated and separated 

from her humanity. He further asserts that political economy starts from labor but is not beholden 

to that labor (McLellan, 2001). Within media, this is evident with the creation of intellectual 

property. The writer, producer, or director who has invested his or her labor in the creation of the 
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project often loses control of the project creatively when working within the corporate structure 

that is the movie studio or broadcast network. While there is the potential of residuals, back-end 

profits, and even acknowledgement through industry awards, the creative laborer is still just a 

small cog within the system while her property becomes part of the larger media machine. 

In the end, the distinctions within this society collapsed into two classes: those with 

property and those without (McLellan, 2001). Those with property were often beset with greed to 

keep or increase the amount of property they possessed. According to Marx, “the only wheels 

that political economy sets in motion are greed and war among the greedy, competition” 

(McLellan, 2001, p. 86). The end result of this competition is that capital winds up in a small 

number of people’s hands while the majority struggles. Ultimately in the quest for capital, 

determining the value of the labor-power becomes not only an historical issue, but also a moral 

issue. Along with morality, Marx’s critique contains a distinct commitment to equality and the 

notion of community (Mosco, 2009). This commitment is crucial for scholars within the political 

economy of media tradition because democracy and equality are central to their work. 

Within a democracy, freedom is connected to the “marketplace of ideas” both 

ideologically and materially. Ideologically, this concept connotes ideas that are competing to be 

considered “truth” within society (Jhally, 1989). According to Jhally (1989), “it is diversity and 

choice and freedom of speech that is stressed in the ideological reading” (p. 66). The assumption 

is that the truth that emerges will be the result of diverse ideas and not those of the dominant 

forces within the market. The “marketplace of ideas” is also interpreted materially. In this 

instance, it refers to ideas that are literally bought and sold within the marketplace (Jhally, 1989). 

This is important because the assumption within the free market is that the “truth” will naturally 

materialize at the end of a free, accessible competition of ideas. The tension between both of 
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these meanings is examined by political economists who understand the importance of truth and 

freedom of speech, as opposed to a hegemonic ideal, within a moral and democratic society.  

2.3.2 Neoclassical Economics 

The third stage of thought within political economy moved the pendulum away from the 

moral good to self-interest and goods and services. Neoclassical economics is more concerned 

with addressing human wants than human needs. Neoclassical economics scholars distinguish 

this area of economics from political economy by reducing the emphasis on history, wider social 

totality and institutions, and morality. Up until 1930, this economic theory was considered to be 

too academic and abstract, with no connection to history (Mosco, 2009).  

Neoclassical economics did not address issues within the larger society. This economic 

system fails to understand “social institutions, psychological forces, and cultural values that 

political economy argued was necessary for a complete analysis” (Mosco, 2009, p. 47). Gone 

were connections to sociological and historical concerns for the neoclassical researcher. Interests 

in social and moral issues, and the general well-being of society, were replaced with 

“mathematical rigor and scientific objectivity” (Mosco, 2009, p. 47). This caused a separation of 

economics from areas of study concerned with moral philosophy such as sociology and political 

economy. It resulted in analysis that, unlike political economy, could not be applied throughout 

history, but instead on applied to specific economic patterns.  This Keynesian approach relied on 

government spending to counteract decreased spending by consumers. Neoclassical economics is 

what is currently considered mainstream economics. With the global recession of the 1970s, 

Milton Friedman and his more conservative view of government called neoliberalism gained 

popularity (Mosco, 2009). 
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2.3.3 Neoliberalism 

Neoliberalism “proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating 

individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by 

strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade” (Harvey, 2005, p. 2). These freedoms 

are assured through individual private property rights, a freely functioning market, rule of law, 

and access to free trade (Harvey, 2005). The current economic system, in fact, is supported by 

the tenants of neoliberalism.  

One of the founders of neoliberalism is Milton Friedman. He is considered one of the 

most important economists of the 20th century. Friedman (1973) was concerned with how to 

contain the government so that it would not destroy the freedoms that it was created to protect. 

He believed that while there are legislative powers given to the government to create programs 

that would benefit the public, this assumes that those in power are passing legislation for the 

betterment of the people. Instead, he argued that the greatest advances in civilization have come 

not from government, but instead private industry (Friedman, 1973).  

For neoliberals, the market is most important, and the government’s job is only to create 

money, military, police, and legal structures. All of this ensures the proper functioning of the 

market. Beyond this, government should have little to no intervention in the market (Friedman, 

1973; Harvey, 2005; McChesney, 2004b). Key to the neoliberal agenda is its argument that each 

person is responsible and culpable for her own actions and, as a result, her own well-being 

(Harvey, 2005). McChesney (2008) asserts that within neoliberalism, “there is no such thing as 

‘society,’ only individuals in fierce competition with one another” (p. 15). This ideal falls in line 

with the American image of rugged individualism. For the neoliberal, the success or failure of an 
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individual is never ascribed to a systemic issue but instead determined to be linked to that 

individual’s business acumen (Harvey, 2005). 

One of the greatest changes within the neoliberal period has been in media regulation. 

McChesney (2004a) states that policy activists in the 1970s began to push forward an agenda 

that reduced the importance of the public interest in favor of deregulation. The argument was that 

incoming technology such as cable, satellite, and the Internet eliminated the scarcity of 

resources. With this assertion came a process of promoting and disseminating information that 

supported deregulation and distorted any contrary viewpoints as archaic (McChesney, 2004a). 

Over time the White House, court systems, Congress, and the FCC began to renounce the ideals 

of the public interest in favor of deregulation. The neoliberal agenda became the hegemonic 

ideology, with supporters in both the Republican and Democratic wings of the government 

(McChesney, 2004a).  

 The culmination of neoliberal tactics within media is the Telecommunications Act of 

1996. It re-wrote regulation policy for all forms of media and decreased media ownership 

restrictions. Media ownership was able to argue that, with the advent of cable and the Internet, 

self-regulation by the market would be more efficient. Large corporations even convinced 

smaller companies that it was in their best interest to support deregulation (McChesney, 2004a). 

The resulting media is dominated by conglomerates, which own more than 90 percent of the 

media, and small media companies that are comprised of little diverse ownership. 

While neoliberalism has clearly benefitted the larger conglomerates, the vast majority of 

citizens have been failed by this system. Neoliberals respond to this by arguing that policy 

benefits those who are in power.  Friedman (1973) believed that government is necessary 

because it is impossible to achieve absolute freedom in a world of imperfect men. One’s freedom 



25 
 

ends where the next person’s freedom begins. And, in some cases, one or the other may be 

restricted for the other’s freedom. This goes against fundamental ideals of democracy and the 

moral rights of every citizen. There are moral and social issues (e.g. civil rights, women’s rights, 

protection of children and the disabled) that go beyond the simple notion of majority rule that 

must be legislated by the government, not by the market. These issues expose neoliberalism as 

short-sighted, with the need for nuance, especially in terms of the importance of social change.   

2.7 Marxian Political Economy 

Marxian political economy is critical of neoclassical economics’ and neoliberalism’s 

unwillingness to recognize the importance of social change within the market. Murdock and 

Golding (1974) added to the definitions of political economy of media stating that, “the mass 

media are first and foremost industrial and commercial organizations which produce and 

distribute commodities” (pp. 205-206; Wasko, 2005). Marxian political economy criticizes the 

growth of monopolistic capitalism, which occurs when a few large companies restrict 

competition by controlling the market. Marxian political economists see this “concentration as 

the logical consequence of capitalist development and an indicator of crisis” (Mosco, 2009, p. 

55). Unlike neoclassical economics, Marxian political economy takes into account the role of the 

state in the social class struggle. A resurgence of Marxian political economy occurred in the 

1960s with the rise of social movements that grew as a result of the Civil Rights Movement, 

feminism, and student activism (Mosco, 2009).  

While there is no clear distinction between Marxian and neo-Marxian political economy, 

Marxian scholars do focus their studies on the application of Marx’s Capital in the analysis of 

class, including the class struggle, the labor process, and the structure of capital (Mosco, 2009). 

Their analysis favors traditional Marxian views of production and labor as the source of value 
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(Gandy, 1992). In the evolution of labor, for example, these scholars discussed the 

transformation from mass production and assembly lines to craft production, or flexible 

specialization in media. Flexible specialization involves more specific, refined machinery that 

requires a more skilled labor force. Marxian political economists argue that the move towards 

flexible specialization in production benefits the large conglomerate because it allows for greater 

production benefits without the risks a smaller company would incur (Mosco, 2009).  

Marxian political economists also look at the history of flexible specialization within 

capitalism as regimes of accumulations and modes of regulations (Mosco, 2009). By this, they 

assess and analyze the periods of stability between production and consumption based on the 

history and position of the economy in question. Marxian political economists seek to 

“understand capitalism, business, and the power of a dominant class” (Mosco, 2009, p. 57). 

Jhally and Livant (1986) used Marxian political economy to further the discussion of 

Dallas Smythe’s interpretation of the audience as a source of labor within mass media. With the 

notion of “watching as working,” they have further analyzed Smythe’s “The Blindspot Debate”, 

which will be discussed later in this chapter, using Marxian political economy to determine the 

relative surplus value of the audience’s time watching television. With this value, they argue that 

the networks valorize the amount of time the audience watches commercials by increasing the 

number of commercials it sees within a set amount of time (Gandy, 1992; Jhally & Livant, 

1986). Within this analysis, Jhally and Livant’s (1986) argument is that the audience’s labor 

watching television is a reflection of human labor within the larger economy as a whole. 

Garnham (1979) connected the work of Marxian political economy to the Frankfurt School with 

his argument that within mass media, capitalism, “has moved from direct coercion of the 
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working class, for instance within the labour process, to ideological coercion as its preferred 

method of domination” (p. 138).  

2.3.5 The Frankfurt School & the Culture Industry 

The Frankfurt School of in the 1930s “combined political economy of the media, cultural 

analysis of texts, and audience reception studies of the social and ideological effects of mass 

culture and communications” (Kellner, 1995, p. 28). During this era, the term ‘culture industry’ 

was established. This term, developed by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, identifies the 

way in which mass-produced culture has been industrialized (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1998; 

Jhally, 1989; Kellner, 1995; Miège, 2011). Within the culture industry, the system that comprises 

radio, TV, and film offer sameness. No matter how varied the media attempt to portray 

themselves, at their core the programming that they produce is all identical. “Even the aesthetic 

activities of political opposites are one in their enthusiastic obedience to the rhythm of the iron 

system” (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1998, para. 2). Consumers then do not look for quality or 

personal enlightenment, “but for a utility that will be a source of happiness . . . providing them 

with prestige or satisfying some sort of desired pleasure” (Miège, 2011, p. 84). With this term, 

Adorno and Horkheimer accused the media of lulling the audience into a passive role, and a 

passive audience is less likely to be well-informed or to demand change. 

Notably, Kellner (1995) states the culture industry works towards legitimizing “existing 

capitalist societies” (p. 29), encouraging consumers to assimilate with the ideals of mass culture. 

Because of the role they serve as agents of a politicized reality, media “should be seen as major 

institutions of contemporary societies with a variety of economic, political, cultural and social 

effects” (Kellner, 1995, p. 29). Along with their effect on society, media within the culture 

industry is driven by what scholars within the Frankfurt School termed conspicuous production. 
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In this, they determined that the benchmark for a movie’s merit is equated with how much the 

movie costs to produce. As a result, moviegoers have learned to expect the predictable, formulaic 

stories. To this end, most media can no longer be described as art, but instead as a commodity 

(Bettig & Hall, 2012; Jhally, 1989; Kellner, 1995).   

As stated earlier, the media provide a “marketplace of ideas” through which the powers 

that be control not only what the audience sees as the social problems of the day but also the 

most “logical” solutions to these problems. As a result of the media’s role in creating this 

consciousness, media have been dubbed as part of the “Consciousness Industry.” Gamson et al. 

(1992) examined the increasing concentration of ownership within media and whether it altered 

the images they produce. They found that social constructions given by a producer within a text 

are presented as descriptions of reality rather than an interpretation. With news, in particular, 

techniques such as fragmentation and framing allow information that may be misleading carry 

more weight in terms of the images the audience retains (Gamson et al., 1992). According to 

Gamson et al. (1992), “Distinctions between entertainment and news are artificial because they 

are all part of the same media spectacle” (p. 387). So, media’s use of imagery to entertain and 

inform are likely more influenced by concentrated ownership than by the actual message. It is 

important to remember that media are private institutions, owned and operated by corporations 

and those who have wealth and power (Bagdikian, 1997; Bagdikian, 2004; Jhally, 1989).  

2.3.6 Dallas Smythe and the Blindspot Debate 

Additional research on the media as a culture industry was done in North America by 

Herbert Schiller and Dallas Smythe. Their work dealt with “the consequences of corporate 

concentration, to transnationalization and multimedia coverage, and, last but not least, to the 

control of information and culture” (Miège, 2011, p. 84). Smythe worked in different areas of 
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government, ending with an appointment as Chief Economist for the FCC (McChesney, 2004a; 

Wasko et al., 1993). During his tenure at the FCC, Smythe became more and more progressive, 

even attracting the attention of the House Un-American Activities Committee because of his 

progressive belief that broadcasters had a responsibility to serve the public. Smythe eventually 

had to leave government, and the United States, moving to the world of academia (Wasko et al., 

1993). 

While in academia, Smythe split his time between the Economics and Communications 

department at the University of Illinois (Wasko et al., 1993). Smythe was one of the first scholars 

to teach political economy of communications and to urge other scholars to recognize media’s 

role within larger capitalist systems (Wasko et al., 1993). Smythe proposed that instead of 

focusing full attention on the ideology media are spreading via the consciousness industry, more 

attention should be placed on the role of the audience as a commodity (Jhally, 1989).  

According to Smythe (1994), “the materialist answer to the question – What is the 

commodity form of mass-produced, advertiser-supported communications under monopoly 

capitalism? – is audiences and readerships” (p. 268). He argued in “The Blindspot Debate” that 

the audience is the primary commodity being sold by the media to advertisers (Bagdikian, 2004; 

Jhally, 1989; Meehan, 2002; Smythe, 1994; Wasko et al., 1993; Wasko, 2005). Smythe (1994) 

suggests that these advertisers are buying demographics such as age, sex, income level, whether 

they live in a rural or urban area, own a home or rent. He went on to state that programming is 

served as a free lunch, which delivered the audience to advertisers as a commodity (Meehan, 

1993; Meehan, 2002; Meehan, 2007; Smythe, 1994; Wasko, 2005). According to Smythe, the 

audience labors within the system in three ways: by marketing goods to themselves, by voting 

for candidates within the political sphere, and by re-affirming their belief in the system they live 
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in (Jhally, 1989; Meehan, 2007). Within this argument, however, is the assumption that the 

commodity audience comprised of an audience who is actively watching and participating. This 

would mean that the television program with the biggest ratings would be the most popular 

program and that this show could inform scholars about the nature of people in the United States 

and their culture. Additionally, if everyone is part of the commodity audience, then everyone 

should be equally valuable within the system (Meehan, 2007). As the next section shows, 

however, this is not true.    

2.4 The Role of Advertising in Media – Race and Audience Segmentation 

Scholars within the political economy of media have taken Smythe’s concept of the 

audience as labor forward to look at various segments of the audience. Political economy of 

media exposes the way in which media are used by corporations for the ultimate goal of making 

a profit (Bettig & Hall, 2012; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; McChesney, 2004a; McChesney, 2008). 

While traditionally media relied on appealing directly to the consumer for profit, currently 

media, including magazines, newspapers, and the broadcast industry, depend on advertisers 

(Bettig & Hall, 2012; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; Meehan, 2005). Because of this influence, 

advertisers can “determine the structure of media industries simply by choosing where to spend 

their money” (Bettig & Hall, 2012, p. 5). In addition to creating the commodity audience, 

advertisers can pull their accounts from shows, especially news programming that is critical of 

their product (Bettig & Hall, 2012). The goal of the advertisers is to keep the public 

misinformed, choosing to make decisions not based on facts, but on emotions (Bettig & Hall, 

2012). This allows advertisers to make inconsequential distinctions between similar products in 

order to establish brand loyalty among consumers.  
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Historically, the Industrial Revolution brought about not only the transformation of all 

areas of U.S. life, but also gave rise to national advertising as it is known today (Norris, 1990). 

Advertisers have a goal of promoting the consumption of goods and services. Beyond this, 

successful advertising creates a need among consumers for products. Bettig and Hall (2012) 

argue that because of the increased profits earned as a result of these manufactured needs, it goes 

against the interests of these advertisers to create informed consumers. Instead, in an 

oligopolistic market, advertisers must emphasize price and brand over information. What is odd, 

then, is that parity products, or products that are very similar, often require more advertising 

because the advertisers have to convince consumers that they are different (McChesney, 2004a).   

Advertisers determine which media channels to sell their product on, and at what rate, 

through the ratings system. As mentioned earlier, the role of the audience in relation to 

advertisers was addressed by political economy pioneer Dallas Smythe. Meehan furthered the 

theoretical concept of audience as labor developed by Smythe by recognizing the ratings service 

as a commodity within the media system (Meehan, 1993, 2005; Mosco, 2009). One of the major 

ratings systems in the United States is run by the A.C. Nielsen Company. Ratings in and of 

themselves are only valuable in the way they relate to the audience. They are considered 

imminent commodities because, “the outcome of the information production process is the 

production of a new commodity” (Mosco, p. 142). Ratings are important, but not as important as 

the audience they are reporting on to the advertiser. With ratings, for example, broadcast 

television is able to determine prices it charges to advertisers for airing its commercials during 

programming. Those same ratings will help the advertisers to determine where their commercial 

will best target the audience they want.  
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For example, TargetCast found that the average 30-second network commercial in 2011 

was $114,079. During the same time, however, Fox’s reality singing competition American Idol 

averaged $198,088 per 30 second commercial (James, 2012). This variation in price is directly 

related to ratings a show receives and to the assumed demographics associated with these ratings. 

An extreme example of this fluctuation in commercial costs is the $3.8 million to $4 million that 

CBS charged advertisers for a 30 second commercial during the 2013 Superbowl (De Moreas, 

2013).  

Through the use of ratings systems such as Nielsen, media are able to demand top dollar 

from advertisers to push their products on the audience. What ratings do not take into account, 

however, are that the true drivers of revenues are the advertisers themselves. Advertisers are not 

interested in the viewing habits of the entire audience, but those consumers who they have 

determined will spend more for a name brand product (Meehan, 2005). By specifying a 

particular group, particularly white men age 18 to 49, the viewing desires of other demographics 

are less likely to be considered when using the ratings system. 

According to Meehan (2005), “because the A.C. Nielsen Company counts our votes for 

or against any particular program, the networks put on shows designed to compete for our 

support. That competition is fierce and guaranteed to give us what we want” (p. 19). Historically, 

the larger a market was, the more competitive it would be. So the consumer had the ability to 

barter for better prices or higher quality materials. Currently, however, the media conglomerates 

act as if they are rivals in competition with each other for the consumer’s loyalty, while 

ultimately reducing their risk by producing similar types of programming. Instead of allowing 

competition and a free market, media are controlled by oligarchs who create barriers to entry to 
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smaller entities such as high entry fees to ensure their continued dominance of the market (Bettig 

& Hall, 2012; McChesney, 2004a, 2004b, 2013; Meehan, 2002, 2005).  

In fact, despite its dependence on ratings, the television system excludes the consumer, or 

viewer, from the process. If a consumer is not part of the coveted group of 18-49 year old, white 

males, then that consumer is often not the target of programming (Meehan, 2005).  According to 

Alan Wurtzel, former president for research and media development at NBC, “Television used to 

provide big-tent programming designed to appeal to a lot of people, with characters and story 

arcs that would appeal to everyone. . .Now you find audiences are very, very specific” (Salamon, 

2001, p. E1). Wurtzel addresses the change that has occurred as a result of the addition of 

specialized cable networks that focus on other groups such as women, minorities, and even 

teenagers. With increased access to cable and the Internet, the fragmentation of viewership has 

become impossible to ignore (Salamon, 2001). Despite this assertion, network programming still 

provides ‘big-tent programming’ that focuses on the same group of consumers: young, white 

males are still the priority (Meehan, 2005).  

Since white men have been established as a priority within the market, “broadcasters 

seeking to produce a male audience for sale to advertisers of razors and shaving cream may 

provide an endless supply of programs with scantily clad ‘damsels in distress’” (Gandy, 1992, p. 

29). The resulting psychological and social effects of such programming, Gandy (1992) goes on 

to explain, are of little concern to both the broadcaster and the advertiser in question. “The social 

costs in terms of male perceptions, female self-images, and the relations between the sexes are 

unlikely to be included in the accounting models used by the audience producers” (p. 29). For 

these conglomerates, the social cost is worth it because the alienation of women or other under-

represented groups are calculated risks that do not affect their bottom line. 
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Gandy’s (2000, 2004) work in audience segmentation deals with advertisers and the 

programming choices networks make to target minority audiences. According to Gandy (2000), 

“membership in racial and ethnic groups has increasingly come to be considered along with other 

demographics indicators as a predictor of media choice” (p. 5). Advertisers, however, would 

rather over-sell to their primary target audience, wasting resources, than produce content for 

underrepresented communities and get punished by the market (Gandy, 2000, 2004).  

Within radio, for example, it is common for advertisers to participate in a “no urban/no 

Spanish dictate,” discouraging the purchase of ads on African American or Latina/o stations and 

demanding a “minority discount” for placing their ads on these stations (Gandy, 2004; Reed-

Huff, 2010). This is because “the underlying economics of mass communications do not actually 

promote diversity. The economies of scale in both production and distribution favor the 

reproduction of sameness, rather than variety” (Gandy, 1998, p. 131). Advertising to a minority 

group would necessitate that the market is worth reaching (Gandy, 1998, 2004).  

2.5 Types of Media Diversity 

In their critique of media conglomerates, political economists work to discern how the 

media market structure encourages “individuals to identify with dominant social and political 

ideologies, positions, and representations” (Kellner, 1995, p. 3). Issues of class, politics, and 

religion are a few of the examples of forms that interact within the capitalist mode of production. 

People will work within their condition, whatever modes they may fall in, to ensure their 

survival within the political economy.  Because of this relationship, cultural studies researchers 

think that scholars should focus more on identity politics and local reform (Kellner, 1995).  

Social movements that arose in the 1980s and 1990s focused on issues of identity such as 

gender and race. Meanwhile, issues such as precarious labor, increased unemployment, socio-
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economic inequality, and the increased difference between profits and wages remain (Fuchs & 

Winseck, 2011). The rise of neoliberalism created economic crises that connected those affected 

by these economic changes, whether they were blue or white collar workers. The resulting new 

economic global crisis has re-emphasized the importance of class and capitalism, which has 

brought back interest in Marx (Fuchs & Winseck, 2011). Tsing (2012) suggests that within this 

contemporary global capitalism, the interaction between diversity and inequality, in fact, is vital.  

Diversity is one of the fundamental principles of the marketplace of ideas and a primary 

goal of agencies such as the FCC that regulate the media (Gandy, 1998; Napoli, 2001). It is 

fundamental in that media outlets are evaluated based on their ability to provide examples of 

diversity in all levels of their work. Diversity is one of the components that work together as the 

foundation for an efficient marketplace of ideas. They provide a platform with which promotion 

of “goals such as informed decision making, cultural pluralism, citizen welfare, and a well-

functioning democracy” (Napoli, 2001, p. 127) are possible. The term diversity can have 

multiple meanings within media. According to Napoli (2001), “diversity policies can be 

motivated by both social concerns, such as increasing minority representation, and economic 

concerns, such as eliminating monopolies” (p. 126). In other words, the concept of diversity is 

broad and encompasses not only issues of minority representation, but also audience choice, 

ideological and political differences within the audience, and the prevention of monopolies and 

media concentration (Croteau & Hoynes, 2006). 

Despite its importance, a definition for this principle has been difficult for media 

professionals, policy makers, and even media scholars to agree upon. Napoli (2001) identifies 

three overarching types of diversity essential to media and the marketplace of ideas. First is 

source diversity, which can be divided into two subcomponents: ownership and workforce. 
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Ownership diversity is further divided into content and outlet ownership (Napoli, 2001). The 

owners of satellite/cable systems such as Comcast, Cox, and DirecTV are examples of outlet 

diversity. The individual owners of stations within the cable system such as MTV, ESPN, Disney 

Channel, and NatGeo are considered secondary outlet owners. Content owners are those 

producers whose programs air on the individual cable channels (Napoli, 2001). Due to these 

delineations, some conglomerate owners such as Rupert Murdoch of News Corporation, who is 

both a content owner and a secondary outlet owner, will fall into multiple categories.  This 

matters because, as part of their requirement to serve in the public interest, broadcasters should 

offer diversity in both programming and viewpoint. With increased consolidation of media, this 

is much less likely to happen. 

While both content and outlet owners have a role in establishing ownership diversity, the 

FCC only looks at source diversity at the local level. The FCC measures source diversity by 

examining the originators of the program and outlet diversity by assessing the independent 

transmission systems (Napoli, 2001). Of course, ownership should matter more when it comes to 

measuring and enforcing diversity. In media, in particular, increased African American 

ownership should be encouraged because the media serve as a window into the viewpoints, 

news, and trends of this society’s culture (Brooks et al., 2003; Fife, 1987; The Career 

Advancement, 2004).  

 Workforce diversity is concerned with broadcast stations having staffs that are 

representative of all ethnic groups, as well as religion, national origin, and sex. This has been 

actively pursued by the FCC, which established Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) 

regulations broadcasters must adhere to keep their licenses. These efforts have not been effective 

long term due to decisions made by both the DC District and Supreme Court, which will be 
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discussed more thoroughly in chapter four. Meanwhile, issues with workforce diversity continue. 

Former president of the National Association of Black Journalists (NABJ) Kathy Times shared 

that, “As America inches towards a world that is more black and brown, corporations are 

adjusting their cultures to embrace diversity because they know it makes good business sense. 

But too many network executives are ignoring this reality” (Smith, 2011, para. 3). The Annual 

Survey of Journalism & Mass Communication Graduates found that among bachelor’s degree 

recipients, the gap between non-minority and minority graduates who found full-time positions 

within the media job market was 15.3 percent, the largest gap ever recorded by the survey 

(Becker et al., 2009). The drop in minority recruits hired in entry level positions affects diversity 

not only short-term, but also long-term as those graduates have the opportunity to move up the 

ladder, potentially into decision making positions. 

The second overarching category is content diversity, which has three subcategories: 

format program type, demographic, and idea diversity. Format program type refers to cable and 

radio formats and individual television programs (Napoli, 2001).  An example of this type of 

diversity would be an amalgamation all of the television programs that are offered at the same 

time during a one hour block on multiple channels. This type of diversity is one that a 

policymaker values because it serves as a predictor of an individual’s media viewing habits. 

Ratings companies such as Nielsen and Arbitron are often used to assess programming 

preferences among television viewers. This assessment of viewers can aid researchers in looking 

into diversity trends across differing programming formats and potentially assist in determining 

viewing behavior (Napoli, 2001).   

While format program diversity looks at differences in program type, demographic 

diversity looks at the racial, ethnic, and gender diversity within individual programs. Studies 
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focused on demographic diversity often look at representation of people of color and others who 

are typically underrepresented, including the elderly, the disabled, and the LGBTQ community. 

This is typically not an area of focus for policymakers, but has been deemed as important to 

broadcast networks and civic groups (Napoli, 2001). For example, Brooks and Daniels (2002) 

did a case study on The Tom Joyner Morning Show that looked at the importance of niche 

marketing in addressing diversity. The study focuses on the show’s campaign to keep Tavis 

Smiley’s program BET Tonight on BET (Brooks & Daniel, 2002). Kubey et al. (1995) looked at 

the channel as a potential source of demographic diversity and found that, on the whole, minority 

groups were still underrepresented. 

 Another example of the importance of demographic diversity can be found in news 

media. In terms of mainstream journalism, African Americans often appear in the news as 

criminals due to distorted coverage (Bachen et al., 2007; McChesney, 2004a). McChesney 

(2004a) cites research that identifies the way welfare is depicted and the resulting opinions. 

When there was coverage that focused on the federal assistance that white recipients received, 

the program’s tone was generally positive. The fallacious reports on welfare utilizing stereotypes 

of African American women as welfare queens, however, were racially charged. The results 

showed that this discrepancy is the result of the low numbers of minorities in journalism, 

especially in the role of reporters and news producers (McChesney, 2004a).   

In another example, a study in Chicago found that even in instances in which whites were 

also shown to be criminals, white victims were shown more in newscasts than African American 

victims. This was despite the prevalence of African American victims in Chicago (Bachen et al, 

2007).  Additionally, it was found that when a source was used in a story either as an expert or an 

eyewitness, more often than not that source was a white person. Only when there were multiple 
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sources in a news story were African Americans or other people of color used (Bachen et al., 

2007). While this method of discrimination is not as obvious as a stereotype, it is just as 

damaging. The implication of the news outlet’s choice is that an eyewitness who is white is 

infinitely more reliable than a source of any other race or ethnicity.    

Another type of content diversity is idea diversity. Idea diversity represents the different 

viewpoints available within the media, whether they are social, political, or cultural (Napoli, 

2001). So, this form of diversity affirms that hiring women and minorities, for example, as 

political commentators is not enough for enhancing diversity if they are “repeating well-worn 

assumptions that had previously come from white men” (Croteau & Hoynes, 2006, p. 35). One 

of the best embodiments of idea diversity is the Fairness Doctrine. 

Established in 1949, the Fairness Doctrine was policy developed to create more 

opportunities for idea diversity in television. It made compulsory the representation of important 

and controversial viewpoints expressed on broadcasts (Napoli, 2001). The Fairness Doctrine, 

however, did not require broadcasters to create and air public affairs programming. 

Alternatively, it called for all sides of an issue to be expressed on the airwaves if any side was 

expressed (McChesney, 2004a). Instead of airing programming that discussed controversial 

issues with multiple viewpoints that gave the audience a balanced perspective, broadcasters 

chose, instead, to reduce coverage of these matters. Eventually, the FCC eliminated the Doctrine. 

The FCC’s decision was based on what it called a chilling effect on the broadcasters, not based 

on any analysis given by researchers or policy analysts (Napoli, 2001). 

The final overarching category of diversity typically receives little attention from policy 

analysts. Exposure diversity categorizes diverse messages as either sent or received (Napoli, 

2001). For example, someone studying this category would look at how many diverse sources a 
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media consumer is watching and why. This dimension, though often overlooked, is important 

because of the assumption that increased content diversity will lead to increased diversity of 

consumption among viewership. This sort of consumption can lead to the knowledgeable 

consumer needed within a democratic society (Napoli, 2001). Without diverse messages coming 

from content, the core purpose of this exercise is lost.  

Fundamentally, each part of the diversity equation is not only important individually, but 

linked together as a whole they can also create an effective means by which the overall quality of 

the mass media system can be measured. McChesney (2004a) argues that “private ownership of 

media, in nonegalitarian societies, is not content-neutral or viewpoint-neutral; the best ideas do 

not automatically rise to the top” (p.225). Scholars, along with the public, should continue to 

challenge media content producers to promote ideas and programming that will benefit all 

citizens. Napoli (2001) suggests that diversity research should be less descriptive in nature and 

more predictive. Instead, perhaps more effort should be made to strengthen the argument for 

cause and effect relationships between the elements in order to satisfy strict judicial scrutiny, an 

issue discussed in chapter four with regard to minority ownership and EEO regulation. 

Regardless of the methods, further work must be done to create a more diverse media system.  

2.6 Why Diversity Matters in Media 

Critics of diversity initiatives question the need for mandated, or what some would call 

forced, diversification of media. Diversity is broader than issues of affirmative action and equal 

employment, but these concepts work together to create a more equitable workforce. Equal 

employment opportunity regulations by the FCC show the agency’s commitment to achieving 

workforce diversity (Brooks et al., 2003). Diversity, along with competition and localism, is a 

main component of the media’s mandate to serve in the public interest. While the public interest 
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can be applied to all media outlets, broadcast media in particular are mandated by the federal 

government to serve in the public interest in exchange for free access to the spectrum with which 

their programming are broadcast (Bettig & Hall, 2012; Byerly, 2011; McChesney, 2004a).  

There are those who ask why there needs to be racial or ethnic minorities to produce 

diverse content? Having a diverse workforce in media is important because it offers multiple 

viewpoints. Media outlets need people of color, women, seniors, and people with disabilities not 

only employed within their ranks, but at all levels of management because they can indicate 

nuances about people of their community and more likely speak to situations as an expert 

(Brooks et al, 2003). For example, while there are many people within a newsroom who could 

have relayed the facts surrounding the death of African American teenager Trayvon Martin, for 

those news programs that also provided commentary on events, the role of African American 

men became invaluable. This is because the experience of being an African American man 

dealing with law enforcement in the United States is one that is so specific other groups cannot 

speak to it with the same authority. 

Along these same lines, within a news station in particular, the absence of diversity in a 

newsroom in decision making positions affects the stories that are covered on the news. 

Newsrooms need this diversity to ensure that issues that are important to all groups are covered. 

This same argument can be used for broadcast entertainment programming as well. Monochrome 

casting, a term that describes shows in which the entire cast is of the same race, typically white, 

was used heavily in the 1990s (Gipson, 2013). A show such as Friends, for example, was 

criticized for not creating any “friend” of color on the show despite being set in Manhattan, a 

diverse, urban community. As a result, the show would tag a token character of color onto a 

storyline. Friends did this when it brought on African American comedienne Aisha Tyler for a 
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five-episode arc as Charlie, a paleontologist love interest who comes between Ross and Joey 

(Armstrong, 2003). This character did nothing to add to the long term diversity questions that 

followed the show and was seen as simply a stunt.   

From a financial perspective, it makes sense for broadcast media organizations to use a 

diverse workforce to gain access to a larger part of their audience. According to the US 

Department of Commerce, minorities will grow in the total population from 29 percent in 2000 

to 46 percent in 2045. In terms of purchasing power, taking into account any income disparity, 

minority disposable income will likely surpass $2 trillion by 2015 and $3 trillion by 2030 (U.S. 

Department of Commerce, 2000). Additionally, “diversity improves recruitment, retention and 

morale; increases employee relations and productivity, improves customer relations and brand 

loyalty,” among other benefits (“The Career Advancement,” 2004, p. 8). So, not only does a 

diverse workforce makes sense financially, it also helps businesses to improve in relating to both 

customers and employees. 

Another critique from those against diversity initiative programs is that talented creative 

people from any race or ethnicity are capable of creating diverse characters. Is it not possible for 

a white person to produce diverse content? Indeed, many of the classic comedies from the 1970s 

starring African Americans such as Good Times, The Jeffersons, and Sanford & Son, for 

example, were created by white executive producers Norman Lear and Bud Yorkin. Gray (1995) 

argues, however, that there still were cultural lines and themes that were not crossed.  

With a white executive producer at the helm, even when there are African American 

writers in the room, the creative direction, look, and moral core comes from the head writer. 

According to Gray, (1995), “the nuances and sensibilities of African American culture that many 

of them [African American writers] found funny and attempted to bring to particular scripts or 



43 
 

scenes became points of professional contention or were eliminated because white head writers 

and producers thought otherwise” (p. 71). Gray (1995) goes on to suggest that the conventions of 

television, especially that of collaborative writing within writers rooms, only serve to inhibit 

various points of view outside of the majority. 

The power that is bestowed upon the television show head writer, or showrunner2, shows 

why established people of color in decision making positions are so important to the growth of 

diversity in the industry. “The mere presence,” of these powerful African American, “producers, 

directors, and writers have nevertheless, helped to bring different, often more complex, stories, 

themes, characters, and representations of blackness to commercial network television” (Gray, 

1995, p. 73). This does not mean that having a person of color at the head of a show will 

immediately eliminate stereotypes or that the writer will hire a diverse cast or crew, but her 

presence in the room will automatically bring about discussions involving multiculturalism and 

diversity. 

For example, Lena Dunham, writer and star of HBO’s series Girls, came under fire for 

her show which features four white, 20-something young women in New York. Among charges 

of narcissism and storylines that spotlighted whiny, privileged millenials, critics were concerned 

about the lack of racial diversity (“Lena Dunham Addresses,” 2012). When interviewed by NPR, 

Dunham stated that she takes the diversity criticism very seriously, but,  

“I wrote the first season primarily by myself, and I co-wrote a few episodes. But I 
am a half-Jew, half-WASP, and I wrote two Jews and two WASPS. Something I 
wanted to avoid was tokenism in casting. If I had one of the four girls, if, for 
example, she was African-American, I feel like – not that the experience of an 
African-American girl and a white girl are drastically different, but there has to be 
specificity to that experience [that] I wasn’t able to speak to . . . I did write 
something that was super-specific to my experience, and I always want to avoid 

                                                           

2
 A showrunner , also called the Executive Producer, is the head writer and, typically, the creator of a television 

program. The showrunner has the most power on a television show (even over network executives) and makes all of 
the big, final decisions. 
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rendering an experience I can’t speak to accurately.” (“Lena Dunham Addresses,” 
2012, para. 6) 
 

Dunham later shared that she wished there were more women of color on the show, and, “if we 

have the opportunity to do a second season, I’ll address that” (Rosen, 2012, para. 19). Three 

seasons in, the only woman of color in Girls is Karen, played by Jessica Williams, who plays a 

workplace friend to lead Hannah in several episodes (Williams, 2014).  

The show responded fairly quickly to diversity questions, however, casting Donald 

Glover as a Republican love interest of the lead character, Hannah. Like Aisha Tyler on Friends, 

however, Glover only appeared on the show for two episodes. Even NBA legend Kareem Abdul-

Jabbar (2013) commented on the brevity of Glover’s role, stating the, “white ghetto was 

breached by a black character who is introduced as some jungle fever lover, with just enough 

screen time to have sex and mutter a couple of lines about wanting more of a relationship” (para. 

5). Rather than address diversity issues, Girls chose to address issues of its monochrome casting 

not with meaningful, diverse characters, but instead with token guest stars. 

While it is certainly possible for a white person to create diverse content, it is more likely 

that the producer will rely on stereotypical behavior in his portrayal of a person of color (Gandy, 

1998). According to Gandy (1998), “the use of stereotypes is readily understood as an 

economically rational production decision. Stereotypes are easy to capture on film, as most 

actors can readily call the more familiars images to mind” (pp. 178-179). He counters, then, that 

those images that are not stereotypical are considered unusual or distracting (Gandy, 1998). So, 

for many white producers who do not have the lived experience of being a minority and having 

to navigate spaces as the “other,” it would likely be easier to fall into the path of least resistance. 

Having a person of color in the room offers opportunity for a nuanced perspective on minority 

characters rather than having them drawn broadly.  



45 
 

Evidence of the ease with which stereotypes can be seen in the Netflix original program 

Orange is the New Black. A drama with a diverse cast, Orange is the New Black tells the story of 

Piper Kerman, a white woman sentenced to jail time in an all-female facility. Critic Roxanne 

Gray (2013) argues that the show is diverse, but only, “in the shallowest, most tokenistic ways” 

(para. 11). The African American women in the program are called monkeys, fantasize about 

fried chicken, and have names like Crazy Eyes, and the Latina mother and daughter fight for the 

sexual attention of a White prison guard (Gray, 2013).   

In instances such as this program, a larger perspective on the effects of race on society is 

necessary, because on the surface, Orange is the New Black not only has a diverse cast, but it 

also seems to reflect the perspective of underrepresented groups. While political economy of 

media can speak to production choices, and how the show uses class to make distinctions 

between the characters, Critical Race Theory can speak to the larger issues behind the depictions 

of race in the story, and why the stereotypes present in the storylines continue to proliferate.  

2.7 Using Critical Race Theory to Assess Media Diversity 

 While political economy of media acknowledges the importance of diversity within the 

marketplace of ideas, it factors the effect class has on media matters more heavily than other 

issues such as race, especially employment policy. Scholars such as Gandy (1992, 2000, 2004) 

incorporate issues of race into the study of political economy of media in terms of audience 

segmentation. To incorporate race more fully, this study uses the additional lens of critical race 

theory. 

Founded based on the teachings of Harvard Law school professor Derrick Bell, this area 

is like other critical areas in that it teaches that scholarship cannot be objective or detached. For 

critical race theory scholars, in particular, this is true with regard to race in America (Crenshaw 



46 
 

et. al., 1995). There are two commonalities between critical race theory scholars across different 

fields. First, according to Crenshaw et al. (1995), scholars must, “understand how a regime of 

white supremacy and its subordination of people of color have been created and maintained in 

America” (p. xiii). Within this criticism, critical race theory interprets the relationship between 

the capitalist social structure and larger ideals, including that of “the rule of law” and “equal 

protection” (Crenshaw et al., 1995, p. xiii). Second, critical race theory sets out not to simply 

understand these relationships but to change them (Crenshaw et al., 1995). Within critical race 

theory, there is a political urgency that requires collective action on the part of its scholars. In 

addition to scholarship, critical race theory is concerned with reforming the political and legal 

systems (Hernandez-Truyol et. al, 2006).  

Beyond areas of law and policy, critical race theory has been used to critique the 

systematic ways in which identification as a white person comes with unstated benefits. From its 

early days, white identity has served as a source of privilege and protection (Harris, 1993). So, “a 

white person ‘used and enjoyed’ whiteness whenever she took advantage of the privileges 

accorded white people simply by virtue of their whiteness – when she exercised any number of 

rights reserved for the holders of whiteness” (Harris, 1993, p. 1734). Within critical race theory, 

Harris (1993) argues that, “the wages of whiteness are available to all whites regardless of class 

position, even to those whites who are without power, money, or influence” (p. 1759). This 

means that, if given a choice, white workers will choose their white privilege even if it goes 

against their class interests as a worker. Harris (1993) goes on to argue that the courts actively 

work toward either enforcing or challenging this privilege. For example, she argues that the 

notion of colorblindness is often used as a doctrine with regard to affirmative action to protect 

the property interests of white people (Harris, 1993). 
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Perhaps as an example that explains the concept of white privilege as used in critical race 

theory is Bell’s (2000) story of a future when an alien race comes to the United States. The aliens 

have a proposition. In exchange for erasing the country’s debt, the aliens want to take all of the 

African Americans in the nation to their home planet. The aliens, who are invisible to the white 

population, looked like overseers and Ku Klux Klan members to African Americans. Despite 

protests, after deliberation an amendment is ratified in the Constitution drafting all African 

Americans as civil servants who are required by law to go with the aliens (Bell, 2000). 

The purpose of this tale gets at the core of the issues that critical race theory exposes. Bell 

(2000) argues that in the story an understated factor is the “understanding by the mass of whites 

that they will accept large disparities in economic opportunity in comparison to other whites as 

long as they have a priority over blacks and other people of color” (p. 7). When Bell told this 

story before audiences he spoke to and gave them the options put forth by the aliens in the story, 

a majority voted to send African Americans away. What the audience does not consider, 

however, is that removing African Americans from the country would then put issues of class in 

the forefront among those lower class white citizens. The distraction of race allows lower class 

white people to look past their position in society. With critical race theory, scholars are able to 

take situations such as this, use them as a learning tool and move towards a more equitable 

society by exposing the ways in which racial inequality is embedded within many aspects of 

society. 

Critical Race Theory can be used as a framework, a method, and a as a pedagogical tool 

(Solorzano, 1997). Solorzano (1997) argues that critical race theory, “challenges the dominant 

discourse on race and racism as it relates to the law by examining how legal doctrine is used to 

subordinate certain racial and ethnic groups” (p. 6). Scholars using critical race theory argue that 
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although race and racism are central to critical race analysis, they are also combined with issues 

of gender and class discrimination. This intersection allows for class oppression, but does not 

exclude the importance of an issue such as racial oppression (Solorzano, 1997). There are, then, 

at least four dimensions to racism and the way it is expressed in society: 1) racism has both 

micro and macro components, 2) racism can be expressed in both individual and institutional 

forms, 3) racism contains both conscious and unconscious elements, and 4) the cumulative 

impact of racism is felt on both the individual and the group (Gutièrrez, 2000; Solorzano, 1997).  

Media scholars have used critical race theory as a lens in multiple ways to interpret 

media. In one method, Gutièrrez (2000) uses critical race theory to examine Disney and the 

effect of its hegemonic ideals on Chicana/o children. In his analysis, Gutièrrez notes that there 

are multiple meanings in Disney discourse that, “are consumed and negotiated by diverse 

audiences and result in multiple interpretation” (p. 9). These meanings can be divided into that of 

the mainstream, or American, ideal and alternatively the variable marginal, or “other,” ideal. 

Herman and Chomsky’s (1988) propaganda model is used to explain the ways in which Disney, 

and other mass media outlets, use entertainment to justify established inequalities of wealth and 

power and minimize dissent within the populace. In this instance, “children from low-income 

families are at a disadvantage when it comes to attaining cultural capital” (Gutièrrez, 2000, p. 

33). This translates to these children not often seeing new releases and not being able to purchase 

the ancillary products in toy stores and in fast food meals. Then, for Latina/o children for whom 

Spanish is a primary language spoken in the home, the videos/DVDs that are available in 

Spanish often cost more than the standard releases (Gutièrrez, 2000).  

Disney has, in fact, played an important role in, “reaffirming, even constructing, an 

uneven social hierarchy that privileges the status quo and subjugates marginal populations” 
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(Gutièrrez, 2000, p. 10). Young girls learn that in order to find and keep their true love, they 

must make concessions, like Ariel who happily gives up who she is for human legs in The Little 

Mermaid. Likewise, Disney products reinforce heteronormative roles that do not allow any 

relationships outside of a heterosexual one. These messages are dangerous in that they reinforce 

a hierarchy based on racial, gender, and class lines. These ideals are disguised in animation that 

is fun and appealing to children universally. The result, according to Gutièrrez (2000), is “that 

Disney productions teach acquiescence and conformity, disguising these in celebrations of liberal 

democratic principles by conscripting conformity” (p. 12). 

  Historically, Gutièrrez shows how Disney has contributed to imperialistic ideals. For 

example, Disney created comic strips in Chile in the early 1970s that were counter-revolutionary. 

In the cartoons, Donald Duck chases foolish acting revolutionaries in order to save the king. In 

return for his loyalty, Donald Duck quietly hopes that he will earn a monetary reward (Gutièrrez, 

2000). The comic honors materialism and, at the same time, depicts those who challenge 

authority as buffoonish and inconsequential. Gutièrrez (2000) notes that in critical race theory, 

this is referred to as “the social construction of ahistoricism, pseudo-neutrality, and pseudo-

objectivity, which demarcate power imbalances that work to the disadvantage of dominated 

populations” (p. 18). In other words, forgetting history and any notion of objectivity, Disney 

works toward construction a society that continues the subjugation of people of color. 

Perhaps more insidious are the ways in which media conglomerates such as Disney 

attempt to “Americanize” Latin Americans through public health and education films.  Issues of 

hygiene and education are politicized, with the insinuation being that any deficiencies these 

workers have will no longer be a problem if they just assimilate to American standards 

(Gutièrrez, 2000). This is an example of the dangers of a liberal multiculturalism in which 
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cultural diversity is celebrated, but the power structures that separate and categorize the cultures 

are not examined. Disney has successfully appropriated different racial characters into its 

productions, and was even ahead of the curve in that it provides health insurance for same sex 

partners (Gutièrrez, 2000). Hiaasen (1998) argues, however, that this goodwill is just a front for 

Disney’s attempt to distance itself from its earlier, sanitized image. Ultimately, according to 

Gutièrrez (2000), diversity is embraced as long as people of color are willing to keep in line and 

assimilate into U.S. culture. In The Lion King, for example, he finds examples of colorism, 

gendered conformity, and even the use of exaggerated accents in the depiction of ‘foreign’ 

characters. 

  Gutièrrez’s scholarship could also be housed within LatCrit theory. Also referred to as 

critical Latina/o, LatCrit theory appeared in the 1990s as an expansion of critical race theory. 

The field looks at issues of race and racism beyond the black/white binary typically emphasized 

in civil right issues. Part of the scholarship notes the diversity that, “characterize Latina/os in this 

country and across national borders, as well as the interplay of those and similar diversities 

within and across other social/national/regional groups subordinated by law and policy” 

(Hernandez-Truyol et. al, 2006, p. 171). This distinction connects Latina/o scholars and Asian 

scholars who highlight the cultural differences that occur within their race and ethnicity and the 

resulting deviation in the ways that they interact with the law.  

LatCrit theory looks at expanding civil rights analysis beyond issues of race to include 

that of nationality, gender, and sexual orientation (Aoki & Johnson, 2008). It distinguishes itself 

from nationalist and race-based theoretical study such as Chicana/o Studies with a, “commitment 

to the building of multiracial coalitions as a necessary and appropriate way to bring about 

meaningful social change” (Aoki & Johnson, 2008, p. 1156). LatCrit Theory, similar to critical 
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race theory, is used more often in legal scholarship but is used in looking at the ways that media 

policy affects diverse groups.  

Another method by which media are examined through the critical race theory lens is 

used in Williams’ analysis of the Metro Broadcasting, Inc. v FCC court case. According to 

Williams (1995), the ruling for Metro Broadcasting, Inc. v FCC, which will be discussed in 

chapter four, was said to signify a shift in the balance of power within the Supreme Court.  

The decision to uphold preference programs that increased opportunities for minority 

ownership was one of Justice William Brennan’s last before his retirement (Williams, 1995). The 

case reinforced the idea that diversity is a governmental interest and that, even though there was 

no direct connection between ownership and a diversity of programming, the FCC and Congress 

agreed that diversity, “would be promoted by increasing the representation of groups currently 

underrepresented among owners” (Williams, 1995, p. 191). This was eventually overturned as a 

later Court determined that these programs did not satisfy legal strict scrutiny, which is the most 

difficult standard of judicial review that is used within the U.S. court system.  

Through critical race theory one is able to expose how those who were against using 

racial classifications succeeded in get the Metro Broadcasting case overturned with Adarand 

Constructors v. Pena. After Metro Broadcasting was overturned, later FCC policy struggled to 

provide the connection satisfactory to the Court to allow for target minority ownership policy. 

Ultimately, ownership is an issue of property. According to Williams (1995), “participation in 

the privileges of ownership thus involves more than the power to manipulate property itself; it 

lends an ability to express oneself through property as an instrument of one’s interest” (p. 195). 

Because historically property has been a benefit of whiteness (Harris, 1993), it seems to go 

against the very fabric of American history to encourage true diversity in media. 
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 When using critical race theory in assessing notions of broadcast diversity, the 

assumption is that the goal is to create “special interest markets or to ghettoize audiences” 

(Williams, 1995, p. 192). A much more effective idea is to exercise true multiculturalism both on 

screen and behind the scenes. Few executives behind the scenes have the power to create these 

characters and images in the way they see fit. The effect of these images is not neutral, but 

instead far-reaching. In fact, it is “one of the major forces in the shaping of our national vision, a 

chief architect of the modern American sense of identity” (Williams, 1995, p. 194).  Analysis 

through a critical race theory lens enables this research to reach beyond issues of class and look 

at the ways in which the racial and ethnic makeup of the executives behind the scenes can 

potentially change media to incorporate the perspective all groups and not just the perspective of 

the white majority. 

 The next chapter looks at the methods used in researching the diversity initiatives 

established by the broadcast networks in the early 2000s. This chapter will explain the theoretical 

and methodological framework used through a political economy of media and critical race 

theory lens. A combination of interdisciplinary research, historical critical analysis of media, and 

interviews with diversity initiative participants will work together to assess the effectiveness of 

the broadcast network diversity initiatives.    
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE METHODS TO MY MADNESS 

According to McChesney (2004b), “a healthy field of media studies will be one with 

tremendous intellectual cross-fertilization and interdisciplinary work among scholars who 

specialize in difference methodologies” (p. 44). Scholars within the political economy of media 

look at the media’s structure, methods, and organization with a critical eye. “Critical 

scholarship,” according to McChesney (2004b), “is premised on rejecting the notion that what 

exists does so because it is natural and good” (p. 46). Political economists of media analyze 

media texts, artifacts and, structures that are produced. These artifacts are complex and “embody 

social and political discourses whose analysis and interpretation require methods of reading and 

critique that articulate their embeddedness in the political economy, social relations, and the 

political environment within which they are produces, circulated, and received” (Kellner, 1995, 

p. 4).  

As discussed earlier, political economy looks at social relations that form the production, 

distribution, and consumption of resources. In terms of methodology, the resources that 

contribute to political economy of media research range from books, magazines, journal articles, 

newspapers, and even archival sources (Mosco, 2009). With these sources, political economists 

look to expose and challenge mainstream orthodoxy and the political status quo. These critiques 

work to combat the normative ideals sold by proponents of neoclassicism and neoliberalism. 

Political economy studies the ways in which media utilize and thrive within a capitalist system 

and the ways in which media commodify their audience while still claiming to have “little 

effect” on society (McChesney, 2004b). Political economists do not suggest that their work is 

objective. Instead, the political economist, through various qualitative techniques, uses critical 
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discussion to analyze the goals of media institutions in our capitalist system. The political 

economist challenges and questions the hegemonic standard by exposing its flaws and comparing 

what it claims to be to reality (Gandy, 1992). 

Critical media analysis is explored through the three primary stages of media: production, 

text, and reception (Kellner, 1995). The primary method used by political economists is through 

extensive data and research within the production stage. The focus on production is important 

because it exposes media as a centrally important institution within current times (McChesney, 

2004b). Political economy has been criticized for focusing on “the structure of production rather 

than with content, meaning and the symbolic” (Mansell, 2003, p. 77).  

Critics of political economy of media argue that the emphasis solely on the production 

stage does not take into account the importance of text and reception (Kellner, 1995).  With the 

use of multiple lenses and concrete examples, the political economist is able to defend herself 

against those who dismiss her analysis as unfounded or socialist conspiracy. In exposing the 

reasons behind the production choices made, many political economists of media do, in fact, 

acknowledge text and reception issues in order to give a complete analysis. By focusing on the 

production stage, political economists of media examine how the drive for profit by media 

organizations directly affects both the product that becomes the text and the audience who is 

commodified in the process. Accusations of conspiracy are likely the result of those who are not 

interested in challenging the status quo. This is because the culture created by media 

conglomerates – companies that own several related and unrelated companies (McChesney, 

2004a) – is pervasive and reflected throughout society. McChesney (2004b) argues, however, 

that “critical scholarship is predicated not on socialist principles, but on liberal and democratic 

principles” (p. 47), and within a democratic society, all concerns of the people should be heard.   
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The bulk of the research and analysis for this study is done through a political economy 

of media lens. Therefore, the focus of this research is on the production stage. Participation by 

people of color in the decision making process of broadcast networks is one goal of the network 

diversity initiatives. However, after putting pressure on the networks during their boycott threats, 

minority coalitions have seemingly backed off, allowing the networks to continue their programs 

without monitors. The goal of this research is to continue where prior research left off, keeping 

the broadcast network’s proverbial feet to the fire.   

According to Malterud (2001), “Qualitative research methods involve the systematic 

collection, organization, and interpretation of textual material derived from talk or observation” 

(p. 483). Prior research in published articles, newspapers, and magazine articles help to trace the 

history of media, their owners, the major power players, and the governmental agencies that 

attempt regulate media through policy. In addition, government records allow a researcher to 

trace to progress of an agenda of interest through the different governmental branches and 

agencies. Additionally, archives offer an opportunity to gain access to information about early 

broadcasting practices that are not as readily available with current media organizations. For 

example, efforts to gain access to NBC’s current records regarding diversity, outside of 

information that is readily publicized, are very difficult and requests to the network are often met 

with silence. NBC’s archives at the Wisconsin State Historical Society, however, are available to 

any scholar willing to comb through the records. Use of these materials gives the researcher 

more data with which to create a historical timeline and note the various stakeholders who have a 

say in media policy.  

Mosco (2009) discusses using historical analysis as a method of enhancing the political 

economy of media theoretical lens. This research within political economy of media typically 
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focuses on media development and “the growth and change of corporate power and state 

relations” (Wasko, 2005, p. 31). Within political economy of media, it is often important to 

incorporate, “analysis of the specific historical circumstances under which new media and 

communications products and services are produced under capitalism and with the influence of 

these circumstances over their consumption” (Mansell, 2003, p. 77). In contrast to traditional 

historical analysis within communication studies,  

current political economy research demonstrates that media systems in place today are 
the result of a deeply contested history, involving not just dueling capitalists and their 
allies in government, but labour (sic) unions, citizen groups, consumer cooperatives, 
religious enthusiasts, and social justice organizations of all stripes. (Mosco, 2008, p. 49)  

 
In other words, political economists are looking at media and their relationship to the many 

factions within the larger culture. Within this culture there are persons attempting to control the 

media and influence governmental agencies and their media regulation. Political economists use 

historical analysis to tell the detailed stories of media and their essential role in the cultural front. 

  In this research, historical critical analysis helps in uncovering the motivations behind 

media’s attempts to address diversity in front of and behind the scenes. Documents are read and 

re-read, then interpreted by the researcher in conjunction with other historical texts in order to 

create a timeline through which the successes and failures of broadcast media diversification. 

Along with this, the role of outside forces, including government agencies and citizen groups, in 

the implementation of these diversity initiatives is considered. 

 Recognizing these connections between media and the larger society, this dissertation 

uses critical race theory as an additional lens to the political economy of media. The inherent 

connection critical race theory has to media policy is not only a benefit to this discussion, but 

also it helps to incorporate elements such as race and white privilege into the conversation. 

Additionally, as opposed to cultural studies that focus on the audience’s reception of the media 
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product, critical race theory, like political economy of media, allows a researcher to look at 

elements in the first stage of media, which is production.  

Historical analysis is particularly important to this research into diversity in broadcasting. 

In chapter four, using sources such as newspaper, magazine, and journal articles, the researcher 

traces the progress of diversity initiative programs historically, from workforce diversity policy 

created by governmental entities such as Congress and the FCC that were either enforced or 

reversed by the judicial system, to individuals who were able to benefit from the government 

policies, through the pressure given by citizens groups, and finally to the diversity initiatives 

established at the broadcast networks in the late 1990s. While policy is discussed in this research, 

it is not a policy analysis. Instead, government policy is discussed in a historical context, such as 

the way in which one policy’s success or failure has a ripple effect on not only other government 

policy but other institutions, such as media, as well. Through this analysis, any influence that the 

earlier efforts by the FCC, Congress, and citizens groups on the current broadcasting diversity 

initiatives will be evident.  

Chapter five will look at the current political economy of media after the passing of The 

Telecommunications Act of 1996. With the Act came greater concentration of media, resulting in 

large conglomerates taking over many of the smaller, independent stations. As a result, minority 

ownership has rapidly declined, owning a mere 43 of the 1348 full-power television stations 

(Torres, 2013). As discussed earlier, a result of the decline in minority media ownership and 

diversity in broadcast media was protests by a multi-ethnic coalition. In chapter five, the 

memoranda of understanding signed by network presidents and coalition leaders is summarized 

and discussed. These documents show the actual intention of the broadcasters with regard to 

diversity initiatives. This discussion goes beyond the tension created by dialogue around media 



58 
 

diversity and focuses on the policies broadcast network proposed with the intention of increasing 

the representation of people of color in all facets of broadcasting. While historical critical 

analysis chronicles the development of diversity policy that gives the framework for current 

diversity initiatives, it does not account for the day to day process of these programs that helps to 

determine their effectiveness.  

Chapter six will analyze the day to day process within the network diversity initiative 

program through interviews. Through interviews, the researcher gathered information on the 

actual experiences of those persons who have participated in the current broadcast diversity 

initiative programs. With the addition of interviews, this study goes beyond the production 

analysis typical of political economy of media scholars. “It is important to hear from real people 

about their experiences in order to create context and meaning for the data that is provided from 

other sources” (Ivy Planning Group, LLC, 2000, p. 1). This sort of rich data will give additional 

insight into any of the methods used by a particular broadcast network that resulted in 

successfully remaining employed beyond the training programs.  

To complete these interviews, the researcher travelled to Los Angeles to interview people 

of color who either successfully participated in or are currently participating in one of the 

broadcast networks’ diversity programs. While the end goal for the network diversity initiative 

programs is similar, the method by which the networks work towards this goal is not. Currently, 

for example, CBS Corporation has a Diversity Institute with “five components which are 

designed to provide program participants with access to the decision making process in network 

television both in front of and behind the camera” (Institute, 2013). These five components 

consist of the writers mentoring program, writers fellowship, directing initiative, talent 
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showcases, daytime initiative, and actors career workshops. Specifics about the different 

diversity initiative programs will be highlighted in chapter six.  

Interviews are not a common part of the political economy method. According to 

Hesmondhalgh and Baker (2011), “political economists have carried out some sociological 

studies of workplaces, but more often focus on conceptual analysis based on overviews of 

contemporary developments drawing on secondary data” (p. 388). My research, however, is from 

the emic perspective. Within an emic perspective, “the objective is to learn as much as possible 

about an experience directly from the person who had the experience and who is able to describe 

it” (Olson, 2011, p. 15).  According to Malterud (2001), “A researcher’s background and 

position will affect what they choose to investigate, the angle of investigation, the methods 

judged most adequate for this purpose, the findings considered most appropriate, and the framing 

and communication of conclusions” (pp. 483-484). My background in broadcasting and film 

makes me an insider even though I left the television and film industry more than three years 

ago. 

Olson (2011) suggests that there are positives and negatives to a researcher who has an 

insider’s perspective. On the negative side, she may overlook key information because she is 

familiar with it already. On the positive side, however, the interviewer has access to data not 

available to an outsider (Olson, 2011).  Because I have connections to people working in 

entertainment, this translated to greater access to potential interviewees. Using the snowball 

method, I approached persons currently working in the television industry and asked for referrals 

to potential participants who had been involved in at least one of the diversity initiatives 

established by the broadcast networks. Once referred, I contacted potential participants via email 

to ask if they were interested in being a part of this study (see Appendix A). In addition, once I 
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was able to meet with participants and interview them, they were asked if they could recommend 

an additional person who would be willing and available to participate.  

Merriam (2002) suggests that, “Since qualitative inquiry seeks to understand the meaning 

of a phenomenon from the perspectives of the participants, it is important to select a sample from 

which the most can be learned” (p. 12). Using this logic, the interview participants were selected 

through a purposeful sample. Those interviewed were initially culled from those who have 

participated in one of the diversity initiatives at four major broadcasting networks, ABC, CBS, 

NBC, and Fox.3 Additionally, participants from Nickelodeon (cable) and diversity initiative 

programs that are not housed in a network, the National Hispanic Media Coalition TV Writers 

Program, were also interviewed. This is attributed to misunderstandings during the recruitment 

phase of my research.  

For many of the participants who were interviewed, and those who made referrals, there 

is no delineation between network and cable diversity initiatives. This confusion is even more 

understandable when one considers the existence of media conglomerates. With increased media 

concentration, working within a broadcast network’s family now includes cable channels and 

Internet sites affiliated with the network. For example, the ABC diversity program is a feeder 

that sends qualified diversity participants to one of their many networks, including ABC, ABC 

Family, Disney Channel, and ESPN.  

My research focuses on the diversity initiatives of broadcast networks because of the 

understanding established between the government and commercial broadcasting in its infancy. 

According to McChesney (2004a), instead of charging broadcasters for access to the spectrum, 

which was considered both valuable and scarce, the government offered exclusive access to the 

                                                           

3
 While The CW network is currently considered a major broadcasting network, when the Memoranda of 

Understanding were created between the broadcast networks and the multiethnic coalition in the early 2000s, the 
network did not exist. Therefore, the CW network is not part of this study. 
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spectrum to select broadcasters. In exchange, these commercial broadcasters are required to 

serve in the public interest.  

Public interest implies, among other things, that broadcast networks must include “public 

service programming,” or programming that they would not typically air for the goal of profit 

(McChesney, 2004). The public interest has been traditionally defined as localism, diversity of 

content and sources, and competition (Aufderheide, 1999; Napoli, 2001). Among the 

requirements for this mandate are: coverage of issues facing all communities, complying with 

requirements regarding equal opportunities, and providing children’s education and 

informational programming (U.S. Federal Communications, 1999).  

With the advent of digital television (DTV), issues of the public interest came once again 

to the forefront. Former FCC Chairman William Kennard argued that digital technology offered 

new ways for broadcasters to attend to the public. Digital technology, Kennard (1999) stated, 

“Gives broadcasters more opportunities to ensure that television serves the needs of an 

increasingly diverse population” (para. 7). This commitment was reinforced by Vice President Al 

Gore, who wrote Kennard asking that the FCC address issues of the public interest, including 

that of diversity in broadcasting. In his letter, Gore (1999) urged that the Commission, “establish 

rules that would help ensure non-discrimination in employment in the broadcast industry . . . We 

also urge you to redouble your efforts to work with the broadcast industry to ensure effective 

participation by minorities and women” (para. 9).  

Another reason to focus on broadcast networks in this analysis and their diversity 

initiatives is that broadcast networks are still considered the free, over-the-air option for U.S. 

citizens. While subscription of cable, telephone, or satellite subscriptions are at 90.4% saturation 

(Cross-Platform report, 2012), the overwhelming majority of U.S. television households, there 
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are still areas of the United States where reliable, affordable cable options are not viable. In 

addition, more and more homes are “cutting the chord” by disconnecting their cable 

subscriptions and relying on broadcast networks for their television viewing. And, while the 

percentage of people ending cable subscriptions is approximately 5 percent, Nielsen found that 

the numbers of this group have increased by 22.8 percent since 2010 (Cross-Platform report, 

2012). This growing faction of consumers who do not have cable or satellite, either because of 

lack of access or lack of choice, is another reason for the continued importance of broadcast 

networks and their diversity initiative programs.    

Because of the focus of this research, only participants who have taken part in the behind-

the-scenes training diversity initiative programs (specifically writing and directing) were 

interviewed. A total of eleven participants were chosen for the interview process. The sample is 

representative of both men and women and of multiple racial and ethnic groups. First, since this 

was a purposeful sample, there was the potential difficulty of getting a larger sample of 

participants who fulfill the qualifications. Second, because of the substantial amount of time that 

would be required to get participant perspectives, it has been suggested that a small sample 

should be used (Gay & Airasian, 2003; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002). Finally, the goal of these 

interviews is to give a richer, more personal connection to the larger study through the political 

economy of media lens. Because there is no goal of generalizability, the focus of the interviews 

is on the experiences of the participants and how they relate to the effectiveness of the diversity 

initiatives. 

Despite my success in getting research participants, this success did not translate in the 

acquiring of network diversity data. Multiple attempts were made to obtain any data from the 

broadcast networks via email, phone, through their websites, and through personal connections, 
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all with no success. Because my requests were met with silence, the researcher cannot offer any 

reasoning on the networks’ part for not providing information.  

A list of questions was created for the participants that covered the time before, during, and 

after their participation in the diversity initiative program (see Appendix D). Before questions 

were asked, the researcher explained the consent forms (see Appendix B & C) and two copies of 

the form were signed by the researcher and the participant. The interview included 21 questions 

developed by the researcher and each interview lasted between 45 minutes and one hour and 30 

minutes.  

Questions were asked about the procedures involved in applying to the diversity initiative 

programs and what happened during the interview process. Additionally, questions were asked 

about the placement process while in their programs and their experiences while participating in 

the programs. Depending on the direction of the interview and input of the participant, questions 

were added or subtracted from the list. For example, each participant was asked: Tell me about 

the process that you went through to get into the diversity initiative program? This is because 

they were all able to answer this question.  Some of the participants, however, were still 

participating in one of the diversity initiative programs at the time of the interviews, so then 

questions related to their experience after the completion of the program, such as ones asking 

how the experience in the diversity initiative program helped in later opportunities, were 

avoided.  

While the historical critical analysis allows the researcher to use media texts to answer the 

research question involving the role of government agencies and citizen groups in the 

development of diversity initiatives, it does not thoroughly address the current diversity initiative 

programs. And, as stated earlier, requests for diversity initiative data from the networks were 
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unanswered. This brings attention to the importance of interviews to this study. Through these 

questions, the researcher is able to illuminate the effectiveness of the current broadcast network 

diversity initiatives via the program’s interaction with participants. Through their experiences, I 

am able to look at ways that the programs have developed over the last decade for better and for 

worse.   

After interviewing the participants, the interviews were transcribed verbatim (minus uhs and 

ahs) by either the researcher or through Rev.com, an online transcription service. The 

transcriptions were read and re-read, looking for common themes that were present throughout 

the interviews. The historical analysis of media diversity before and after the 

Telecommunications Act of 1996, along with the interviews are collectively assessed in chapter 

seven to more accurately answer the research questions regarding the effectiveness of the 

broadcast network’s diversity initiatives and the role of the FCC and government policy in 

implementing the initiatives. In addition to answering the research questions, the final chapter 

discusses the implications of this research, potential future research, and suggestions that will 

help in increasing long term diversity behind the scenes in broadcasting.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

A HISTORY OF BROADCAST DIVERSITY INITIATIVES 

The lasting effect of the diversity initiatives established due to the threatened boycotts of 

minority-led citizen groups such as the NAACP and Hispanic Media Coalition on minority 

representation behind the scenes in broadcasting has yet to be determined. It was not, however 

the first attempt to increase diversity. Efforts to make the television landscape more equitable for 

people of color have been evident both within and outside of the industry as early as the 1940s. 

These advancements made by individuals within broadcasting allowed more people of color to 

get opportunities to prove themselves competent behind the scenes in both entertainment 

television and broadcast journalism.  

Using a historical critical approach, this chapter chronicles these earlier efforts of 

governmental agencies, individuals, and citizen groups to increase the representation of people of 

color behind the camera and in media ownership and the effects of these attempts in 

broadcasting. Utilizing archival resources, books, interviews, newspaper, magazine, and journal 

articles, a timeline is created that highlights moments in media history when efforts were made to 

address the lack of racial diversity in front of the camera and behind the scenes. While this 

history is not exhaustive, the intent is to expose the landmark events that reveal the changes in 

diversity policy that resulted from diversity initiatives.4 The trajectory of these events, along with 

their varied sources, exhibit that, like most policy, the diversity initiatives were the result of 

decades of work from not only within broadcasting but also pressure from the FCC and outside 

citizen groups.  

                                                           

4
 Here, I am using the more general definition of diversity initiative, which is an organizations strategic strategy 

response to diversity. 
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Recounting methods used by earlier generations to combat and address discriminatory 

acts in television hiring practices will provide evidence of the long standing battle between those 

who worked to challenge oppressive images and barriers to entry for people of color and the 

already established media companies that care most about profit margins. While it is not the 

intention of this researcher to focus specifically on the African American struggle in 

broadcasting, most of the “firsts” within broadcasting were African Americans. As we travel 

closer to current day achievements, there will be more evidence of other races and ethnicities 

breaking down barriers behind the scenes. 

Determining an appropriate place to start this historical analysis was a difficult one. 

There has been evidence of people of color present in broadcast media in some form or fashion 

since the beginning.5 While there may have been earlier moments in broadcasting in which 

individuals stood up for equitable representation in media, this research begins with President 

Harry Truman and the efforts to challenge stereotypical imagery and hiring practices made by 

NBC in the 1940s. Considering the racial imagery present in the media during the 1940s, it 

makes sense that the push for diversity first had to come from a powerful source within the 

government. President Harry Truman was the man who was able to look beyond what he 

believed to try to move the country forward in terms of civil rights for all Americans.  

4.1 President Truman’s Attempt “To Secure these Rights” 

 In 1945, President Harry Truman advanced the cause of diversity in the American 

workplace by commissioning the Committee on Civil Rights (MacDonald, 1983). Though he 

was not personally supportive of social equality for minorities, Truman was able to separate his 

                                                           

5
 Early programming in television mimicked older media, motion pictures and radio. Because of this, these images 

were transferred to the small screen by African American actors, including Eddie Anderson (Rochester on The Jack 

Benny Program), and Lincoln Perry (Stepin Fetchit). Additionally, according to McDonald (1983), in 1930s, TV’s 
experimental years, performers such Ethel Waters, Bill Robinson, and The Ink Spots regularly performed on local 
and national programs. 
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public and personal views (McCullough, 1992). Truman assigned this committee with the task of 

making recommendations for the establishment of legislation that would protect the civil rights 

of all Americans. Chaired by Charles E. Wilson, the other committee members were: Mrs. Sadie 

T. Alexander, Mr. James B. Carey, Mr. John S. Dickey, Mr. Morris L. Ernst, Rabbi Roland B. 

Gittelsohn, Dr. Frank P. Graham, The Most Reverend Francis J. Haas, Mr. Charles Luckman, 

Mr. Francis P. Matthews, Mr. Franklin D Roosevelt, Jr., The Right Revered Henry Knox 

Sherrill, Mr. Boris Shishkin, Mrs. M.E. Tilly, and Mr. Channing H. Tobias (Committee on Civil, 

1947). To complete this task, the committee held public hearings, private meetings, and received 

private communications from interested citizens. The results of these inquiries were published in 

book, titled To Secure these Rights, in 1947 (Committee on Civil, 1947).  

 While the committee looked at a number of issues, including the rights to citizenship, 

safety, and security, the right to equality of opportunity is the issue most pertinent to a discussion 

of workforce diversity. One witness shared that,  

“Discrimination in employment damages lives, both the bodies and the minds, of those 
discriminated against and those who discriminate. It blights and perverts that healthy 
ambition to improve one’s standard of living which we like to say is peculiarly American. 
It generates insecurity, fear, resentment, division and tension in our society.” (Committee 
on Civil, 1947, p. 53) 

 
While the committee highlighted issues of discrimination in hiring and of unequal pay across 

race for the same positions, it also exposed its own prejudice by noting that, “In presenting this 

evidence, the Committee is not ignoring the fact that an individual Negro worker may be less 

efficient than an individual white worker” (Committee on Civil, 1947, p. 58). Ultimately, the 

committee challenged all three branches of government to work cooperatively to enforce civil 

rights legislature. The committee, in its closing argument, contended that there were moral, 

economic, and international reasons for ending discriminatory policy. 
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 Pressure to end discriminatory acts also came from private citizens and organizations 

such as the Urban League, the NAACP and the Coordinating Council for Negro Performers, 

whose efforts will be discussed in detail later in this chapter. In the late 1940s, celebrities such as 

Paul Robeson, Lena Horne, and Katherine Dunham began to speak openly about the prejudice 

that they experienced on a day-to-day basis (MacDonald, 1983). While entertainers expressed 

how prevalent discrimination was in broadcast media, early policies at NBC network, and more 

specifically the efforts of NBC censor Stockton Helffrich, did address issues of discrimination in 

network television. The next section will discuss NBC in its endeavors to not only change the 

way people of color were depicted on the small screen, but eventually to encourage the hiring of 

people of color behind the scenes. 

4.2 NBC and the Continuity Acceptance Radio/Television Department 

 After World War II, stereotypical depictions of minorities, including that of the Uncle 

Tom, the coon, and the Mammy were toned down but still present in broadcasting (Bogle, 2001; 

MacDonald, 1983; Pondillo, 2010).6 There were those who recognized the potential of the new 

medium to address issues of civil rights. NBC Chairman of the Board, Brig. Gen. David Sarnoff, 

for example, saw television as new frontier, filled with possibilities for all-embracing 

understanding of different people (Pondillo, 2010).  

 While it is likely that Sarnoff’s position filtered down as a mandate throughout the NBC 

ranks, nowhere was the effort to confront diversity issues more striking that in NBC’s censor 

department named the Continuity Acceptance Radio/Television Department (CART). Headed by 

                                                           

6
 These stereotypes are prolific in media. Bogle (1998) defines the Uncle Tom as the submissive, kind (male) 

character who would never turn against his White master. The coon was the character available as a source of 
entertainment, with his bugged-out eyes and congenial nature. Finally, the Mammy is an extension of the Aunt 
Jemima. She is a fat, black woman who is loud and argumentative.  
 

 



69 
 

Stockton Helffrich, CART actively sought to eliminate offensive depictions of minorities, 

primarily African Americans, from all programming shown on NBC (Pondillo, 2010). A 

communist turned FDR liberal, Helffrich turned a middle-management position within the NBC 

ranks into one that made a difference. This censor took all manner of programming to task, 

perhaps sensing the bigger change that was happening in America and its race relations. 

In 1950, to improve public relations among the “Negro market” for the network, NBC 

executives held a forum at the Johnny Victor Theatre in New York. RCA Vice-President John 

West and Syd Eiges, NBC Vice-President for Public Information, hosted more than fifty African 

American leaders and representatives from urban newspapers, including The New York Age, The 

Chicago Defender, The Philadelphia Tribune, and Ebony, the Urban League, and the NAACP 

(Murrain, 1950; Pondillo, 2010). The network executives were astonished at the protests by 

African Americans regarding stereotypical images (Murrain, 1950). According to Murrain 

(1950), the executives asked, 

“What can we do to help promote better relations between our company and the Negro 
National Community? What yardstick can we use to evaluate what is artistic and what is 
resentful to the Negro population? Why is there a dirth (sic) of Negro employees in the 
company setup?” (para. 1) 
 

With regard to employment, Ernest de la Ossa, Director of Personnel, told the crowd that there 

were more than 100 openings in areas such as business, sales, programming, and maintenance 

that they would happily fill “upon application of any qualified person ‘regardless of race, creed 

or color’” (Murrain, 1950, para. 5). Additionally, the executives agreed to subscribe to more 

African American publications to better understand issues within the race (Murrain, 1950).  

According to Pondillo (2010), while there is no documentation linking Helffrich directly 

to creating this seminar, he was definitely involved, making a presentation to the African 

American press on network editorials and censorship. At presentations, Helffrich stated his 
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concern that blind censorship of NBC programming may result in the complete removal of 

African American actors on programming (Murrain, 1950). By 1951, plans for changes to NBC 

programming and policy were in the works (Pondillo, 2010). 

 One big change that occurred was a public relations initiative to take advantage of the 

developing African American market. NBC was determined to surpass the efforts of its 

competitors by revising its policies regarding race. According to Forman (2007), the network had 

a set of objectives, including the alleviation of the negative effects of racial discrimination on 

African American entertainers by opening both the television and radio airwaves to them; 

ensuring that potential African American consumers within its audience were not turned off by 

the network’s practices; earning the goodwill of African American leaders; and developing a 

closer working relationship with African American communities throughout the nation. 

While these objectives resulted in NBC acknowledging its problematic treatment of 

people of color both in front of and behind the scenes, these goals were not altruistic. It, instead, 

demonstrated that the goal of the networks, even in their early days, had always been profit. 

While President Truman looked at employment discrimination as a civil rights issue, for 

networks such as NBC, integration in front of and behind the scenes in broadcasting was a 

marketing tool. As stated earlier, NBC’s decision to develop this policy was the result of 

competition with other networks. Being seen as the first national network to hire African 

Americans behind the scenes would have likely resulted in loyalty from African American 

viewers. NBC publicized its plans for this integration through organizations such as the NAACP 

and the Urban League. These groups not only had the direct ear of African Americans in the 

country but, perhaps more important to the network, the support of the growing affluent African 

American community. By advertising its efforts directly to the African American community, 
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NBC was also able to gain the communities’ support without challenging or alienating the white 

consumer.  

Like the larger audience, some of the executives at the networks and at local stations had 

racial prejudice and were biased regarding the roles African Americans could play on television. 

Despite their personal beliefs, the desire for increased profit and an expanded audience 

superseded those feelings. The question for NBC in particular then became how to effectively 

market to the African American audience? To achieve its objectives, NBC contracted 

Philadelphia public relations specialist Joseph V. Baker.  

4.3 Joseph V. Baker: Special Counsel to NBC 

Joseph V. Baker was considered an authority on African American life, as well as “an 

effective and savvy professional with an apparent capacity to navigate elite executive 

boardrooms and local political backrooms with equal ease” (Forman, 2007, p. 125). In addition 

to his contract with NBC, Baker’s agency, Joseph V. Baker and Associates, had deals with 

industry goliaths U.S. Steel, DuPont Corporation, and American Tobacco (Forman, 2007).  More 

important to NBC, however, Baker was aware of the ways that minorities were either negatively 

depicted or completely missing from both advertising and broadcasting. 

Baker referred to himself as Special Counsel to NBC. One of the responsibilities Baker 

took on was to advise the personnel department regarding any issues that may arise as a result of 

hiring African Americans as employees (Forman, 2007). He made sure he had access to NBC 

Vice Presidents across the board, which not only bolstered his influence within the NBC system, 

but it also increased his status among the African American press because it gave the perception 

that he could get things done (Forman, 2007). 
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Baker worked closely with the NBC executives in creating a dialogue with African 

American communities and the press that was more frequent and more personal. For example, 

one personal approach Baker took was to wine and dine the press corps. In one instance at Toots 

Shor restaurant in Manhattan, in the midst of learning about NBC’s policies regarding the 

inclusion of African American employees, newspaper men were treated to an appearance by “the 

voluptuous TV star, Dagmar,7 as an added attraction” (Webb, 1952, para. 2). Baker knew that the 

press, like the more general audience, enjoyed being wooed by celebrities. 

Beyond his use of celebrities, Baker also knew that bringing the achievements of African 

Americans at NBC to the forefront would help to convince the African American community 

that work was being done. One way in which this positive communication was established was 

with Baker’s newsletter, the RCA Baton.8 Produced in Philadelphia, the RCA Baton celebrated 

the achievements of African American employees at all levels. The newsletter also listed radio 

and television programs that either had African American cast members or dealt with a theme 

relevant to the community (Forman, 2007).  

In addition to the newsletter, Baker set up roundtable discussions with the African 

American press in multiple cities that featured different NBC executives that was often heralded 

as “RCA and the Negro National Community” (“NBC Vice Presidents,” 1951, para.1). These 

discussions were set up to deliberate on two major issues: NBC’s hiring practices and its 

portrayal of African American characters.  

Baker arranged for himself and NBC employees to appear on panels in front of African 

American organizations. In 1952, the National Urban League held its annual conference in 

Cleveland. Among the festivities was a luncheon and roundtable in which Roy Larsen, then 

                                                           

7
 Dagmar, born Virginia Ruth Egnor, was a model, actress, and TV personality. The actress was considered one of 

the first major female stars on television. 
8
 RCA was NBC’s parent company. 



73 
 

president of Time, spoke on “The Press and Race Relations” (“Nat’l Urban League,” 1952, para. 

1). Among the members of the roundtable discussion were Edward Stanley, manager of the NBC 

Public Affairs and Education Division, and Baker (“Nat’l Urban League,” 1952). 

In Chicago, NBC executives met with the African American press and leaders of the 

community in an effort to better understand the African American community. When asked to 

give specifics about hiring African Americans, however, they hedged their comments (“NBC 

Vice Presidents,” 1951). While the executives were able to list one gentleman, Perry Watkins, 

who was hired in scenic design, they “held no prospects of hiring Negro announcers, writers, 

directors or vice presidents” (“NBC Vice Presidents,” 1951, para. 3). Oscar Brown Sr., former 

head of the Chicago Negro Chamber of Commerce, asked the executives why the Chicago office 

continued in “maintaining a lily white staff despite the presence of large numbers of trained 

Negro radio writers, announcers and producers” in the area (“NBC Vice Presidents,” 1951, para. 

11). The executives averted the question, stating instead that they were primarily looking for 

technicians and that they only hired announcers with multiple years of experience (“NBC Vice 

Presidents,” 1951).  

While it would be easy to believe that the executives were not prepared for such direct 

questioning from the audience, this is probably not the case. It is likely that one of the benefits of 

having Baker on their team was that he would be able to anticipate the responses from the 

African American press, having interacted with them so often in his work. The executives, 

however, appeared to stick to their script about wanting to hire African Americans as technicians 

and the difficulty of eliminating racial stereotypes on television. Perhaps these discussions were 

not complete lip service, though, because in 1951, Arden Elaine Hill was hired by NBC, making 

her the first African American television editor (“New NBC-TV Editor,” 1953).  
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One negative outcome to Baker’s campaign was that the NBC executives began to use 

Baker and his agency as a crutch. When William Brooks, Vice President of Public Relations, was 

asked about questionable lyrics regarding African Americans in an NBC show, he said, “I am 

very glad that we have Joe Baker because we can put a lot of these things in his lap now and he 

has to find out. And, if anybody questions us, then we say that Mr. Baker advised us along this 

line” (Brooks, 1952, para. 1). Though Forman (2007) argues that Brooks was joking, there is 

likely some truth to the statement as well. It was inevitable that someone will make a mistake. 

Considering this, having an African American consultant ensured that the NBC executives could 

blame Baker if the audience questioned any decision that NBC made. Perhaps knowing this 

pressure remained on his shoulders allowed Baker to suggest the establishment of forward 

thinking policy like Integration without Identification.  

4.4 NBC and its Integration without Identification Policy 

One of the most important contributions made by Joseph V. Baker to NBC policy was the 

development of its Integration without Identification policy. The policy was created in an attempt 

to move African American actors beyond the servant roles on television and hire in them roles 

that looked beyond stereotypes and reflected African Americans in real life, such as mailman, 

teacher, and doctor (Pondillo, 2010). It was this policy that gave a young Sidney Poitier his first 

television role in Philco TV Playhouse (“Cast in Non-Racial,” 1952). In Parole Chief, Poitier 

played Ernest Adams, a parole officer. The role was without racial tones and garnered acclaim 

for the young actor (“Cast in Non-Racial,” 1952). According to Ben Park, NBC program 

director, the policy asserted,  

“simply but effectively that Negroes bear the same general qualities of character and 
personality that exist among all the members of the human race, and whatever slight 
physical differences they have are not indicative of any inferiority. This is so apparent 
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that it makes us a little ashamed of the past, and ashamed that we have to make a point of 
it.” (NBC CART, March 5, 1953)  

 
Park’s statement has its problems, namely, his assertion that African Americans generally have 

the character and personality of members of the human race, seems to indicate inferiority among 

at least some African Americans. This statement, however, was part of a larger, passionate 

defense of the NBC policy against a Chicago viewer who believed that African Americans did 

not resent stereotypes depicted on television (NBC CART, March 5, 1953). 

 In another instance, the CART department received a letter from Mrs. Mildred McAfee 

Horton praising the network for taking, “the lead in eliminating the stereotyped characters from 

its shows. . . . . .The stereotypes which in the past have belittled certain races and creeds and 

minority groups” (NBC CART, January 12, 1953, para. 12). In response, Helffrich announced 

that in addition to addressing stereotypes, NBC was working to integrate minority talent 

permanently into NBC programming as well by holding meetings with the top producers, 

directors, and their immediate assistants on this issue (NBC CART, January 12, 1953).  

The larger policy that was established was seen as a great success to NBC, having come 

at the same time that rival CBS was dealing with the public relations nightmare that was Amos 

‘n’ Andy (Forman, 2007). In addition, the program coincided with the National Association of 

Radio and Television Broadcasters decision to ratify its TV code, a set of ethical standards, so 

that, “Racial or nationality types shall not be shown on television in such a manner as to ridicule 

the race or nationality” (Stole, 1996). Because the code was a suggestion rather than a 

requirement, the (white) television producers were the ones who ultimately made the judgment 

calls (Stole, 1996).  

In the midst of this perceived success of Integration without Identification, however, 

there was still no effort to hire people of color in positions behind the scenes. Baker was able to 
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introduce African American directors and playwrights to network executives for potential 

positions, but hiring people of color behind the scenes did not seem to really be a priority to 

NBC, perhaps because efforts behind the scenes did not garner nearly as much publicity.  

 The end of Baker’s tenure with NBC came abruptly in 1953. Forman (2007) argues that 

the African American press members felt like they were being segregated from the larger press 

through the methods Baker used and, as a result, their voices were being silenced. While the 

African American press corps likely had problems with being segregated from the larger press, 

whether the press blamed Baker for this is not as clear cut. Even after his association with NBC 

came to an end, Baker was a prevalent figure in the African American press. Whether referring 

to him as the “boss of ‘em all in the public relations field” (Ratcliffe, 1954, para. 2), remarking 

on his participation in advertising and public relations conferences (“Will Stress Community,” 

1954), or anxiously anticipating his corporate Christmas parties (Murrain, 1953), Baker remained 

a prominent feature in the African American press and community. He was honored as “perhaps 

the first of the race to establish a public relations firm and ‘make it pay’” (Adams, 1955, p. 21).  

What is more likely is that the NBC executives no longer thought they needed Baker to 

connect with the African American press. After years of working with Baker, and his 

connections within the African American community, executives probably thought they no 

longer needed a middle man. NBC was also criticized for abandoning Baker during his tenure 

and leaving him to deal with the African American press on his own. The earlier quote attributed 

to William Brooks in connection with the executives’ willingness to pass responsibility for his 

choices onto Baker reinforce these accusations. Baker ended his contract with NBC due to this 

turmoil. Though his time with NBC brought new opportunities for African American performers 

and professionals, ultimately Baker’s methods did not satisfy the needs of the evolving activists 
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of the 1950s. The work that he did while working with NBC, though, not only put in practice the 

idea of non-discriminatory employment policy that had been suggested by the government but 

also instituted a policy that was years ahead of its time. 

Even with the end of Baker’s relationship with NBC, the broadcast network continued to 

support diversity. Syd Eiges, head of NBC’s press department, became known as “somewhat a 

watchdog” for material on NBC that might have been considered offensive to African Americans 

(de Mille, 1952, para. 5). de Mille (1952) stated that, “it is known, however, that he [Syd] is in 

closer touch with Negro organization and Negro thinking that any other NBC executive. And, 

whether he admits is or not, Syd Eiges is a friend to the Negro” (para. 6). This declaration is 

shocking, especially considering Baker’s unceremonious removal. When Baker was first hired 

by NBC, however, it was suggested by Murrain (1950) that, while laudable, the move “might be 

resented by a section of the Negro populace” (para. 3). Perhaps this harkened back to the earlier 

protests from the press that having a special “handler” separated them from the white press corps 

and, thus, potential stories? Or, maybe the African American press did not like being dealt with 

by Baker instead of NBC executives? Whatever the reason, Eiges seemed to have gotten into the 

good graces of at least some of the press members. 

One particular instance was given that illustrated why Eiges was well liked. de Mille 

(1954) recounted an argument about white director Ciancarlo Minotti and his production of 

Amahl and the Night Visitors. Members of the African American press contacted Eiges 

expressing concern that, for the fourth year in a row, the character of the black king would be 

played by a white actor in blackface. Minotti, on the other hand, believed that the Integration 

without Identification policy should be applied to white actors if they felt capable of the role. 

Eiges, according to de Mille (1954), “met the issue head on and took it straight to the people 



78 
 

involved without reservation or hesitation” (para. 8). While it is odd that Eiges is being honored 

for merely recognizing the situation and addressing it, rather than for making sure that an African 

American was cast in the role, perhaps taking the time period into account, it is impressive that 

an executive even acknowledged that the concerns about discrimination in employment were of 

merit.  

Eiges was likely taking direction, however, from the head of the organization. NBC 

Chairman David Sarnoff concurred with the policy against discrimination employment brought 

forth by President Roosevelt’s Committee on Fair Employment Practices. In addition to 

affirming RCA’s policy agreement, Sarnoff asked executives and department heads across RCA 

divisions to give special attention to the execution of this policy (Committee on Labor, 1952).  

 Frank Folsom, President of RCA, communicated Sarnoff’s policy when he made a report 

in front of the Senate’s Labor and Labor-Management Relations Subcommittee on Labor and 

Public Welfare on April 16, 1952. In this report, Folsom spoke on behalf of both NBC and 

RCA’s employment programs for minority groups saying,  

“I think it is of particular interest that some of our divisions and subsidiaries use the 
services of a special consultant in Negro employment relations. The purpose in this 
instance is to insure that RCA develops adequate Negro employee sources and is 
successful in carrying out a program of Negro employee assimilation.” (Committee on 
Labor, 1952, p. 138) 

 
Examples he gave for these programs, however, were hiring in plants in locations such as 

Indianapolis, IN and Harrison, NJ, where he bragged that, “two Negro girls were hired for office 

work” (Committee on Labor, 1952, p. 138), but not in NBC’s main broadcasting offices. Folsom 

went on to say that RCA’s college relations division worked in connection with African 

American colleges and universities to recruit 10 African Americans as high grade engineering 
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personnel. Because of these efforts, the company received a commendation from the National 

Urban League (Committee on Labor, 1952). 

 Later in the report, Folsom stated that, “NBC follows an affirmative program of 

providing opportunity for all minority groups and all varieties of positions” but, “One of the 

main problems under constant study is the development of more adequate sources of applicants 

for technical and professional positions” (Committee on Labor, 1952, p. 139). The argument that 

there were not enough qualified applicants was used often to justify employment discrimination 

against people of color. Acker (2006) argues that historically in the U.S. people of color were 

either relegated to low-level positions or excluded completely from organizations. While 

affirmative action programs, established after NBC’s efforts noted here, aided in creating more 

opportunities for people of color to be hired, the race of the applicant and the hiring officers can 

affect judgment (Acker, 2006). 

 According to Folsom, however, this was not an issue at NBC. He argued that while there 

were no statistics being kept on these issues, “literally dozens of minority group representatives 

are successfully performing executive, supervisory, and skilled technical positions in NBC’s 

many different fields of activity” (Committee on Labor, 1952, p. 139). He went on to list job 

titles African Americans held at NBC including director of community affairs, senior staff 

writer, studio engineer, and photo file supervisor, among others (Committee on Labor, 1952). He 

summarized his statement by explaining that 1) there were a substantial number of minorities on 

the payroll, 2) these employees generally had excellent performance records, 3) the number of 

minority employees was steadily rising, 4) acceptance was very high among fellow workers, and 

5) public reaction in communities was “understanding and sympathetic” (Committee on Labor, 

1952, p. 137). 
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After Folsom’s report, New York Senator Irving Ives asked if Folsom believed that 

federal legislation regarding discriminatory practices would be helpful or would it interfere with 

the goals of local legislation. Folsom stated, “I do not think it has interfered in New York or New 

Jersey [where there was state-enforced anti-discrimination policy]. . . I think it has been a great 

help in New York. . . I think it would be helpful. I think it [discrimination] would be reduced” 

(Committee on Labor, 1952, p. 140). 

 Folsom’s inability or unwillingness to furnish any data as proof of NBC’s hiring 

practices, despite there being only dozens of minority employees, speaks to a bigger issues 

within network practices. Access to broadcast network records has often been difficult to 

achieve. Wasko (2004) refers to the challenges in trying to find reliable and current data about 

media. “Where can one find accurate production figures beyond the rumour mill, as reported in 

Variety or other trade publications” (Wasko, 2004, p. 229)? That these issues are evident even 

early in television broadcasting shows that this is perhaps a longstanding, yet unstated policy, on 

the networks’ part. This is not only a problem for academics attempting scholarly work on 

broadcasters, but also for public record. Because broadcasters are using public spectrum, there 

should be public access to demographics, such as who is employed at the networks and at what 

level. 

 On April 17, the subcommittee heard from Walter White, President of the NAACP about 

fair employment practices. While he did not speak about issues within the communication sector 

specifically, he did include communications on his list of industries in which African Americans 

were barred from jobs (Committee on Labor, 1952). A then-Senator Hubert Humphrey presided 

as chairman of this subcommittee. Humphrey applauded the efforts of President Truman, adding 
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that a plank on civil rights be adapted by the Democratic party to guarantee fundamental rights, 

including equal opportunity of employment (McCullough, 1992).   

4.5 A New Industry Bound by Old Ideals 

Despite efforts by the government to ensure employment opportunities for minorities, 

television in the 1950s was still influenced by prejudiced opinions prevalent in society and 

discriminatory practices established in radio. There were ethnic programs on the air, such as Life 

with Luigi and The Goldbergs, but these shows focused on white ethnic groups instead of people 

of color. At first glance, this hesitancy in creating programs featuring African Americans 

contradicts the primary goal of media companies. Advertisers and their use of consumers as a 

source of profit are important in the political economy of media. By 1953, it was estimated that 

the African American market was worth over 15 billion dollars (Forman, 2007; MacDonald, 

1983; Pondillo, 2010). With the pervasiveness of racism in the United States, though, it is not 

surprising that those early broadcasters chose not to take advantage of the potential within the 

minority market because it would not make sense to alienate their proven white audience, 

especially in the South, in pursuit of a potential African American audience. In many ways, this 

inequality is still present in broadcast networks today. Consumers are not valued at the same 

level by media companies. Gandy (2000) argues that,  

It is the nature of the capitalist market that if there is more money to be earned by 
supplying programs desired by a large majority of the populations, producers will supply 
more content than is actually required by this majority. The largest segments will thus be 
“over-supplied.” And resources will be “wasted.” On the other hand, content of interest to 
smaller, or minority audiences will not be in produced in amounts that will satisfy the 
preferences of the minority. (p. 5)  

 
Any rational producer attempting to sell programming on these networks, then, would hesitate to 

create product for audiences that no one will buy (Gandy, 2000). When African Americans did 

appear on television, it was primarily as entertainers or in stereotypical portrayals (Bogle, 2001; 
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MacDonald, 1983). As a result, African Americans continued to be considered less a human than 

their white counterparts. Without showing the full range of African American life, white people 

were not forced to address the inequalities within society. 

There were influential people, such as television host Ed Sullivan, who saw the medium 

as an opportunity to go beyond stereotypical imagery and even the playing field. Sullivan 

believed that allowing African American personalities on his show would erode racism by 

forcing the white audience to see and recognize African American talent (MacDonald, 1983). 

According to humorist Dick Gregory,  

“The appearance of more and more young Blacks, for example, in the heretofore white-
dominated areas of show business . . . is as much a monument to the social service of Ed 
Sullivan as it is to the breaking down of the walls of discrimination and prejudice.” 
(Gregory & McGraw, 1976, p. 202) 

 
Sullivan, however, could not negate larger societal influences. More importantly, there were four 

national broadcast networks competing for the audience. As a result, television networks tend to 

offer very similar, generalized programming to attract a large range of viewers (MacDonald, 

1983). This is still practiced on some level by the national broadcast networks to this day, despite 

the demand for diversity.  In his discussion on competition, McChesney (2004) argues that these 

media companies are, “in many respects textbook examples of corporate-dominated oligopolistic 

markets. . . [that] use their market power to limit the range of offerings” (p. 177). These offerings 

are referred to by critics as the “lowest common denominator,” which means to minimize any 

potential risk, the networks tend to provide product that is acceptable to the widest possible 

audience. TV shows that the networks determine will entertain a targeted audience rather that a 

general one, such as diverse programming, is discouraged (McChesney, 2004).   

  In response to the lack of diversity in front of and behind the camera, several special-

interest groups were formed in the early 1950s. Among these were the Television Authority 
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Committee on Employment Opportunities for Negroes, the Committee for the Negro in the Arts, 

the Committee of Twelve, the Harlem Committee on Unemployment in Television, and the 

Coordinating Council for Negro Performers (MacDonald, 1983). The groups had varying 

amounts of success, but one that garnered a fair amount of attention from the press was the 

Coordinating Council of Negro Performers. 

The Coordinating Council of Negro Performers (CCNP), in particular, worked toward 

integration of African Americans in the entertainment industry. In an effort to increase the  

presence of the African American in television, CCNP sent out lists of African American talent 

to potential employers, actively monitored television programming on the major broadcast 

networks to highlight discriminatory acts and, using news media, revealed those networks that 

were practicing discrimination (Peterson, 1997).  

Founded in 1951, the organization encouraged activism among its members. In one 

newsletter, after applauding the presence of “a few more dark faces” on TV, the author went on 

to encourage participation by its members stating that, “CCNP hopes you have been letting the 

networks know how you applauded this kind of casting. While there is still a little ink in your 

pen, you might as well drop CBS network a scribble or two, and congratulate them for including 

a Negro boy in that executive training program they have going for college grads” (Rowe, 1961, 

para. 3). 

 In 1955, the CCNP, along with the NAACP and the Urban League, began working on a 

conference that studied the systematic exclusion of African American performers from 

broadcasting (Schuyler, 1955). While the CCNP found the broadcast networks culpable for the 

absence, Schuyler (1955) placed the blame on the color prejudice of people working in 

advertising agencies. He argued that sponsors left the hiring of actors and other staff to the 
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agencies. He also believed that there was little objection from white Southerners with regard to 

African American appearing on television with whites, “so Dixie cannot be blamed for the 

paucity of Negro radio and TV performers” (Schuyler, 1955, para. 4). While Schuyler’s 

argument that those workers within advertising were prejudice was likely correct, his dismissal 

of the role of Southern audiences was short-sighted.  

Earlier in 1952, in fact, the CCNP protested prejudiced remarks from Georgia governor 

Herman Talmadge regarding African American performers in broadcasting (“Says Talmadge is,” 

1952). Talmadge articulated in his newspaper, The Statesman, that segregation and the spirit of 

Dixie segregation laws were being violated by African American and white children dancing 

together and “talking to each other ‘on a purely equal social basis’” (Bates, 1952, para. 3). The 

governor called for a boycott of sponsors who “finance co-racial shows” because, “In the present 

situation a Southerner must either turn off the dial and miss the good shows or else must stand 

there and take this [sic] insults, sometimes writhing at the offensive situation which are thrust at 

him” (Bates, 1952, paras. 2 & 7). A CCNP spokesman responded to Talmadge’s threat of 

boycott by stating,  

“We should like to remind you that your vicious inference of a boycott against products 
which employ Negro performers on an integrated basis can become a dangerous 
boomerang since the tremendous Negro consumer market of 18 million persons could 
retaliate in like measure.” (“Says Talmadge is,” 1952, para. 4) 

 
With this, the CCNP recognized the power of the consumer in media. Since broadcasters are 

selling the audience to advertisers, any discussion of boycott would likely gain the attention of 

both broadcasters and advertising agencies. The African American audience in 1952, however, 

was not a valued commodity. So, if considering the threats from both sides, broadcasters were 

much more likely to listen to Talmadge, a representative of white Southerners. 
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The CCNP’s fight to increase the presence of African Americans on television did not 

slow down. In 1955, the CCNP announced a two-hour boycott of all radio and television 

programs. The boycott would last from 8:30 to 10:30PM on Saturday, February 26, during peak 

viewing hours. The boycott was said to demonstrate the disapproval by the larger community of 

the almost complete absence of African American performers on television (“Performers Group 

and,” 1955). The previous month, the groups met with broadcast and advertising representatives 

from ABC and NBC. Member Dick Campbell said that the discussion resulted in a lot of 

compassion on the part of the broadcasters, but no actual improvement (Shanley, 1955).  

Additionally, CBS was willing to speak to CCNP vice president Odell Clarke alone, but 

not the entire committee. Clarke declined their offer (Shanley, 1955). Clarke later admitted that 

the CCNP’s fight for jobs for African American performers, technicians, and office workers was, 

“a big fight with an awful lot of money stacked against us” (Shanley, 1955, para. 12). Despite the 

financial challenges, the organization passed out postcards that were to be sent by viewers to the 

networks informing them of CCNP, NAACP, and the Urban League’s support of the upcoming 

boycott. The organization also enlisted sound trucks and pretty girls that distributed flyers and 

brought attention to the boycott (Rowe, 1955). Supporters determined that whether the boycott 

succeeded or not, it accomplished its goal to “bring the plight of the Negro performer a little 

further down front where more people can evaluate it” (Rowe, 1955, para. 3). 

 This boycott is impressive for multiple reasons. First, that these organizations were able 

to meet with the networks as early as 1955 is a feat. Acknowledgement of these special interest 

groups by the national networks, even if it is lip service, means that the networks paid attention 

to issues of diversity even when it was not a priority. Second, this boycott is in February, after 

Brown v Board of Education (1954) but before the murder of Emmett Till (August 1955), so 
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while the Civil Rights Movement was in its infant stage. This shows that African Americans 

were organizing for increased diversity in media along with other rights. Third, it is clear that 

these groups were organized because they had postcards with information regarding their boycott 

ready for dissemination at the rally and publicized the event both in the press and on street 

corners.  

 No matter the result of the boycott, the CCNP seemed to at least have the ear of network 

executives. Lester Walton, chairman of the CCNP, successfully lobbied press department head, 

Syd Eiges, to “place NBC photograph department at the disposal of the Council to photograph all 

active Negro performers” (de Mille, 1954, para. 12). Walton argued that perhaps one reason that 

producers and directors did not hire African American actors was because they were unknown. 

He suggested, then, that if the producers and directors saw headshots9 of African Americans that 

would change.  

However, Stole (1996) found that the recognition that the CCNP received from NBC was 

solely for publicity. Eiges regarded the council as a solid, non-radical organization. After the 

organizations provided a list of available African American performers, though, he realized that 

the CCNP was not going away. In an internal memo, Eiges stated that, 

For the past few years or so we have been telling them [CCNP] that it was difficult for us 
to hire Negro performers because we did not make some use of some of these people, we 
will not have further excuses. This can get to be a very serious problem unless we move 
forward in a constructive way. (Eiges, 1953; cited by Stole, 1996, p. 353)  
 

This memo shows that NBC “friend of the Negro” Syd Eiges was actually ambivalent to hiring 

African Americans in respectable roles. It seems for NBC, actually following its Integration 

without Identification policy would potentially bring about too much integration, something that 

could alienate its sponsors. Like today, advertisers had tremendous power over the TV programs 

                                                           
9 Headshots are pictures that actors and models use to promote themselves. They are typically just of the person’s 
face. 
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they sponsored. In the early 1950s, advertiser-sponsored programming was still prominent 

(“1950s TV Turns,” 2005). These advertisers not only produced the commercial segments, they 

also financed the actual program (McChesney, 2004a). The power that these sponsors had over 

TV producers was immense because their disapproval of storylines, characters, or even dialogue 

could result in the advertisers pulling their money from the show. Additionally, there was no 

doubt that white men were the commodity audience in the 1950s. Because of this, NBC’s 

decision to pay lip service to the citizen’s group makes sense. There was no financial reason, at 

the time, for the network to target that audience.  

4.6 Produced by and Starring in 

 Many of the citizen’s groups working toward increased diversity in television in the 

1950s primarily focused on issues of representation in front of the scenes, with some focus on 

employment behind the scenes. NBC and Helffrich were primarily concerned with introducing 

African Americans into roles as police officers and taxi drivers. Meanwhile, none of these groups 

were challenging the larger commercial system. Albert (1995) states that institutional theory 

looks at the larger roles or incentives that works as the underlying reasons behind events. It does 

not disregard the actions of human beings, but rather looks at larger, institutional factors instead 

of individual ones (Albert, 1995). During this time, unlike today’s knowledge of digital 

spectrum, it was thought that there was a scarcity of spectrum to be divided among ownership 

(McChesney, 2004a). Among those initial commercial broadcasters after the Communications 

Act of 1934, none were people of color. The first television station owner of color, William 

Banks, who is discussed later in this chapter, did not purchase his station until 1975, more than 

four decades later. This absence of minority ownership ensured that the institutional racism 

established in the larger free market would be present in television as well. Representation of 
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African Americans and all people of color in broadcasting were dependent on the attitudes and 

stereotypical beliefs of the white males who ran the industry. 

       There were few shows produced by people of color. Most of those that were being created 

aired on local networks, such as The Mahalia Jackson Show, in Chicago, or Rhythm Review, a 

jazz program that aired in Los Angeles (MacDonald, 1983). None of these programs, however, 

were nationally televised, so they did not have the impact of I Love Lucy, which was produced 

by and starred Cuban superstar Desi Arnaz.  

Born Desiderio Alberto Arnaz y de Acho in Santiago, Cuba, Desi Arnaz and his family 

were forced to flee Cuba after the Batista uprising of 1932. In the states, Arnaz’s family 

benefitted from President Roosevelt’s “Good Neighbor” policy (Beltrán, 2009). In 1933, 

Roosevelt pronounced that the United States would become a good neighbor to foreign countries 

in Latin America. This policy encouraged a Pan-American unity between Latin countries and the 

United States (Akers, 2013). Arnaz was invited with movie stars, including Clark Gable and 

James Cagney, as a part of Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor Policy in Mexico. Though Cuban, Arnaz 

played characters from all Latino nationalities, likely because most of the people casting him did 

not know the difference. He believed that he was only asked to join the trip to Mexico because 

he spoke Spanish (Rodriguez, 2004).  

Additionally, Arnaz’s career had the benefit of starting before US-Cuban political 

relations were strained. He began his career as a singer and bandleader in film. A large part of 

Arnaz’s success, however, can be attributed to being one of the first stars of television, starring 

with wife Lucille Ball in the beloved I Love Lucy (Beltrán, 2009).   

How was Arnaz able to convince early network executives and advertisers that he would 

be appealing to the American audience? According to Beltrán (2009), as opposed to their 
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opinions of African Americans, white Americans had an ambivalent attitude towards Latina/os in 

the United States. Arnaz was able to take advantage of this attitude with a musical style that was 

both “ethnic” and fun, yet still comfortable for the larger American audience. This continued in 

his film roles where he played the stereotypical Latin Lothario. It was on the set of one of his 

films, Too Many Girls, where Arnaz met his future wife, Lucille Ball (Beltrán, 2009). 

When Arnaz and Ball married, the couple was promoted as bicultural, not biracial. This 

was important because depicting Arnaz as a white foreigner likely kept the audience from seeing 

the couple as miscegenists (Beltrán, 2009). Even though nationally Latina/os were able to change 

their racial classification to white from nonwhite, the group was still racialized in every day 

settings.  Perhaps this contributed to the troubles the couple had in procuring sponsorship for 

their show. Hubbell Robinson, vice president and program director for CBS, shared that the 

network did not believe that the audience, “will accept Desi, a Latin with a thick Cuban accent, 

as the husband of a typical red-headed American girl like Lucille Ball” (Horowitz, 1997, p. 24). 

It was likely a combination of the success and the dedication of that red-headed American 

girl that allowed the show to obtain financing from cigarette manufacturer Phillip Morris despite 

its reservations. To prove that as a couple they were a commodity, Arnaz and Ball created a 

comedy act that they then took on tour. The success of that tour encouraged the sponsor and the 

broadcasters that America would accept the couple on television as husband and wife 

(Rodriguez, 2004). Additionally Arnaz, who was considered business savvy, proved his mettle 

when he negotiated early on that he and Ball would take reduced salaries in return for ownership 

of the episodes (Beltrán, 2009).  

 Arnaz had a lot of control creatively on the show, serving as the executive producer and 

president of Desilu Productions. Over time, Arnaz became better known for his accomplishments 
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at Desilu than for his role on I Love Lucy. He and Ball became millionaires when he sold 

episodes of I Love Lucy to CBS. Their company soon grew and eventually was able to buy RKO 

studios and employ more than 800 people (Beltrán, 2009). There is no indication of whether 

Arnaz made an effort to hire Latina/o staff, but historically he was known to hire many Latinos 

in his role as a band leader. Though he chose to do things such as overemphasize his accent 

while starring in I Love Lucy,  his position and control of the show ensured that his character was 

not a one-note Latino stereotype and that the jokes were on his terms (Beltrán, 2009). 

Additionally, he was able to traverse white and Latino identities in a way that an African 

American or dark-skinned Latino would not have been able to.  

LatCrit scholars critique the binary nature in early generations of critical race theory that 

only focused on African Americans and their struggle against white racism without any 

acknowledgement of Latina/os and other people of color (Perry, 2005). Perry (2005) notes that, 

“LatCrit scholarship has introduced questions of language, nationalism, citizenship and border-

crossing as part of critical race theory” (Perry, 2005, p. 141). As a white Cuban, Arnaz has 

benefitted from the colorism that is present in American society. His pale skin allowed him the 

benefit of escaping that stereotypical casting typical of brown skinned Latinos. In his 

autobiography, Arnaz embraces his whiteness, describing himself as a mix of French, Irish, 

Spanish and a little Cuban (Arnaz, 1976; Perry, 2005). While not suggesting that white skinned 

Latina/os do not experience discrimination, Perry (2005) argues that, “color is simply one of a 

number of factors in the architecture of race that matters alongside what is technically defined as 

race” (p. 149). Dixon (1982) shares that,  

In South America, however, the process appeared to function more along socioeconomic 
lines than “purely” racial lines. . . By contrast, in the United States a virtual caste system 
operated and continues to operate to restrict the upward social mobility of nonwhites. (p. 
10) 
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Political economy of media tells us, however, that media serve as a method to forward 

hegemonic ideals to the larger population. Arnaz’s success reinforced the legitimacy of the 

American Dream. He made no effort to challenge the status quo established in the United States 

and reinforced by media. As long as he was successful, he saw no need to buck up against a 

system that could not distinguish him from a Mexican man. Arnaz’s success has nothing to do 

with CBS honoring his heritage and everything to do with the profits the show brought in to the 

network and advertiser. I Love Lucy was the highest rated show four out of the six years it was 

on the air.  

Meehan (2007) shares that Nielsen ratings and the total number of viewers reported held 

the most value to advertisers in the 1950s and 1960s. While CBS and its advertisers took a 

chance on Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz in the beginning based on the popularity of their comedy 

tour, the reason that I Love Lucy continued to air and set records for television shows is because 

it consistently was a top-rated show and profit maker for the network. If I Love Lucy’s success 

was dependent on the later model that focused on the commodity audience (18-49 white males), 

the show would likely to have still been as successful because Arnaz’s white skin would have 

played a part in the way the white, male, audience received him. Even if he was considered 

foreign, because he was an entertainer, and part of a comedy, his role would not have been as 

challenging for the white audience to accept.   

Notwithstanding the success of entertainers of color within comedy such as Desi Arnaz, 

diversity within dramas was even harder to come by. According to MacDonald (1983), “pressure 

for censorship in television dramatics came from sponsors, networks, advertising agencies, and 

even production personnel” (p. 41). This tension increased during the Civil Rights Movement. 

Advertisers believed that they could not associate themselves with African Americans for fear of 
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repercussions from Southern whites. In fact, it took the news coverage of the Civil Rights 

Movement to bring African Americans to the television forefront (MacDonald, 1983).   

4.7 The FCC and the Establishment of EEO Regulations 

Equal Employment Opportunity regulations (EEO) within the broadcasting industry were 

created as a result of the Civil Rights Movement. The Movement brought to the forefront the 

mistreatment of minorities, in particular African Americans, in the United States (US 

Commission on Civil Rights, 1977). In 1964, President Lyndon Johnson issued an Executive 

Order requiring an Equal Employment Opportunity clause in all federal contracts (McDonald & 

Powell, 1993). The FCC determined that employment discrimination against minority groups 

went against the broadcasters’ mandate to serve communities in the public interest (Frawley, 

1980).  

In 1966, in Office of Communication of the United Church of Christ v. FCC, the DC 

District Court ruled that a station’s license renewal could be challenged if its programming was 

racist and consistently excluded African Americans. Citizen groups protested when after the 

ruling, the FCC still granted the station’s license renewal, violating EEO rules (Office of 

Communication, 1966). This petition was filed so that citizen groups could speak out against 

broadcast stations like WLBT in Jackson, Mississippi. WLBT employed no African American 

employees in front of or behind the camera. Additionally, the station manager, Fred Beard 

editorialized, on camera, that he was opposed James Meredith’s admission to the University of 

Mississippi. Meredith, the first African American to be admitted to and integrate the University 

of Mississippi, was a significant civil rights figure, especially in Mississippi (Mills, 2004). The 

FCC received a number of complaints based on Beard’s editorial. 
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While the FCC was willing to renew WLBT’s license with the hopes that the situation 

would improve without reprimand in the future, it eventually sent two investigators to look into 

the matter at the direction of the US Court of Appeals, DC Circuit (Frawley, 1980). Meanwhile, 

Reverend Everett Parker trained a group of white Mississippians to monitor WLBT’s 

programming in preparation for the lawsuit. Parker, along with African American leaders Aaron 

Henry and Reverend R.L.T. Smith, filed a petition that started a sixteen year process culminating 

in the reassessment of FCC policy and, eventually, the establishment of EEO regulations (Mills, 

2004).  

The FCC developed a policy statement discouraging discriminatory employment 

practices by licensees. In this, the FCC finally acknowledged that the employment practices of a 

broadcast licensee may have a relationship to the way it serves its community (Frawley, 1980). 

In addition, both citizen and special interest groups were now allowed to protest the renewal of a 

broadcast license without being required to take the license over (Office of Communication, 

1966). This change in policy was crucial in that previously, only people who had the financial 

ability to take over a license could challenge the legitimacy of its renewal. The Appellate Court 

considered the opinion of anyone who was affected by the decisions of a broadcast station 

(Office of Communication, 1966).  Now, these groups could present testimony in renewal or in 

new licensee hearings to ensure that only responsible broadcasters were rewarded (Fife, 1987). 

The citizen groups were also allowed to participate in more general policymaking deliberations 

within broadcasting, which permitted activist groups to be included in telecommunications 

policy, including that of minority representation (Fife, 1987). Though groups interested in other 

issues became media activists as a result of these changes, those organizations that dealt with 

racial and ethnic issues were now allowed to stand in opposition to license renewals of non-
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complaint broadcasters in front of the FCC (Cole & Oettinger, 1978). This move by the FCC and 

the Appellate Court moved conversations about media in the right direction. At this point, there 

was an actual marketplace of ideas. People from all walks of like could participate 

democratically in the process of granting or renewing a license to a broadcast station. This not 

only encourages democracy and media that is responsive to the people, but it also encourages an 

informed citizenry. 

Meanwhile, tensions were heightened in the United States as the demand for action 

regarding civil rights rose. President Johnson assigned a special committee to investigate the 

causes of civil unrest in the country.  Eventually the Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, more commonly known as The Kerner Report, was released. It 

came to a startling conclusion: “Our nation is moving toward two societies, one black, one white 

– separate and unequal” (Kerner, 1968, p. 1). Even further, it was reported that the media did not 

pay enough attention to the issues of race relations and the community interests of African 

Americans (Kerner, 1968).  

To this end, The Kerner Report (1968) recommended that media outlets not only increase 

their coverage of race issues, but that they also actively recruit minorities into the workforce. 

Additionally, the report suggested that the media offer training programs so that those minorities 

would be promoted into positions of responsibility.  Since both the government and private 

business sectors complied with the recommendations of the Kerner Report, the FCC followed 

suit, creating policy in an attempt to recognize ongoing issues and respond to the demands of 

minority groups (Fife, 1987).  

By June 4, 1969, the Commission presented an EEO policy that proposed a set of checks 

and balances to guarantee that employment practices by broadcasters were not discriminatory 
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against people of color. According to the Commission, there were two main objectives for EEO 

policy: discouraging discriminatory hiring practices and the marketing of programs that address 

the interests of people of color, women, and the larger community (Federal Communications 

Commission, 2003). In this policy, the FCC stated that “no person shall be discriminated against 

in employment by such stations because of race, color, religion, national origin, or sex” (FCC, 

2003, p. 320). While not originally included, gender discrimination was attached to the policy 

after litigation by the National Organization of Women (NOW) (US Commission on Civil 

Rights, 1977). 

The FCC’s EEO policy is comprised of five major requirements for broadcasters to 

follow. They must: 1) Define the responsibilities of each managerial position in order to 

encourage equal opportunity; 2) Inform their employees of the EEO policy; 3) Communicate the 

EEO policy to potential applicants and continuously recruit with their assistance; 4) Conduct 

programs which are devoid of prejudice and discrimination; and 5) Continuously review job 

structure and employment practices in order to provide genuine opportunity at all levels of 

employment (Federal Communications Commission, 2003).  

Additionally, the FCC instructed broadcasters to recruit via minority and women’s 

organizations and to gauge employment profiles based on the availability of people of color and 

women in the recruiting area. Also, the broadcasters with more than five employees were 

required to submit written proof of their EEO program. These companies had to file the 

Broadcast Mid-Term Report (FCC Form 397) assuring that they had either the minimum number 

of people of color or women on staff, or that they have made all attempts in trying to hire people 

of color and women (Federal Communications Commission, 2003). By 1972, The FCC included 
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EEO requirements for Multichannel Video Program Distributers (MVPD), which included cable, 

satellite systems, and television receive-only satellite distributers.  

In addition to offering this expansive policy, however, the FCC was clear in noting how 

limited its actual enforcement of the policy would be (Frawley, 1980). With regard to assessing 

the level of due diligence of broadcasters, there was an interagency relationship between the 

FCC and the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). The EEOC, which was 

created by Title VII of The Civil Rights Act of 1964, investigated complaints and reported them 

to the Department of Justice (Frawley, 1980; Kalmanir, 1984). The FCC enacted a Memorandum 

of Understanding between the agencies (Kalmanir, 1984). In this memorandum, the agencies 

agreed to both review employment records of broadcast and cable companies (Memorandum of 

Understanding, 1978).While the FCC’s Equal Employment Opportunity department initially 

received the complaint against broadcaster, it was required to forward the claim to the EEOC. If, 

however, the EEOC determined that an investigation was in order, the agency returned the claim 

to the FCC for further inquiry (Kalmanir, 1984).  

By 2001, in response to the DC Circuit court’s determination that the EEO outreach 

requirements were unconstitutional, the FCC suspended EEO rules and formalities. The 

exceptions to this ruling are issues dealing with discrimination (Federal Communications 

Commission, 2001). Currently, the FCC’s EEO division conducts its searches and places 

sanctions on non-complying television and radio stations on its own. Additionally, the FCC 

conducts random audits and investigations of approximately five percent of licensees (Pillsbury 

et al., 2013).   

A major issue with the FCC’s EEO policy was that only those licensees with substantial 

levels of discrimination would be referred to the appropriate government agency. According to 



97 
 

Frawley (1980), this shows the inefficiency within the FCC because it, “sought a role as an 

active participant in a ‘national policy’ to encourage equal employment opportunity. On the other 

hand, the policy had but a limited effect, in operation, upon the licensing and regulatory function 

of the agency” (p. 295). The incongruous relationship between what the FCC claims to want to 

do and what it actually does is an ongoing theme in terms of policy. While it is easy to attribute 

this to the FCC being beholden to the media, the FCC is likely more swayed by the decisions of 

the courts. Without proving overt discrimination, those filing complaints against licensees are 

typically not successful (The Media Bureau, 2008). Additionally, for the sake of implementing 

the public interest, the FCC has worked towards the diversification of viewpoints in 

programming and programming decisions. According to the FCC, an important way that the 

public interest mandate is fulfilled is via the efforts of stations to recruit and employ a 

satisfactory number of minorities and women (The Media Bureau, 2008). 

 While the FCC’s EEO regulations and its relationship with the EEOC were solidified, 

proving discrimination and having station licenses repealed because of that discrimination were 

difficult.  For example, in Chuck Stone et al v. FCC, a group of African American community 

leaders filed a petition against the Evening Star Broadcasting Company’s WMAL-TV. The 

broadcast station was accused of discriminatory hiring practices against African Americans and 

not serving in the public interest. The petition also stated that renewing this license would create 

a concentration of ownership in Washington DC (Stone v FCC, 1972). The FCC decided in favor 

of WMAL-TV because the plaintiffs did not make a prima facie argument and the case lacked 

the specificity of the Office of Communication of the United Church of Christ v. FCC. In other 

words, the US Court of Appeals, District Circuit determined that the African American 

community leaders did not provide enough evidence against WMAL-TV to prove that the station 
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had failed in serving the public interest (Stone v. FCC, 1972). The television station’s 7% of 

employment of African Americans in a city with 24% African American population proved to 

the court that the station’s employment practice was in the “zone of reasonableness” (Stone v. 

FCC, 1972).  

The “zone of reasonableness” is “a judicial construct adopted by the FCC which 

describes the Commission’s conclusion that the statistical disparities offered to show 

discrimination are reasonable” (Morgan, 1979, p. 692). According to Naktenis (1978), this lack 

of success is partially because of the “burdens and procedural requirements facing any petitioner 

to deny” (p. 272). These procedures include specificity of allegations, the timeliness of the 

petition, and introduction of substantial evidence without any guidance from the FCC (Naktenis, 

1978). Regarding employment discrimination rules, the licensee has two responsibilities, “the 

negative duty of refraining from discrimination and the positive duty of formulating and 

implementing a satisfactory affirmative action plan” (p. 279). For all of the struggle that citizen 

groups and other who petitioned for more responsible employment techniques, one area that 

benefitted from the FCC’s EEO policy was in the development of minority ownership. 

4.8 WGPR – Where God’s Presence Radiates 

Dr. William V. Banks established the first African American owned and operated 

television station in the United States in 1975 in Detroit, Michigan. While not hired in the 

traditional sense of workforce diversity, Banks certainly benefitted from not only the FCC’s EEO 

policy, but also from the larger government commitment to providing opportunities for people of 

color as a result of activism stemming from the Civil Rights Movement. WGPR-TV, channel 62, 

was an ambitious network that undertook the task of creating innovative programming by 

African American people for African American people (Lind, 2006). Banks stated, “ I have 
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always believed that Black-owned broadcasting stations are important to the community, and to 

Black people. Without them, there can be distortion and lack of vital information to both 

minority and majority communities” (Gregory, 1999). WGPR, which stood for “Where God’s 

Presence Radiates,” broadcasted syndicated programs, religious shows, R&B music shows, old 

dramas, and cartoons.  

Banks was the first African American to even apply for a license, but he believed that he 

would not get it since there were other more qualified people of color out there (Gregory, 1999). 

He shared that when he applied for the license through the FCC, President Nixon told him, 

“Now, if you make good, this is going to open this industry to black people throughout the 

country. I’m going to do everything I can to help you” (Prince, 1994, p. 10). Nixon also shared 

that the country was watching and that his failure would cause others to question the competency 

of all African Americans (Gregory, 1999). When the station premiered, it broadcast a 

congratulatory message from President Gerald Ford. Ford called the launching of the station a 

landmark moment for not just the broadcast industry, but for America as well (Gregory, 1999; 

Prince, 1994).  

An attorney and minister, Banks also founded the International Free and Modern 

Accepted Masons, a fraternal organization more commonly known as the Black Masons. Banks 

was determined to enter the broadcasting industry to challenge stereotypical images of African 

Americans on television through African American targeted programming. WGPR started as a 

successful radio station and grappled with the powers that be in its development into a TV 

station. Threatened by the FCC to take back its license if progress was not made, the group had 

difficulties securing a loan to build its station. Only through a combination of loans from the 

International Masons and financial commitments from the auto industry and corporations such as 
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Sears, Roebuck and Company, and K-Mart was WGPR-TV allowed to purchase its building site 

(Griggs, 1974; Hooks, 1977). 

Relying primarily on syndicated programming, WGPR-TV struggled. The station was 

Ultra High Frequency (UHF), so the station had limited wave length and reception. As a result, 

the station’s transmitter had to be inside the city in order to target the African American inner 

city population (Griggs, 1974). While this allowed Banks to tailor his programming, many in the 

African American community in Detroit still had complaints about the station’s quality (“A New 

Television,” 1998).  

In addition, the station’s news department was dissolved in 1992 after disgruntled 

employees voted to bring in the United Auto Workers to arbitrate on their behalf during contract 

negotiations (Prince, 1994). Those employees involved in bringing the UAW were fired for 

participating in union activities. WGPR-TV President George Mathews cited economic reasons 

when asked about the firings, but court documents showed that WGPR had significant assets at 

the time (Colbert, 1992). This suggests that having minority ownership does not mean that 

employees are assured a fair wage or union representation. It has been suggested by the FCC 

however, that minority ownership should lead to increased minority programming. WGPR-TV 

was committed to programming the features African Americans. More than a source of 

programming,  however, WGPR-TV was said to serve as a training ground for hundreds of 

minorities who went on to have successful careers in broadcasting as radio personalities, 

anchors, newscasters, and journalists (Gregory, 1999).  

Banks died in 1985, but the station continued to have African American ownership 

through the Black Mason organization. Employees of WGPR-TV, during the tenure of Mathews, 

complained that instead of support, they were faced with lies, deception, and inhumane 



101 
 

treatment. Karen Yandle, a former employee, said of Mathews, “He harassed me until I had no 

other choice but to leave. I had to face a different dilemma with him everyday” (Colbert, 1992, p. 

A3). Additionally, an ongoing scholarship fund that was established in founder Banks’ name was 

discontinued once Mathews became president (Colbert, 1992).  

The sale of WGPR-TV also created controversy because the Black Masons chose to sell 

the station to CBS for $24 million instead of a group of African American investors (Gregory, 

1999; Lind, 2006). The African American investors’ bid was $12 million higher than CBS ($36 

million compared to $24 million). Those opposed to selling to CBS argued that the station’s role 

in history as the first African American TV station makes it “sacred property” (Holly, 1995, p. 

19). Mathews responded to critics, asking where they were when the station was suffering from 

financial problems. “There was no else in line when CBS came to us [in 1994],” Mathews stated 

(Holly, 1995, p. 19).  

Though CBS vowed to spend considerable money to increase the station’s signal, it also 

made major programming changes. Congressman John Conyers promised to convince the FCC 

to reject the deal, stating, “Empowerment of the African-American community must not be lost” 

(Holly, 1995, p. 23). Hoyett Owens, a public relations consultant who worked with CBS to 

develop its new programming for the Detroit station, stated, “I’m African American, and I’m 

sensitive to doing what’s right, and CBS is sensitive to going into a city like Detroit and making 

sure they attract viewers” (Holly, 1995, p. 23). For CBS, this did not mean creating local 

programming that targeted minority audiences like “Arab Voice of Detroit,” one locally 

produced show aimed at the growing Arab American population in Detroit, but instead to air 

CBS syndicated programming on the network. 
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This reveals an argument that can be made regarding increased diversity through minority 

ownership. Once people of color are given the opportunity of media ownership or other decision 

making position, there is no guarantee that these individuals will see the need to forsake their 

desire for profit in order to “lift up the race.” The story of WGPR-TV gives us both sides of the 

coin. While Banks was dedicated to providing programming by African Americans for African 

Americans, his successors eventually sold the television station to CBS, a media conglomerate 

that cares more about profit than it does the people of color in Detroit. And, the Black Masons 

sold the station to the conglomerate despite a higher bid from an African American interest 

group. This transaction, and the reaction of Mathews to this group, suggests that the decision 

went beyond profit. 

There is a danger, however, in thinking that these are “choices” made freely by these 

African American media owners. In many cases, these actions are more a result of constraints 

within the larger social structures. So perhaps after the decades of struggle, from initial barriers 

to entry to loan rejections from banks, the board members must have been disappointed with 

their inability to keep the television station afloat. Perhaps the Black Masons were so far down 

the road with the CBS group that they did not see the benefit of starting over with the interested 

minority group. Regardless of their reasoning, the station that represents a landmark in African 

American media ownership and diversity is now just another station within a media 

conglomerate.  

4.9 Initiatives to Increase Minority Ownership: Tax Certificates and Distress Sales 

 In addition to the diversity issues behind the scenes addressed in part by the FCC’s EEO 

regulation policy, minority media ownership has been a concern for citizen groups of color and 

activists. With the advent of EEO policy, media ownership were made aware of the concerns of 



103 
 

communities of color, specifically their desire to participate more actively in media (Honig, 

1984). As evidenced by Banks’ application for a broadcasting license in 1975 being the first by a 

person of color, African Americans and other minority groups had, and continue to have, limited 

presence in broadcasting ownership. The lack of minority presence in ownership continues to 

this day.  

According to Honig (1984), the broadcasters responded to these challenges by creating 

minority training programs, hiring minorities as journalists and anchors in their newsrooms, and 

developing public affair programming and documentaries. These efforts, however, were typically 

short term as broadcasting companies got increased leeway from the FCC in the way they were 

required to meet community needs. Coupled with the declining Civil Rights Movement, a lot of 

the efforts made earlier by citizen groups were being challenged (Honig, 1984). New programs 

to address issues of minority ownership were needed. 

President Jimmy Carter’s administration and the National Telecommunications and 

Information Administration (NTIA) created a program titled the Minority Telecommunications 

Development Program (MTDP). The NTIA was the result of a reorganization that transferred 

functions of the White House Office of Telecommunications Policy (OTP) and the Commerce 

Department’s Office of Telecommunications (OT) (US Department of Commerce, 2000). The 

MTDP was established by the NTIA to coordinate attempts to increase minority ownership 

between the Federal Government and private industry. To increase minority ownership, the 

MTDP recommended that the FCC: 1) expedite the process for minority applications; 2) create 

broker arrangements and part time station operations in order to give minority applicants more 

experience; 3) utilize the proposal given by the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB) of 

tax certificates; 4) overlook TV ownership limits for minority owners in the 50 largest markets; 
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5) allow minority license applicants to have lower financial requirements; and 6) utilize the 

Congressional Black Caucus’ plan to allow distress sale purchasing for groups with at least 50 

percent minority ownership (US Department of Commerce, 2000).    

In 1977, citizen groups led by the National Black Media Coalition and the National 

Association of Black Owned Broadcasters (NABOB) persuaded the FCC to hold a conference on 

minority media ownership. NABOB President Elliot Franks stated, “the black broadcaster faces 

some very real problems which are not addressed within the context of the National Association 

of Broadcasters” (“Broadcasters form new,” 1977, para. 3). In October, the NABOB held a two-

day seminar to define barriers to minority ownership of broadcast stations and create a Task 

Force to increase minority ownership, including the establishment of a venture capital 

corporation, development of a high risk credit pool to help with financing, and creating tax 

incentives for owners who sell his broadcast station to people of color (“Task Force on,” 1977).  

After hearing suggestions from these groups and the NTIA, the 1978 Policy Statement on 

Minority Ownership Broadcast Facilities was announced. Within this policy were two major 

initiatives designed to increase the number of minority owned stations: 1) tax certificates were 

granted to stations that would increase diversity programming and where “there is a substantial 

likelihood that diversity of programming will be increased” and 2) stations selling to minorities 

before their official hearing could do so at a “distress sale” price (Honig, 1984, p. 869). Due to 

this policy, eighty-two stations were sold to minorities from 1978 to 1982.  

A large part of the policy’s success originated in the economic benefits given to broadcast 

station owners who sell to minorities. These owners saw tax benefits of five to eight percent and 

deferral of capital gains tax. In addition, minority employment and minority participation in 

programming grew in the 1970s as a result of these policies (Honig, 1984). James E. Winston of 
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the National Association of Black-Owned Broadcasters shared that, “it was the single most 

important policy in increasing ownership” (Adelson, 1997, p. D9). In fact, of the 479 tax 

certificates credited through 1995, 75 percent were awarded to minority owners. According to 

the Commerce Department, these deals averaged $4 million for radio stations and $38 million for 

television stations (Adelson, 1997). Even with these incentives, potential minority owners still 

had issues with financing. The 1978 Minority Ownership Task Force Report continued to find 

significant barriers to entry for minorities, despite no apparent discrimination on the part of the 

FCC or broadcasters (Kleiman, 1991). This discrepancy confirms that incentives alone were not 

enough to increase barriers to entry for minority broadcasting ownership.  

Section 257 of the Telecommunications Act of 1996 mandated that the FCC pinpointed 

and eradicated any market entry barriers for small telecommunication owners (Federal 

Communications Commission, 2000). Since many minority-owned broadcast stations are also 

small owners, this mandate should have been helpful in addressing these barriers. Due to the 

ruling by the Supreme Court in Adarand Constructors, Inc. v. Pena in 1995, which is discussed 

later in this chapter, federal programs that utilize racial or ethnic criteria must be narrowly 

tailored to serve that interest and must fill a compelling government interest. The FCC 

considered justifying efforts by arguing the promotion of a diversity of views. With this, the FCC 

could defend comparative hearings for minority broadcast licenses and distress sales, which were 

upheld by the Supreme Court in Metro Broadcasting Inc. v. FCC (Federal Communication 

Commission, 2000).   

4.10 Freedom of the Press is Guaranteed Only to Those Who Own One 

One minority owner who benefitted directly from distress sells was TV One founder and 

Chairwoman Cathy Hughes. Her initial purchase, WOL in Washington D.C., was the first radio 
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station to be sold in a distress sale after the policy passed (Zook, 2008). From this initial station, 

Hughes and her son Alfred Liggins grew their business, Radio One Inc., into a broadcasting 

empire with more than 65 radio stations. Radio One has been valued at $2.3 billion (Goldstein, 

2001). Part of the business includes TV One, a cable network established in January 2004. While 

receiving an award, Hughes shared, “I hope we are the stark raving example that you can 

improve the life of the African American community and make a profit at the same time” 

(Goldstein, 2001, para. 6).  Not everyone agrees with her assessment.  

Just as there were mumbles of discontent about an African American owner ceding his 

company to a white owned media conglomerate when Robert Johnson sold Black Entertainment 

Television to Viacom Inc. for more than $3 billion, questions arose regarding Hughes’ deal with 

Comcast in the formation of TV One (Curry, 2000). Media critic A.J. Leibling suggested that, 

“Freedom of the press is guaranteed only to those who own one” (Curry, 2000, para. 3). Hughes 

argued that TV One was required to partner with both Comcast and DirecTV to even get into the 

cable industry. “We also had to offer equity stakes to our investors in order to get our deal done .  

. . It is our start on the long journey for us to maintain Black ownership and Black control” 

(Martin, 2005, p. 3). 

Is this, however, really our only path to ownership? The National Coalition of African 

American Owned Media President Stanley Washington agrees that, “one of the biggest issues is 

our ability to own, distribute and create our own image” (Martin, 2010, para. 2). TV One is a 

Black-owned cable channel, though technically Comcast owns 33 percent of the channel and it is 

a publicly traded company.  

There are, though, a number of up and coming networks being run by persons of color. 

Some of these channels developed by Comcast as a stipulation of its merger with NBC/ 
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Universal, including Revolt TV, which is run by Sean “Diddy” Combs, and El Rey, which is run 

by Robert Rodriguez. Both stations officially launched in 2013. For a minority-driven broadcast 

network, there is Bounce TV, a 24-hour network targeting African American audiences.  

These networks, though, are at the whim of cable systems such as Comcast and Time-

Warner concerning the number of households in which the channels will be available. Without 

support from the cable systems, networks are often either relegated to the upper end of the dial, 

or they are rejected from the cable system altogether. When a conglomerate like Comcast owns 

channels that appear in its own channel lineup, it creates a competition with any similar 

channels. For example, Washington contends that Robert Townsend’s Black Family Channel 

was seen as a competitor to TV One.  Because of the financial investment it has in TV One, it is 

suggested that Comcast limited the amount of support the channel could get, causing 

Townsend’s channel to fold in 2007 (Martin, 2010).  

Diverting all of the viewership to the channel financed falls in line with the overall goal 

of a conglomerate like Comcast to maximize profit. Additionally, while it satisfies a contractual 

obligation, it also makes sense for Comcast to not only support TV One, but to also create other 

channels targeting different audiences of color.  Revolt TV and El Rey TV serve the purpose of 

satisfying Comcast critics by providing diverse programming for its customers. More 

importantly to Comcast, though, is that these channels that will become part of the conglomerate 

and still help to satisfy diversity requirements set forward its merger with NBC/Universal. So, 

diversity is said to be created when channels are created that are another part of a growing 

conglomerate. These investments only increase its control over channels offered through its 

cable service. With this example of horizontal (multiple channels) and vertical (channels and 
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cable provider) integration, Comcast has definitely benefitted from policy created and enforced 

by government regulators, primarily the FCC and the Justice Department.   

4.11 Adarand and the End of Government Mandated Diversity Policy 

The FCC’s EEO policy strengthened in the 1990s with Metro Broadcasting, Inc. v. FCC 

(Brooks et al., 2003). The FCC contended that regulations regarding employment practices were 

necessary to allow the agency to satisfy its requirements under the Communications Act of 1934 

(Metro v. FCC, 1990). Though Metro Broadcasting, Inc. v. FCC dealt directly with media 

ownership, this case was a victory for all equal protection policies because the Supreme Court 

ruled that these regulations satisfied intermediate scrutiny and were necessary for the FCC to 

satisfy its mandate from Congress for diversity in broadcasting (Metro v. FCC, 1990). In 

addition to the mandate, the Court upheld the connection between extreme underrepresentation 

of minorities who were owners of or employed by broadcasting companies and the resulting 

representation in programming content. Finally, the Court determined that employment of 

minorities not only benefitted the minority audience, but also the non-minority audience (Metro 

v. FCC, 1990).  

When the Court determined in Metro v. FCC that intermediate scrutiny was sufficient in 

terms of broadcasting policies dealing with race, there were Justices who offered dissent (Metro 

v. FCC, 1990). Justices Kennedy and Scalia in particular provided insight into future Court 

decisions when they argued that while diversity could be seen as important, it was not a 

compelling government interest. They also alleged that this type of broadcast diversity 

discriminated against non-minorities through the exclusion of certain racial classifications 

(Metro v. FCC, 1990). This argument would be important when the issue of racial diversity and 

classifications resurfaced in 1995 with Adarand Constructors, Inc., v. Pena. 



109 
 

 In Adarand Constructors, Inc. v. Pena, a construction contract was awarded by the 

Department of Transportation to a minority-owned business over a white-owned construction 

company based on its disadvantaged status with the Small Business Administration. A 

classification of disadvantaged status is based on either the applicants’ economic or racial status. 

The Justices determined that, with regard to federal contracts, instead of intermediate scrutiny, 

all racial classifications had to be upheld to strict scrutiny and be tailored toward its goal in order 

to be valid (Adarand v. Pena, 1995). While this case was based in the Department of 

Transportation, the effects of the decision were felt in all areas of government, particularly at the 

FCC. Up until this point, issues dealing with racial classification in broadcasting had been 

determined under intermediate scrutiny based on the Metro Broadcasting Inc. v. FCC decision. 

The change from the Metro intermediate scrutiny to the Adarand enforced strict scrutiny left 

many Commissioners in the FCC at a lost as to how to deal with issues such as EEO regulations 

(Campbell, 2010). 

 Looking at the Adarand decision through a lens of critical race theory, one could argue 

that this decision from the Supreme Court was flawed. In determining that racial status is not an 

appropriate disadvantaged category, the Court was using a colorblind model that does not take 

into account white privilege. McIntosh (1998) explains that white privilege is, “an invisible 

package of unearned assets . . . about which [the person] was ‘meant’ to remain oblivious” (p. 

165). Since it is not obvious, it is often up to the affected party to address the issue. In general, it 

is be difficult for a person to admit his privilege.  

 In addition to white privilege, there was evidence of institutional racism in the Adarand 

decision. Walsh (2008) stated that institutional racism defines those systemic barriers to entry 

that lead to different levels of access and opportunities. While overt racism is not as prominent in 
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present society, institutional racism has helped to ensure that minorities are kept from the 

benefits that wealthy whites take advantage of. For example, procuring a loan from a bank is 

difficult for many minority broadcast applicants because the banks often require operating 

experience. Additionally, the FCC has required from three months to one year of working capital 

for television license applicants (US Department of Commerce, 2000). This requirement, likely 

established by banks to increase the chance of repayment, is discriminatory to many minority 

applicants as well. As a result, minority broadcasting ownership needs the assistance of 

government, especially EEO policy to surpass the institutional barriers.  

Aside from the reference to the Metro case that it overturned, the Adarand case made no 

reference to broadcasting and its EEO policy. In the earlier Metro decision, the Court deferred to 

Congress, stating that its mandated programs under discussion were significant.  With Adarand, 

however, the Court had restricted the power of Congress (Mishkin, 1996). Even President 

Clinton commented on this decision. Speaking on July 19, 1995, on the issue of affirmative 

action, President Clinton stated,  

I also want to emphasize that the Adarand decision did not dismantle affirmative 
action and did not dismantle set-asides. In fact, while setting stricter standards to 
mandate reform of affirmative action, it actually reaffirmed the need for 
affirmative action and reaffirmed the continuing existence of systematic 
discrimination in the United States. . . But let me be clear: Affirmative action has 
been good for America. (Clinton, 1995, para. 70 & 78) 
 
While Clinton decisively stood with Congress on affirmative action, the die had already 

been cast. The Department of Justice (DOJ) analyzed the Adarand decision and stated that 

affirmative action’s goal was not to use race or ethnicity as an influence on the hiring decision, 

but instead as a method to ensure that minorities were included in the application process (Trigg, 

1996). With this statement, the DOJ showed its disapproval of the Court’s decision. Despite the 



111 
 

decision sent down from the Supreme Court on affirmative action, the government was still 

making efforts to circumvent it.    

While governmental agencies were busy trying to find ways to get around the Adarand 

decision, the DC District Court brought yet another ruling against EEO regulation. Lutheran 

Church-Missouri Synod v. Federal Communications Commission, Missouri State Conference of 

Branches of the NAACP, et al. in 1998 served as a dagger to the FCC’s EEO regulations. In this 

case, the Lutheran Church owned two stations, one was a religious format AM station and the 

other was an FM station that played classical music. A complaint was filed by the FCC against 

the church when it did not hire enough people of color to satisfy EEO regulation or programming 

diversity. The Lutheran Church appealed, arguing that its hiring practices were based on either 

the applicant’s membership in the Lutheran Church or his/her knowledge of classical music 

(“DCC Appeals Court”, 1998, April 16). The DC District Court ruled that EEO regulations were 

unconstitutional and that the FCC’s diversity programming interest did not stand up to 

Adarand’s strict scrutiny (Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod v. FCC, 1998).  

The court recognized inconsistency in a policy that did not allow the Lutheran Church to 

use religious preferences in hiring administrative staff, but allowed the use of racial preferences 

to hire that same position (Holder, 1999). What the court did not see or acknowledge, however, 

was that there were not many instances of discrimination in hiring due to someone’s religious 

affiliation. On the other hand, an applicant’s race has served as a way for employers to “weed” 

him/her out of consideration. With regard to the Lutheran Church’s requirement that employees 

be well-versed in classical music, the FCC saw this not as a requirement but a preference 

(Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod v. FCC, 1998). 
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Holder (1999) gives three reasons that EEO regulations failed under strict scrutiny. First, 

he argues that the discrimination these regulations are based on is not a compelling government 

interest, which means it must eliminate the effects of racial or ethnic discrimination. While EEO 

policy works toward the elimination of discriminatory practices in media, because of the dubious 

nature of hiring practices, it is hard to imagine that all discrimination in media employment 

would end because of it. Second, if the hired minority fails to advance viewpoint diversity, then 

no causal connection can be found between the objectives of the government and its regulations. 

This has been argued before when trying to connect increased workforce diversity to increased 

diverse programming. And, the evidence is out there to prove strict scrutiny for the FCC to use, 

if it desired to (Holder, 1999). 

Finally, as discussed earlier, even if there is a person of color at the station who can 

express her viewpoint, there is no guarantee that that person’s viewpoint will create program 

diversity because there is no assurance that she has the power or influence (Holder, 1999). This 

reasoning not only hampers the FCC in determining level of scrutiny, but it puts definite pressure 

on employees of color. According to Holder (1999), if the person of color who is hired does not 

make all of his/her decisions with the goal of increasing diversity in mind, then he/she is not 

meeting explicit objectives. This is difficult to prove because individual persons of color, like 

any group, are not the same. There is no guarantee that all people of color could agree on any 

issue, let alone one regarding diversity and ending discriminatory employment practices.   

Alternately, when analyzing EEO regulation to determine if it stands up to strict scrutiny 

of the courts, Trigg (1996) found that regulations are effort-based. So, they do not include hiring 

practices that are based solely on race or gender. The regulations, then, should stand up to the 

Adarand decision. In his estimation, preferential programs, like affirmative action and quotas 
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that are exclusively for minorities, have been effectively challenged. For EEO regulations, 

however, race is only one of many qualifications that broadcasters would be looking for when 

hiring qualified minority or women candidates (Trigg, 1996). EEO regulation does not hire the 

candidate, but instead gives underrepresented persons of color a chance to get in the door.   So 

according to Trigg’s assessment, the court’s rulings would be unfounded. Trigg’s analysis, 

though hopeful, did not hold weight. By 2001, the FCC announced that it was suspending EEO 

rules and forms beyond prohibiting clear cases of discrimination. Former FCC Chairman 

William Kennard called it,  

“A defeat for diversity. . . At a time when many Americans are outraged at the lack of 
minorities in prime time and in the boardrooms of America, the broadcasters have once 
again used the courts to strike down even a modest outreach effort.” (Anonymous, 2001, 
p. 3) 

 
Critical race theory tells us that all of these policies and hierarchies reaffirm the role of structural 

racism in governmental policy. When organizations, including the Supreme Court, refer to 

affirmative action as solely a preferential program, instead of an opportunity to even the playing 

field for people of color, it is clear that there are larger structural issues at hand. Affirmative 

action gives candidates of color the opportunity to get in the door. Hiring of these candidates is 

based on their qualifications and abilities because if opportunities do not arise because of 

discrimination or an established “old boys network,” how will these applicants be able to show 

their worth? 

As early as the 1950s, broadcast networks established policy that addressed the absence 

of people of color in front of and behind the scenes in network broadcasting. Through seemingly 

genuine efforts, NBC worked with public relations specialist Joseph V. Baker to integrate 

African Americans into the network. Its policies foreshadowed current broadcast diversity 

policy. The results were mixed, at best, with very few performers given opportunities on 
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television programs and even fewer African Americans hired behind the scenes. In the 

meantime, citizen groups such as the Coordinating Council of Negro Performers used activism to 

push back against the dearth of actors of color in broadcasting. The participation of these citizens 

groups was crucial in that they kept pressure on the broadcast networks, threatening boycotts if 

their demands were not answered. One actor of color who found success was Desi Arnaz. 

Arnaz’s white skin and marriage to comedienne Lucille Ball helped to make the 

singer/bandleader acceptable to the larger white audience, despite his Cuban heritage.  

History has shown that governmental agencies, including the FCC, and the Court have 

played a big role in the effectiveness of broadcast diversity initiatives. As a result of the Civil 

Rights Movement, President Lyndon Johnson established Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) 

regulations throughout the federal government. Over the next four decades these regulations, and 

all race-based policy, would be challenged through a series of court cases. In the Office of 

Communications of the United Church of Christ v. Federal Communications (1966), a petition to 

deny license renewal for broadcasters who discriminated in their hiring practices resulted in the 

FCC acknowledging the connection between the employment practices of a station and the way 

it serves a community. It also helped to establish the FCC’s EEO policy.  

As a result of the efforts of President Jimmy Carter’s National Telecommunications and 

Information Administration (NTIA) and the National Association of Black Owned Broadcasters 

(NABOB), in 1978 policy was created within the FCC that established tax certificates and 

distress sales, two successful methods in increasing minority ownership. The FCC’s EEO policy 

was strengthened with Metro Broadcasting, Inc. v. FCC (1990), which held that intermediate 

scrutiny could be applied to challenges of equal protection. By 1995, however Adarand 

Constructor, Inc. v. Pena had all but erased earlier advancement in EEO regulations due to the 
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Court’s decision that strict scrutiny should be applied to all laws dealing with racial 

classification. 

With the suspension of a majority of EEO policy in the books and the threat of strict 

scrutiny from the courts, the governments’ hands were seemingly tied. While this was 

happening, new legislation signed by President Bill Clinton was applauded by some as the 

significant legislation that would overhaul communications policy. In the next chapter, the 

effects of The Telecommunications Act of 1996 are discussed. The resulting deregulation of 

media affected not only media ownership, but also workforce diversity in media. Someone else 

had to take up the mantle to move diversity in broadcasting forward. Once again, the pressure 

came from citizens groups.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SOME PEOPLE HAVE WAITED OVER 300 YEARS TO BE HEARD: 

THE TELECOMMUNICATIONS ACT OF 1996 AND ITS EFFECTS ON 

DIVERSITY 

“This law is truly revolutionary legislation that will bring the future to our doorstep. It 
will create many, many high-wage jobs. It will provide for more information and more 
entertainment to virtually every American home” – President Bill Clinton (Mills, 1996, p. 
C01)  
 

 With this statement, President Clinton signed The Telecommunications Act of 1996 into 

law in a ceremony filled with pomp and symbolism. Ernestine the telephone operator, played by 

comedienne Lily Tomlin, appeared via video to represent the “old” media. The ceremony took 

place at the Library of Congress to highlight the Internet connections that would be established 

in every school, library, and clinic by the year 2000. Finally, to show contrast with “old” media, 

Clinton signed a second, digital copy that was immediately released onto the Internet (Mills, 

1996). While Clinton praised the Act as a bipartisan effort, credit was given in particular to Vice 

President Al Gore, who worked more than 20 years toward the goal of increasing public access 

to the Internet (Mills, 1996).  

The greatest credit, however, should be given to the media conglomerates at that time 

known as “The Big Five,” including AOL/Time Warner (now Time Warner), Viacom, Disney, 

News Corporation, and General Electric (now Comcast). With the passing of The 

Telecommunications Act of 1996, these corporate powers continued to strip away the say of 

individual citizens when it comes to media and to the larger democracy. This movement against 

the public was not new.  



117 
 

In the 1980s, under Reagan and the neoconservatives, there was increased deregulation, 

creating an environment that encouraged mergers (Bettig & Hall, 2012; Meehan, 2005). The 

government no longer served as the protector of the people. The government was now the 

protector of big business (Bagdikian, 2004). In his statement, President Clinton (1996) said that, 

“this Act seeks to remove unnecessary regulation and open the way for freer markets. I support 

that philosophy. At the same time, however, my Administration has opposed measures that 

would allow undue concentration in the mass media” (para. 4). While he claimed to be against 

media concentration, Clinton and Republicans such as Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich 

worked together against the best interest of citizens to give media corporations unfettered 

deregulation.  Despite the bipartisan support of this Act, however, there were a number of critics 

(e.g., Bettig & Hall, 2012; Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; McChesney, 2004a; McChesney, 2004b) 

with concerns that a media market free from “unnecessary regulation” may not be the best means 

of keeping competition and diversity alive in mass media.  

The purpose of this chapter is to look at the changes that have occurred in source 

diversity in an era of media concentration. Since The Telecommunications Act of 1996, media 

have become more and more concentrated with conglomerates owning the majority of outlets, 

making it more difficult for people of color to enter into ownership roles. In the name of 

competition, Congress and the FCC allowed for the deregulation of media. So, the healthier 

competition that existed amongst broadcast stations until 1985, when ownership rules were 

relaxed from the 7-7-7 Rule established in the 1950s to the 12-12-12 Rule, which allowed an 

individual or company to acquire up to 12 AM, FM, or TV stations or 25% of each, disappeared 

(Ivy Planning Group, LLC, 2000; Sadler, 2005).  
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This chapter will analyze the effects of the relaxed ownerships rules and the resulting 

effect on diversity in media. Despite increased concentration, there have been people of color 

who have managed to succeed despite the odds. To conclude the chapter, these people will be 

highlighted not to illuminate them as ways that others can “make it,” but instead to show them as 

exceptions to the rule. These people of color got opportunities, not because they are special, but 

because they are recognized as a commodity within the political economy. I will begin this 

discussion by looking at how the conglomerates used methods including horizontal and vertical 

integration to limit competition and further assert their control in media. 

5.1 Media Concentration through Horizontal and Vertical Integration 

For risk adverse conglomerates, increasing ownership of media companies not only 

brought about concentration, but helped increased their potential profits. According to Mosco 

(2009), “corporate concentration permits companies to better control the production, distribution, 

and exchange of communication, and limits competition and therefore the diversity of 

information and entertainment available in society” (p. 159; see also McChesney, 2004a).  

The concentration of the media market is the result of favorable policies created by the 

government (McChesney, 2004a). For example, the allocation of digital spectrum as a result of 

The Telecommunications Act of 1996 was estimated to be valued at $70 billion. The broadcast 

networks, however, were not required to pay anything toward this cost. This was a prime 

example of government financing, which is also termed “corporate welfare” (Calabrese & Mihal, 

2011). With this corporate welfare, media companies were more able to increase and diversify 

their holdings without having to worry about the economic effects. One way that these 

companies diversify their holdings is through horizontal and vertical integration.   
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Horizontal integration in communication is when a media company buys other media 

companies within the same industry. Horizontal integration allows for companies to market and 

promote their media products across media platforms (Croteau & Hoynes, 2006). For example, 

since they are part of the same the Disney conglomerate, ABC and ESPN are able to cross-

promote their sporting events on each channel. Keeping their promotion in-house concentrates 

the spending within that company, lowering its bottom line costs. This not only limits the risk 

that Disney has in making sure the right message hits the right audience, but it also ultimately 

increases its profits because the money is circulating in-house.   

In addition, horizontal integration has encouraged the convergence of media products and 

businesses (Croteau & Hoynes, 2006). For example, many broadcast networks are extending the 

identity of their programs with the help of the Internet. Now, in addition to viewing a program on 

the designated broadcast channel, consumers can watch episodes on the network’s online 

channel or sites such as Hulu.com. Beyond viewing programs online, fans of a program can 

support a show online. Fans can choose to “like” the show on Facebook, “follow” the show on 

Twitter, and even receive “badges” signifying their support of the show on GetGlue.com. In this, 

conglomerates have more opportunities to exploit and commodify their audience, encouraging 

them to work by promoting their favorite shows to friends on social networking sites. This 

reinforces the argument from Smythe that broadcast programming serves as a free lunch, and 

that the audience itself is a laborer for the media. The audience in this instance is proving its role 

as a commodity to potential advertisers by actually proclaiming the shows it is devoted to and 

recruiting more fans that the advertisers can target. 

These examples of horizontal integration do not illustrate how this process hurts smaller 

companies. Because of the wide reach of the conglomerates, it is harder for the smaller 
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companies to get attention in the market. Of the thousands of companies that are part of the 

media process in the United States, only a few are able to reach any significant numbers of 

consumers (McChesney, 2004a). For example, horizontal integration can also refer to the 

purchase or participation in media by a non-media company, such as Wal-Mart’s investment in 

DVD and Blu-ray sales (McChesney, 2004a; Mosco, 2009). A corporation such as Wal-Mart is 

able to offer lower prices than the Mom and Pop DVD store because of all of the other products 

it sells that has nothing to do with media but can off-set Wal-Mart’s media prices. The ability for 

the consumer to not only get lower prices but also get them in the same place where she gets her 

groceries, office supplies, and bedding is difficult for the Mom and Pop store to compete with.  

The role of the consumer often gets in the way of her role as a citizen. Croteau and 

Hoynes (2006) distinguish the consumer and citizen as completely different facets of the human 

experience. The consumer, on one hand, is concerned with purchasing power and her ability to 

buy certain products. The citizen, on the other hand, is concerned with community and civic life. 

While citizens are considered equals, consumers are not. This difference between the citizen and 

consumer is one of the reasons why horizontal integration affects the diversity of media, because 

media often place their focus on consumer concerns at the detriment of the concerns of the 

citizen.  

For example, in a democracy, source diversity within the news is vitally important. What 

happens, then, when ownership of the news outlets affects what is being reported? Bagdikian 

(2004) recounts the influence that Gannett had on a local newspaper that it had purchased. After 

having to reduce its staff, the local newspaper printed an accurate news report that offended one 

of Gannett’s advertisers. Gannett forced the editor of the newspaper to apologize for the story 

and change the direction of news printed in the paper. The resulting change in news brought 
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about complaints from readers. Gannett then used these complaints as an excuse to reprimand the 

editor (Bagdikian, 2004).   

Gannett-owned papers within the same area often claim to believe in local autonomy. It is 

more likely, however, that the staff for local papers will be consolidated, resulting in fewer 

journalists to report on local stories that mean something to the local audience. This 

consolidation of staff also occurs when there is single ownership of multiple local television 

stations, especially if those stations are owned by the national broadcast networks. Local news 

stories are replaced by syndicated news, national stories reported by a single news journalist who 

works on behalf multiple stations (Bagdikian, 2004). The resulting economies of scale ruins any 

potential idea or viewpoint diversity (Croteau & Hoynes, 2006). While these media companies 

may justify their choices by stating the advantages including increased efficiency, the lack of 

diversity of both voices and ideas result in an uninformed citizenry.  

Vertical integration is when one company purchases another media company that 

specializes in another part of the production process. The goal of this type of concentration is 

that the initial company is able to control all levels of the production, distribution, and exhibition 

stages, giving them a distinct advantage over its competition (McChesney, 2004a; Mosco, 2009). 

In broadcasting, for example, vertical integration would include ownership of not only a 

production company, but also the network the show is aired on, the distribution company, and 

the television station that airs the program (Meehan, 2010). This type of ownership concentration 

is particularly troublesome because of the limited range of information that is offered to the 

public as a result (Mosco, 2009). Additionally, for competitors, it is difficult to enter any part of 

the production process. Ultimately, for media conglomerates, “vertical integration lowers costs, 

lowers risks, and increases profit” (McChesney, 2004a, p. 180). The exclusivity created when 
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networks, distributors, and production companies are vertically integrated creates exclusivity 

within conglomerate programming that increases the barriers to entry for independent companies 

and companies not affiliated with the conglomerate. 

An increase in the number of companies conglomerates own also brings about an 

increase in media concentration. Vertical integration also makes riskier investments, such as 

motion pictures, less of an issue because each part of the process in controlled and financed by 

the same conglomerates. This gives these conglomerates the opportunity to take a “risk” on 

edgier projects, including projects with a minority-led cast. These conglomerates typically do not 

do this, however, choosing instead to continue to depend on sequels, remakes, and other safe 

projects. McChesney (2004) agrees with this assessment of the conglomerate choices, stating that 

“smart media owners rarely want to try something the public is unfamiliar with; it is far wiser to 

do what has worked in the past” (p. 193).   

This is especially disheartening for people of color who do not have the access to 

materials and funding for their media projects. This is one of the many ways in which the 

concentration of media ownership creates a barrier to entry for independent media companies. In 

addressing the issues of barriers to entry for minorities in media, agents admitted that the 

industry has yet to fully accept its role in the lack of diversity in media and state that the key to 

acceptance is good training and mentors for minority applicants (Eng, 2006). John Bauman, a 

talent agent for writers at The Gersh Agency, stated, “It is in television’s best interest to diversify 

their employee base because even if those particular people have more trouble hitting the target 

at the moment, they’ll also broaden the target over time” (Eng, 2006, p. 8). Diversifying means 

that those who are recruiting would have to consider expanding their search by looking beyond 

those writers, directors, or producers who are already proven commodities. While it is easy for 
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agents to publically acknowledge the need for media to expand their ranks, these agents also 

realize that they have a bottom line that they must answer to. If they are looking to make the 

most of their 10 percent commission,10 these agents are likely to sign clients who can easily be 

placed (Eng, 2006). As a result of this bottom line, those artists without an agent who want to 

establish themselves have to create their own product and distribute it through other means such 

as through the Internet. Ultimately, the goal of artists who want to participate within the media is 

to be represented by an agent or a manager because otherwise, media organizations will not take 

a chance on the artist for fear of the legal issues that may come with an unrepresented artist.  

In addition to decreased competition, another issue that came with increased 

consolidation of media companies was a decrease in local news sources. In Denver, for example, 

Jacor Communications combined the news departments of radio stations KOA, KTLK, KHOW, 

and KBCO-AM into one entity (Knoll, 1996). After the Telecommunications Act of 1996, limits 

to ownership were relaxed to the point where as many as three television stations and eight radio 

stations in the same market could be owned by the same media organization (Adelson, 1997; 

Knoll, 1996). Former Commissioner Michael Copps argued, “Why does any corporate interest 

need to own three stations in any city, other than to enjoy the 40-50 percent profit margins most 

consolidated stations are racking up? What public interest, what diversity, does that serve?” 

(“Excerpts from statements,” 2003, p. C8). With regard to the effect of this consolidation on 

local news programming, Andrew Jay Schwartzmann of Media Access Project argued that, 

“when you have one of the major sources of local news and information restructured so that one 

company controls a substantial proportion of the editorial voices in a community in that medium, 

that’s not good for democracy” (Knoll, 1996, p. D5). This is important especially in regard to 

                                                           

10
 Generally, agents who represent creative people in the television and film industry offer contracts with a 10% 

commission rate. 
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ownership diversity, because less diverse ownership can result in a lack of diverse voices and 

viewpoints.   

5.2 Concentration and Diversity 

 As a result of increased horizontal and vertical integration within media, minority 

ownership has suffered. As noted in chapter four, as a result of the end of tax credits and distress 

sales in 1995, minority owners struggled to keep their stations (Adelson, 1997; Labaton, 2000). 

Texas Republican Bill Archer ended tax incentives by hiding the legislation in an initiative 

aimed at providing health care deductions to taxpayers who were self-employed. While not a 

new tactic, it was effective in that this was legislation that President Clinton wanted to pass 

(Zook, 1999). The results were immediate. “A minority entrepreneur trying to enter or stay in the 

business has to raise more equity,” according to Ragan Henry, founder of US Radio. Thomas 

Castro, owner of El Dorado Communications Inc., agreed, stating, “I couldn’t start El Dorado 

today . . . It’s not that minority owners are saints, but the minority community will suffer more 

because their tastes aren’t even considered” (Adelson, 1997, p. D9). For example, KQQK, one of 

El Dorado’s largest stations located in Houston, helped to introduce Tejano music to American 

radio, a chance not likely taken by a conglomerate because it had not yet been proven as a 

commodity. In this instance, a minority-owned business offered a unique service to an audience 

that was typically not catered to by the other radio stations in the area.   

 When he took over as Chairman of the FCC, William Kennard actively spoke about 

creating opportunities for minority and women-owned businesses. He often grappled with these 

issues with a conservative Republican Congress and an indifferent administration despite studies 

that showed that trends in policy and in the courts had hurt minority-owned, women-owned, and 

other small media companies (Labaton, 2000). After Clear Channel Communications and Jacor 
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Communications sold nine radio stations to three minority-owned companies, Kennard 

congratulated them, saying, “I do want to commend these companies for their commitment . . . 

and for their willingness to step forward and offer new station ownership opportunities to 

minority companies” (Federal Communications Commission, 1999). Additionally, Kennard 

addressed the National Association of Broadcasters, asking the audience to increase minority 

representation in media. “I am increasingly concerned,” Kennard shared, “that at a time when 

our country is becoming more pluralistic the media is becoming less so” (Silverstein, 

September/October 1998, para. 5).  

When speaking about the NAACP public hearing regarding the lack of diversity in 

network television, Kennard stated, 

“I applaud the NAACP for prompting a national dialogue about shattering the glass 
ceiling in television. For too long, women and minorities have faced barriers to working 
in front of and behind the camera. Our nation benefits when television better reflects the 
diverse market it serves.” (Paris, 1999, para. 1). 

  
Kennard went beyond speeches to determine what barriers to entry were in place to challenge 

minority media ownership. The FCC commissioned the Ivy Planning Group, LLC (2000) to 

oversee a historical study using qualitative methods to look at the barriers to entry for minority- 

and women-owned businesses up to and including the effects of the Telecommunications Act of 

1996. The Group interviewed 120 people who represented minority- and women- owned 

businesses that, from 1950, had attempted to buy, sell or transfer a media license, and 30 

interviews with market participants, including media brokers, industry leaders, and FCC 

officials.  

The Ivy Planning Group found that after the Telecommunications Act of 1996, the 

barriers that were reduced by tax certificates and distress sales became insurmountable. 

Additionally, the FCC’s inability to enforce EEO policy, its lack of advocacy for small business, 
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along with the use of minority and female “front people” by white, male media owners made a 

bad situation worse (Ivy Planning Group, LLC, 2000). For example, Rupert Murdoch owned 

News Corporation invested $20 million into minority owned Blackstar Communications. As a 

result, Blackstar increased its ownership from three to fourteen stations, with News Corporation 

owning 20 percent interest (Zook, 1999). This was just method used to circumvent ownership 

rules established by the FCC. 

Several factors that limited minority ownership were exposed during the interviews by 

the Ivy Planning Group, including:1) discrimination and limited access to equity capital; 2) 

discrimination from the advertising industry towards minority-owned stations; 3) market 

deregulation and consolidation; 4) few employment opportunities for people of color, resulting in 

low industry experience; 5) exclusion from powerful networks that would give potential minority 

owners access to inside information, deals, and deal makers; and 6) Congressional laws, rulings 

from the courts, and FCC regulations and policies which hurt minority- and women-owned 

businesses (Ivy Planning Group, LLC, 2000). According to the study, “The FCC often failed in 

its role of public trustee of the broadcast and wireless spectrum by not properly taking onto 

account the effect of its programs” (Ivy Planning Group, 2000, p. 3). All of this has worked 

together to not only decrease the number of minority-owned stations, but also leads to declining 

civic and democratic involvement among citizens.  

As stated in chapter one, there is the argument that increased minority ownership 

correlates with increased diverse programming. Beyond programming, broadcast television is 

required to serve in the public interest due to the spectrum allocated to them at no cost. While 

there is debate about what exactly that public interest is, at the very least, broadcast television 

should represent the audience it caters to, both in representation on screen and employment and 
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ownership behind the scenes. Traditionally, however, public interest includes not only issues of 

localism, but also diversity of content and sources (Aufderheide, 1999; Napoli, 2001). In both 

instances, diversity suffers when people of color are not allowed to participate in the highest 

levels of media. The inadequate levels of people of color in broadcast ownership roles goes 

against the democratic ideals in our society.  

Along with the lack of people of color in ownership, in the late 1990s there continued to 

be a dismal number of people of color working in network prime time television. Instead of 

becoming more diverse, programming was instead getting whiter. Finally, when the 1999 Fall 

lineup was announced and there were no African American leads and very few minorities in 

featured roles, Kweisi Mfume and the NAACP had had enough.  

5.3 Clueless, Careless, or Both – Diversity Initiatives are Established 

“When people all across America watch the new prime time shows scheduled for this 
fall’s lineup, they will see a virtual whitewash in programming. . .This glaring omission 
is an outrage and a shameful display by network executives who are either clueless, 
careless or both.” (Millis, 2000, p. 32) 
 
With this statement during an address at the NAACP’s 90th Annual Convention, then 

President Kweisi Mfume effectively threw down the gauntlet, challenging the broadcast network 

executives to finally answer for decades of underrepresentation of people of color both in front 

of and behind the scenes. Within months of this challenge, two of the Big Four broadcast 

networks (NBC and ABC) had come to an agreement for diversity initiatives with the NAACP. 

As the talks continued to develop, however, other minority organizations began to speak up, 

saying that they were excluded from the negotiation process with the networks (Consoli, 2000).  

Alex Nogales, head of the National Hispanic Media Coalition, Sonny Skyhawk, head of 

the American Indians in Film and Television, Norman Mineta, former US congressman and 

leader of a coalition of Asian Americans, and former congressman Estaban Torres complained 
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that the other citizen groups aside from the NAACP were not allowed to join in the meeting with 

network executives in order to address the concerns of their members. The representatives also 

stated that they were not invited to the announcement of the diversity initiatives established 

during these meetings (Consoli, 2000). Mfume assured the groups that he and the NAACP were 

speaking for all of the minority groups. This sentiment was affirmed by ABC Vice President 

Julie Hoover, who explained that ABC’s “objectives are very broad-based and extend to all 

minority groups” (Consoli, 2000, p. 5). For the other representatives, this assertion had to cause 

concern, especially since the levels of representation of each racial and ethnic group varied, so 

their concerns and demands of the networks may have been different. While the concerns of the 

minority groups were justified, it is likely that Mfume and the NAACP were, at that point, too 

invested in the success of this initiative to allow others to give too much input. 

Means Coleman (2001) noted that historically, the NAACP was known for its 

achievements in advancing diversity and civil rights policy. When it comes to entertainment and 

the media, however, there were questions as to whether the organization had stepped too far 

outside of its comfort zone. Thus, these initiatives had the potential to be a public relations 

nightmare for the NAACP. Despite the $1 million budget allocated for its fight with the 

broadcast networks, the NAACP did not have the experience of other media watchdog 

organizations (Means Coleman, 2001). For Mfume in particular, his legacy was tied to the 

success or failure of this venture to diversify the broadcast networks.    

In an attempt to push the agenda, Mfume and the NAACP held a hearing at the Century 

Plaza Hotel in Los Angeles in which each network was to send a high-ranking executive. Only 

CBS was represented by its president, Les Moonves, so the NAACP decided that he would be 

the only one who was allowed to make an opening statement at the beginning of the hearing. The 
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executives from the other networks, vice presidents in areas such as business affairs and 

broadcast content and policy, were insulted by the NAACP’s decision and left after they were 

told that their presentations would be rescheduled. The executives were asked to wait for more 

than two hours while Mfume criticized the networks for not sending their top people (Littleton & 

Robb, 1999). When Mfume was told about the executives’ choice to leave, he replied, “Some 

people have waited 300 years to be heard” (Littleton & Robb, 1999, p. 47).        

 There were a number of pledges given by the broadcast networks to prove their 

dedication to diversifying their staff. An essential pledge initiated by NBC was that the network 

would agree to fund a minority staff writer position on each second year show (Consoli, 2000). 

This would not only increase the number of total minority writers staffed on network programs, 

but more importantly, it would give these writers an entrée into the staffing pipeline. 

Additionally, the agreement by the networks to finance those staffed minority writers would 

open up money that would otherwise be used for a staff writer to put in other areas of production. 

This incentive encouraged program showrunners who otherwise may not have been 

interested in the initiative program to give diverse writers the opportunity. Finally, the network 

agreed to establish a training program in which 25 potential minority professionals would be 

trained. ABC pledged to increase recruitment of minorities, especially writers and directors, to 

add associate producers of color to the network-owned daytime programming and to offer 

scholarships for minority broadcast students (Consoli, 2000).   

 The Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) signed by ABC, CBS, Fox, and NBC had 

similarities, but also had notable differences.11 In addition to the concessions, for example, ABC 

                                                           
11 The versions of these agreements attained for this research are the earliest signed versions from as early as 2000. 
Please note that some things have evolved since these MOUs were signed.  For example, some extra data is given to 
coalition groups, including information on daytime programming, news, and cable programming (N. Muhr, personal 
communication, February 14, 2014).  
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offered executive training through a job bank, a Network Associates Program, and an 

Entertainment Group Associates Program. The job bank provided funding for 12-18 months and 

allowed minority candidates to choose a discipline within the network to work in until a 

permanent position opened up. The Network and Entertainment Group Associates Programs 

were executive training programs that would take a selected candidate and rotate them either 

through the entire network or through the programming departments.12 The goal of these 

programs is for the candidates to find a regular fulltime position within the executive ranks 

(ABC Television Network, 2000). ABC also included diverse engineering programs in its plan. 

There is an on-the-job training program that places individuals in a position in ABC Daytime. 

Additionally, ABC made arrangements with various universities and high schools for internship 

opportunities and opportunities as day hires13 (ABC Television Network, 2000).  

 NBC’s MOU has standout issues as well. When the MOU was created, first of all, the 

network had already appointed Paula Madison as its Vice President of Diversity and Ethan 

Loney as the Director of Diversity (NBC, 2000). Second, NBC created a 6-person Council that 

would ensure that the diversity initiatives were properly implemented. What is interesting is that, 

while other networks indicated their desire to appoint more people of color to their board of 

directors, NBC’s MOU lists the four executives of color on its board14 (NBC, 2000).  

Bettig and Hall (2012) refer to board of directors as the power elite, or the leading arm of 

the ruling class. These members are elected to make decisions on behalf of the stockholders. The 

most important role of the board of directors is to make sure that the capitalist connection 

                                                           

12
 Programming departments within the Entertainment division of a television network are: Comedy, Drama, 

Alternative Series, Movies/MiniSeries, Business Affairs, Communications (Publicity), and Scheduling. 
13

 A day hire is someone who fills in for a day, or more, for an employee who has a day off, or when a production 
needs extra people on staff for a shoot. 
14

 The board members listed were James Cash, James E. Robinson Professor of Business Administration, Harvard 
Business School, Ann M. Fudge, EVP of Kraft Foods, Claudio Gonzalez, Chairman of the Board and CEO of 
Kimberly-Clark de Mexico, and Andrea Jung, President and COO of Avon Products, Inc. 
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between these institutions continues, in order to maintain their control over the distribution of 

wealth and power (Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2012). Not considered conspiratorial, large 

corporations, instead, have shared values, so the idea that they would work together to influence 

news, popular culture, and opinion is not so far-fetched (Bagdikian, 2004).   

All four networks established diversity seminar training that was required for all of their 

employees. Only Fox, though, required its senior division executives to schedule and implement 

these programs. While Fox “welcomes the input of the NAACP and its multi-cultural coalition 

partners in developing the curriculum” (Fox Broadcasting Company, 2000, p. 2), it is odd that 

the network would not hire outside diversity professionals to run its diversity workshops. Fox 

did, however, state that its goal for its diversity writing programs was to place trainees of color 

on every series aired on its network and all programs produced by Twentieth Century Fox 

Television, the television production arm of Fox Broadcasting Company (Fox Broadcasting 

Company, 2000). 

Finally, CBS and ABC made a financial commitment to the Prism Fund, “a minority 

ownership fund to help qualified minorities acquire television and radio stations” (CBS 

Television Network, 2000, p. 3). Led by former CBS executive Mel Karmazin, The Prism Fund 

was established as a for-profit fund to aid in creating purchasing power for interested minorities 

and women with industry experience (Srinivasan, 1999). The goal of the fun was to raise 1 

billion dollars through other industry institutions, members, pension funds. The fund was not-so-

coincidentally initiated around the same time that the CBS/Viacom merger was under review. 

Kennard praised the fund, stating, “the fund will help women and minorities purchase and run 

their own radio and television stations, giving them the opportunity to participate more fully in 

one of our nation’s most important communication mediums” (Srinivasan, 1999, para. 8). 
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Industry executives agree with this assessment, saying that they ‘get’ the importance of diversity 

as an industry (Srinivasan, 1999). CBS also agreed to work with Sens. John McCain and Charlie 

Rangel in restoring federal tax certificates to aid in increasing minority ownership (CBS 

Television Network, 2000).  

With promises to implement specific programs whose sole purpose was to increase 

diversity, the reality of increased representation of people of color in broadcasting seemed to be 

coming to fruition. How will these pledges be enforced? And, who will be responsible for 

making sure the networks stay true to their word? Finally, what will be the measure of success?  

Mfume suggested that the government be a potential enforcer of policy, stating, “There 

are a number of different things that would allow you to go down that street of government 

regulation . . . It’s not something that I’m advocating, but we’re not ruling it out” (Schlosser, 

2000, p. 33). So, perhaps the suggestion of government enforcement was just a thinly veiled 

threat. Realistically, having a government agency such as the FCC as an enforcer would be an 

ineffective tool, however, because the FCC is still limited in its regulations related to equal 

employment due to the strict scrutiny requirement required by the Court following the Adarand 

decision. 

 To make sure that these programs were properly enforced, Fox created the position of 

vice president of diversity. This executive’s job would be to oversee the diversity program at her 

individual network and make sure that the policy is properly implemented. CBS CEO Les 

Moonves was against the idea of a vice president of diversity, stating that he was opposed to 

using quotas in the agreement (Schlosser, 2000). “If we don’t have a vice president of diversity 

forcing the agreement with each of the networks,” National Hispanic Council of the Arts 
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representative Sanchez argued, “then the agreement with each of the networks, then the 

agreements are only as good as the goodwill of the current presidents” (Schlosser, 2000, p. 33). 

In the end, however, all of the networks succumbed to pressure and appointed not only 

vice presidents of diversity, but gave the executives a complete staff. This commitment to hire 

diversity employees is important in principle because committing salaried employees to the 

diversity initiatives implies that the broadcast networks are invested in these programs. 

Ultimately, it would be easier for network representatives to doctor reports on the success of 

their programs to outside enforcers to make the network’s program look better than to have an 

executive on the inside whose position depends on increased diversity.    

One obvious issue with this set up, however, is that the vice president and her staff who 

are monitoring the diversity initiative program are also employees of the network. It is curious 

that the minority groups would agree to allow employees of the broadcasters be the policy 

enforcers as well. For all of the vice presidents running the networks’ diversity departments, 

while they have a vested interest in making sure that their programs succeed, they also want to 

keep their jobs. So, it is unlikely that they would be willing to really challenge the established 

system within the networks. The NAACP and other minority groups failed to set up an effective 

series of check and balances with which they could consistently monitor the broadcaster’s efforts 

to increase diversity. If instead these minority organizations were able to have the vice presidents 

either report to them, or, at the very least, be considered independent employees within the 

networks, then there would be a greater chance that a more accurate picture of the diversity 

programs would be given.  

Finally, critics question what are the measures of success that the diversity initiatives are 

striving for? The agreements established between the coalition and the broadcast networks were 
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never released to the public. Additionally, Mfume and the other civic group leaders failed to 

announce any public goals of the diversity initiative programs that would help to indicate that the 

program was a success. Because of these issues, there is no real accountability of the broadcast 

networks.  

The National Latino Media Council, which includes the National Council of La Raza and 

the National Hispanic Media Coalition, joined forces with the Asian Pacific American Media 

Coalition and the American Indians in Film and Television to create the Multi-Ethnic Media 

Coalition. These groups still monitor the network’s diversity initiative program’s activity through 

their annual Television Network Report Cards. The last report card was presented in 2012. If the 

networks were more transparent about the progress of their diversity initiatives and the goals of 

the program, then in addition to the coalition report, more scholars would be able to analyze the 

data as well.  

Perhaps the coalition can learn from the failed attempts of the FCC. Despite the FCC’s 

attempts to increase the representation of people of color in media ownership through tax 

certificate and distress sales, the results are still dismal. In fact, according to Torres and Turner 

(2013), a “shameful milestone in the history of U.S. media” occurred (para. 1). In 2013, with the 

sale of African American owned Roberts Broadcasting’s three full-power TV stations to Ion 

Media Networks, there are currently zero African American-owned TV stations (Torres & 

Turner, 2013).  

The selling of the final Black-owned television stations is difficult to imagine, especially 

during the administration of the United States’ first African American president. Obama, in fact, 

stated that he would, “encourage diversity in the ownership of broadcast media” (Torres & 

Turner, 2013, para. 12).  In this era of media consolidation, though, it is more difficult for small, 
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independent broadcast stations compete with the large media conglomerates. The decrease in 

minority-owned broadcast stations is important to issues of diversity beyond the obvious 

numbers.  Consolidation policies passed by Congress, signed by Clinton, and enforced by the 

FCC have managed to decimate the minority media ownership numbers that were seemingly 

important for the FCC to maintain in the past. 

In addition, as a result of the Adarand decision by the Supreme Court, EEO policies that 

were put in place to increase the number of people of color employed in broadcasting now serve 

as nothing more than a method of data collection. Since the Court has required that government 

programs dealing with issues of race and ethnicity must now survive strict scrutiny, the FCC’s 

efforts to increase diversity in media have been halted. For example, journalist Ed Morales 

explained that, “although Latinos make up 11 percent of the country’s population, they are 

represented by only 2 characters on network programs [in 2000]” (Gamson, 2000, p. 52). 

Numbers that low cannot accurately represent a people. Gamson (2000) notes that only looking 

at the raw numbers may be counterproductive in the long run because just pointing out numbers 

does nothing to eliminate stereotypes.  While the situation seems daunting, many look toward to 

new media and the Internet as an opportunity for those who are underrepresented in traditional 

media to have their day. 

5.4 New Directions or the Same Old Direction? 

From its advent, the Internet has come with the promise of ushering a new equality and 

access for producers of media content whose entry into earlier forms of media has been blocked 

due to increased concentration and other barriers to entry. Mosco (2009) was not alone among 

scholars who wondered if this technology would usher in more equality in the production and 

dissemination of products that would eventually lead to the destruction of inequalities within 
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media. Time has shown that this revolution did not occur, because while new industry has 

developed as a result of the Internet, media conglomerates still managed to absorb most of the 

successful Internet companies, adding to their already expansive reach. This is important to note 

because despite the development of the Internet and digital media, the democratization of media 

through this frontier has not yet taken place.   

Initially, it seemed as if the Internet would be an opportunity for independent producers 

to get exposure. Reality showed, however, that even though there are opportunities for these 

producers to get their projects out there, the conglomerates still found a way to take control. 

Whether it is by using broadband to direct Internet traffic primarily through conglomerate-owned 

websites or by acquiring any up-and-coming website and integrating it into their systems, these 

media conglomerates have managed to lessen the potential to bring about big change in media. In 

the early days of the Internet, a large amount of the policy-making process was controlled by 

large corporations. In fact, the Clinton administration, along with its Republican counterparts, 

decided that private industry should serve as the leaders of the Internet, referring to it as 

“electronic commerce” (McChesney, 2013, p. 106). The Telecommunications Act of 1996 itself 

dealt with the Internet only indirectly, so many decisions involving the Internet were decided by 

both court challenges and obstruction by media conglomerates (McChesney, 2013).  

There are examples of industrious groups who have created projects on the Internet that 

have challenged the dominance of big media, introduced diversity, and struck a chord with their 

target audience. One example is “The Misadventures of Awkward Black Girl,” a web series 

created by Issa Rae. Having completed its second season, the series has a devoted and sizable fan 

base. The first episode, posted in February of 2011, has more than 1.3 million hits on YouTube 

(Brown, 2012b). Critics have noted the series’ success, stating that “it effortlessly complicates 
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and counters the narratives that have been historically produced about black women” (Brown, 

2012a, p. 12). The show is currently associated with IAmOther.com, a web site founded by 

music producer Pharrell Williams (Carmanica, 2012).  

After meetings with multiple network and cable entities, Rae has sold a half-hour comedy 

to ABC titled, I Hate LA Dudes. The show will be co-produced with Shonda Rhimes, known 

African American writer and producer of series such as Grey’s Anatomy and Scandal (Brown, 

2012a). Additionally, Rae is joining Larry Wilmore, writer/producer of shows including The 

Bernie Mac Show and The PJs, to co-write a comedy series for HBO (Andreeva, 2013).  

While the success of Issa Rae is encouraging, one instance of success does not negate the 

continued lack of representation of people of color behind the scenes and in ownership. Rae 

herself shows this when recounting a meeting with a “non-black” executive who “understood her 

character, then started rattling off how J would have to evolve if his company bought the series. 

He suggests casting a video-vixen type of actress” (Brown, 2012a, p. 12). Despite Rae’s presence 

in the room, the executive had no qualms in reducing her character to a generic stereotype. 

Because she had a modicum of success through her Internet programming, she was able to stand 

up for her character, which is not a video-vixen, but instead is a normal looking African 

American woman with insecurities that are identifiable with her audience. Standing up for the 

character is not always easy for someone in her position to do. She could have easily accepted 

the notes in order to get an opportunity to get a watered down version of her show on the air. The 

difficulty with which diverse voices can find their authentic selves on the small screen makes 

those persons of color working as producers or other positions of authority in television so 

important. 
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5.5 Representation in Network Television 

“My presence in television is the direct result of the black struggle.” – Gil Noble (Noble, 
1981, p. 11) 
  
With this statement, African American television reporter and interviewer Gil Noble 

begins his biography recounting his life in network television and news. His understanding of his 

position and how he earned it was bound to get negative reactions. He argued, 

To those who say that Gil Noble holds a job that enables him to make such a stand, I say, 
garbage! I could have been any sort of media person. I could have chosen to offend no 
one and stand for nothing or to be the type of black man who relates more to whites than 
to his own people. Regardless of what one does for a living, one can find a way to further 
a cause as easily as one can be a middle-of-the-roader or a do-nothing. (Noble, 1981, p. 
12) 

 
 Noble’s argument is that for the person of color who achieves a position of power within 

media, it is most certainly easier to do little or nothing for his people if it means holding onto that 

status. While this may or may not be true in a more general sense, that even one person feels this 

pressure is troubling. The television industry is one that is difficult to get into. In his discussion 

of class, gender, race and hegemony in media, Mosco (2009) states, “one cannot comprehend the 

structuration of race in the media without taking into account how it operates through the 

struggles of minorities to gain access to jobs in the mass media” (p. 202). Even after someone is 

hired, the precarious nature of positions within entertainment makes them difficult to maintain.  

Jhally (1989) argues that “people, in whatever occupation, normally will not engage in 

actions that will displease superiors” (p. 68). This makes those executives, producers, and 

showrunners of color even more important when discussing media diversity because their very 

presence challenges the hegemonic forces in place in media structures. Historically, when the 

stories of people of color have been depicted, it was performed in successful comedies created 

and run by white executives such as Norman Lear and Bud Yorkin. 
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According to Gray (1995), “the television programs involving blacks in the 1970s were 

largely representations of what white liberal middle-class television program makers assumed (or 

projected) were ‘authentic’ accounts of poor black urban ghetto experiences” (p. 77). In his 

discussion with African American TV writers, Gray (1995) also found that, “nuances and 

sensibilities of African American culture that many of them found funny and attempted to bring 

to particular scripts or scenes became points of professional contention or were eliminated 

because white head writers and producers thought otherwise” (p. 71). For example, in an 

interview Eric Monte, one of the creators of Good Times and The Jeffersons, noted that in 

writer’s meetings for Good Times he would be told that he should get rid of James Evans, the 

father in the show, because “a strong black man in a sitcom won’t work” (Izrael, 2005, para. 7). 

Monte was never given a reason why a strong black man in sitcoms does not work. He goes on to 

say that “all the white writers on the show wanted to do stereotypes and I refused, so we’d argue 

and fight” (Izrael, 2005, para. 7).  

Having a two-parent household in an African American situation comedy was significant. 

In terms of representation, an African American man that stays and supports his family 

challenges stereotypical imagery that is commonly attributed to the father as a rolling stone and 

the mother as an eventual welfare queen. John Amos, the actor who played James Evans, 

portrayed a man with warmth, intelligence, and a genuine love for his family (Bogle, 2001). 

After his character was killed in the third season because of contract disputes, Amos regretted 

that the show would then, “revert to the matriarchal thing – the fatherless Black family. TV is the 

most powerful medium we have, and there just are not enough Black male images” (Bogle, 2001, 

p. 204).  
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While not perfect, Good Times was groundbreaking in that it showed the realities of 

poverty within poor areas in the African American community (Bogle, 2001). Over time, 

however, the focus of the storylines on Good Times changed. Good Times went from a show that 

featured a two-parent family struggling to make it in the Chicago ghetto, to one featuring J.J., an 

over-the-top, minstrel-like character. Bogle (2001) shares that even when writers attempted to 

add depth to J.J., actor Jimmie Walker played the character overly broad. Both John Amos and 

Esther Rolle, who played mother Florida, left the show out of frustration about the direction 

Good Times was going in. Monte notes that, “originally I pictured J.J. as a street-smart hustler 

who drives his honest, hard-working parents crazy. His character became a buffoon” (Izrael, 

2005, para. 7). Eventually, Monte’s confrontations about the way African American characters 

such as J.J. Evans were depicted got him labeled as difficult to work with and he was unable to 

find work as a writer in television (Izrael, 2005).  

In contrast, The Cosby Show was carefully guided by Bill Cosby to ensure that it 

provided counter-programming for all of the earlier, stereotypical representations of African 

Americans. What ultimately helped his cause, though, was that the show was a hit, earning the 

number 1 spot in Nielsen ratings and high advertising rates for NBC (Tolman, 1992). This 

opportunity to depict positive images of African Americans, however, was not the result of 

altruism on the part of NBC. Jhally and Lewis (1992) argue that, “without Bill Cosby’s track 

record (including, significantly, his ability to sell products on TV commercials), the series would 

probably never have made it onto the air” (p. 3). 

Indeed, Cosby was a known commodity in television. Going back to his co-starring role 

in the 1960s series I Spy, Cosby has been a draw for audiences of all races (Bogle, 2001). 

Perhaps part of Cosby’s appeal was in his desire to appeal non-racial (Bogle, 2001; Gray, 1995; 
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Jhally & Lewis, 1992). With The Cosby Show, in fact, Jhally and Lewis (1992) state that the 

show is making a deal with the audience,   

“It asks for an attitude that welcomes a black family onto TV screens into white homes, 
and in return it provides white viewers pleasure without culpability, with a picture of a 
comfortable, ordered world in which white people (and the nation as a whole) are 
absolved of any responsibility for the position of black people.” (p. 91)\ 
 

The Cosby Show did have moments when it stood firm on racial issues. For example, during the 

second season of the show, NBC wanted to have an anti-apartheid sign that was hanging in son 

Theo’s room removed. Because of the power Cosby had, via ratings success and his control of 

the show, he was able to keep the sign (Jhally & Lewis, 1992). To Cosby’s credit, the anti-

apartheid movement in the United States had grown, and by 1985, the movement had a lot of 

steam, including the all-star protest song “Sun City” recorded by Artists United against 

Apartheid. That this sign was something that Cosby had to take a stand on speaks more about the 

voices of prime time television than it does about Cosby. It is also worth noting that Cosby was 

willing to stand on issues in South Africa, but balked at introducing issues of race in his show. 

In defense of the program’s avoidance of racial issues, The Cosby Show consultant Dr. 

Alvin Pouissant argues that,  

“The sitcom formula also limits the range of what are considered appropriate story lines’ 
audiences tune in to be entertained, not to be confronted with social problems. Critical 
social disorders, like racism, violence and drug abuse, rarely lend themselves to comic 
treatment: trying to deal with them on a sitcom could trivialize issues that deserve serious 
thoughtful treatment.” (Pouissant, 1988, p. 72) 

 
While Pouissant has a right to argue against the trivialization of issues such as race and poverty, 

what he does not acknowledge is that, due to the lack of diverse characters on broadcast 

programming, shows like The Cosby Show wind up having to be everything to all people. It must 

be entertaining, funny, and profitable, yet it also must speak to issues of race, as well as the 
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totality of the African American experience, not just that of a segment of upper class African 

Americans.  

With the introduction of the Huxtable family, upper class and well-adjusted, there is an 

affirmation of the American dream in blackface. “Although the American dream was not 

invented for television, television appears to nourish and sustain it. We see countless examples of 

people (apart from the lazy, deviant, or generally undeserving) prevented from making it” (Jhally 

& Lewis, 1992, p. 73). For some members of The Cosby Show audience, then, people of color 

have no excuse. If the Huxtables can achieve the American dream, then what is the problem with 

African Americans in real life? 

 Jhally and Lewis (1992) interviewed participants of multiple races and ethnicities who 

watched The Cosby Show to ascertain their interpretation of the show’s messages. Most of the 

generalizations made by the participants about The Cosby Show reinforce the criticism that the 

show reinforces America’s hegemonic ideals. Part of Gramsci’s concept of hegemony explains 

the unconscious ways in which the ideas of the dominant culture become the norm. The tacit 

acceptance of the ideals of the dominant culture is essential for hegemony to occur (Gramsci, 

1999).  

The notion of The American Dream is a hegemonic ideal within our society because it 

assumes that success is attained through financial means. This success is achieved with a 

traditional two-parent (male and female, of course) family who owns its home. Within this 

hegemonic notion, every citizen should be able to achieve these goals, regardless of her present 

social and economic status. Those of lower socio-economic need only ‘pull themselves up by 

their bootstraps’ in order to achieve the dream. The Cosby family, though fictitious, and its 

financial success are a condemnation of all of the people of color who are not able to succeed in 
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America. Because of his success, “Bill Cosby transcended race – he was neither black nor white. 

Cosby ‘is a special person . . . because he is exceptional” (Jhally & Lewis, 1992, p. 37).  

 The interpretation of some white viewers of the message within The Cosby Show, 

however, does not tell the full story. What may be just as important as the messages that The 

Cosby Show conveyed is the access that the show, and Cosby himself, offered to people of color 

behind the scenes. In addition to the talent in front of the screen, Cosby encouraged the 

development of a number of African American writers, directors, and producers. For eighteen 

years he, along with his wife Camille and former agent Larry Auerbach, sponsored the Guy 

Hanks and Marvin Miller Screenwriting program. Also known as the Cosby Writing Program, 

this initiative was established for writers of color to introduce them to what they need to succeed 

in the television and film industry and to help them gain employment (Franklin, 2012). 

Additionally, Cosby’s influence persuaded NBC to air a tribute to the late choreographer Alvin 

Ailey in a prime-time special (O’Connor, 1990). Susan Fales, the executive producer for Cosby 

spinoff A Different World, began her career in TV as an intern on The Cosby Show (Gray, 1995).  

While Cosby did not have overt racial topics on his show the other television program 

that he produced, A Different World, which was about the experiences of a group of students at 

fictitious Hillman College, featured numerous interesting topics including that of class, 

homelessness, HIV/AIDS, and even the Los Angeles riots (Bogle, 2001). With The Cosby Show 

and A Different World, Cosby established himself as a commodity, a consistent source of profit 

for the NBC network. With his successful television programs, he exposed America to a group of 

characters that served as a contrast to the many stereotypical roles African Americans often had 

to play. Cosby also proved that these African American characters could succeed and thrive in 

network television.  
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 In response to the success of The Cosby Show, Fox created counter-programming 

featuring African American casts in an attempt to draw Cosby’s audience to the new network. In 

Living Color was presented as the anti-Cosby Show, featuring a multi-racial cast of comedians 

that made fun of not only white society but also made fun of well-known figures in the African 

American community (Bogle, 2001; O’Connor, 1990). Creator, writer, and producer Keenan 

Ivory Wayans created a brand that was as savvy as it was funny. Actor Jamie Foxx shared that 

Keenan, “was an African American man with African American people running the show. I 

learned from him that a black man can be successful, but I also learned from him that we have to 

be the best at what we do” (Hughes, 2004, p. 137). Having Wayans making the decisions behind 

the scenes on In Living Color allowed Foxx to see a person of color not only successfully fight 

for his work but also to see a final product that was, at least initially, a network and ratings 

success. 

 The struggle for Asian Americans has been to see accurate representations of their 

cultures on prime time television. In 1993, the Media Action Network for Asian Americans 

created “Operation Primetime,” in which members sent out more than one thousand postcards 

encouraging network presidents to create an Asian American sitcom (Aoki, 1995). The next 

season, All-American Girl had its debut on ABC.  

Like The Cosby Show, All-American Girl was built around the comedic talents of Korean 

American comedienne Margaret Cho (Moy, 2008, p. 15). All-American Girl centered on a 

rebellious Korean American girl, Amy Hill, and her relationship with her traditional family. 

When the show aired, however, it was criticized by both Asian Americans, who found many 

cultural inaccuracies, and critics, who complained that Cho’s unique voice and humor were 

missing in the storylines (Chung, 2006). The fact that Cho had no creative control likely 
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contributed to this. According to Karen Narasaki, Executive Director of the National Asian 

Pacific American Legal Consortium (NAPALC), All-American Girl had no Asian American 

writers on its staff. “It was stereotypes,” she states, “of what other people thought how Asian 

Americans acted” (Lee, 2000, p. 9).  

“I had a lot of input in the early development of the show,” Cho explains, “but during 

pilot week it changed a lot from what I had in mind” (Aoki, 1995, para. 4). In fact, at one point in 

the show, executives found that she was not “testing Asian” enough. To combat this and make 

her more TV-friendly, the executives asked her to lose weight and hired an Asian consultant to 

teach her to remove her shoes when entering the home and to use chopsticks while eating (Street, 

2003). Asian viewers protested, writing to ABC that, “When I see Margaret Cho on TV, I feel 

deep shame” (Street, 2003, p. 1). The next season ABC revived the show briefly, removing all of 

the family members except for Hill’s grandmother and moving the main character in with three 

white roommates (Aoki, 1995). At this point, the damage had been done and the show was 

cancelled. 

For Mindy Kaling, who is South Asian, her experience in television has been much more 

positive. After a successful run as a writer, actor, and eventual Executive Producer on NBC’s 

The Office, she is now head writer, star, and showrunner on the eponymous The Mindy Kaling 

Project. “I have a theory that Indian is the new Jewish,” Mindy Kaling jokes. “In our writers’ 

room [in The Office], the entire staff except for me is all Jewish comedy writers” (Debruge, 

2006, p. A10).  

Perhaps what makes Kaling’s story interesting are the ways in which she does not address 

race and ethnicity in her show. Kaling explains, “There’s a saying that I really believe in when it 

comes to my ‘Indianness,’ I try not to rely on it nor deny it” (Neal, 2012, para. 3). What this 
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means is that, though she realizes that she cannot avoid being seen as a South Asian character, 

she is not concerned with creating humor based on her ethnicity, and has decided instead that her 

focus is broader, more identifiable humor (Yuan, 2012). The focus of some concern for viewers 

of the show is that, as a woman of color, the main character seems to exclusively date white men. 

One critic said that, “there’s nothing wrong with ‘having a type,’ but let’s not willfully delude 

ourselves into believing that our notions of what is sexy are not influenced by a mortifyingly 

racist, sexist, classist, ableist society” (“The Unending Heartbreak,” 2013, para. 10). Kaling has 

her supporters, though, including Nisha Chittal who shared that, “I saw it as Kaling making a 

conscious decision to refute the stereotype that South Asians only date other South Asians . . . To 

me, it’s refreshing to see an Indian American woman on TV dating white men because it 

challenges the audience’s assumptions of Indian American women” (Stewart, 2013, para. 23).  

What about Kaling’s responsibility to create more diverse characters and opportunities 

for actors of color? Additionally, does her presence as showrunner and creative head of the show 

compensate for the lack of other people of color on her writing staff? It is an interesting dilemma 

to consider, because it goes against the notion that having a person of color in a decision making 

position will automatically lead to greater workforce diversity within her staff. Kaling’s story 

and her success, however, seem to be the exception, though, and not the rule. 

Another exception to the rule is African American writer and producer Shonda Rhimes. 

“It’s no coincidence that three of TV’s most diverse series – “Grey’s Anatomy,” “Scandal,” and 

“Private Practice” – are run by a black woman, Shonda Rhimes” (Neal, 2012, para. 15). Rhimes, 

like Kaling, found her success through the writer’s room. After proving herself with hit series 

Grey’s Anatomy and Private Practice, Rhimes could write her own ticket. Grey’s Anatomy was 

ABC network’s most valuable property, earning the network more than $200,000 per 30 second 
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commercial at its peak (“Power Players,” 2012). With the release of her third hit prime-time 

drama, Scandal, one of the most powerful women in television has proven that she understands 

both the creative and commercial sides of television programming. “A television show is a 

creative endeavor, but it’s also a business. It’s very smart to be in a place where you’re 

contributing a lot economically to the network. That’s what keeps you on the air” (“Power 

players,” 2012, p. 99).   Rhimes agrees, stating “I don’t know if I call it power. I call it freedom. 

I’ve earned the right to be trusted” (“Power Players,” 2012, p. 99). 

Just as significant is the casting of African American actress Kerry Washington as the 

lead character. Washington attributes the success of the show and her part in it to timing. “I think 

it’s a really special time to be a woman of color in this business. The landscape of who has the 

power is changing” (“Power Players,” 2012, p. 102). Washington realizes how rare this 

opportunity is for her as an African American woman to be the lead in a prime-time drama. 

Rhimes agrees, stating, “I think it was a big opportunity for actresses to really show what they 

can do. That doesn’t happen often for actresses of color. Which is a shame. There should be 

thousands of roles” (Wiltz, 2012, p. 35). And, for Rhimes this was a deliberate casting choice to 

have an African American lead. “At this point in my career, I knew that my choosing an African 

American would not be a question for anybody. Nobody was going to tell me I can’t do that” 

(“Power Players,” 2012, p. 99). The stand that Rhimes takes is strategic, but it should be noted 

that it took someone with an enormous amount of clout to pull it off.   

Even with the runaway success of Scandal, some are concerned with the way ABC 

handles the drama, saying that the network has been “very strategic with ‘Scandal.’ If you talk to 

the personnel at ABC, they’re very particular in talking about how it is a multi-cast television 

show. It’s not necessarily a Black show just because you have a Black lead” (Key, 2013, para. 
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14). While emphasizing that the show is multi-racial is not a bad thing, there is a sense that by 

focusing on multiculturalism instead of the significance of an African American showrunner and 

lead actor the network is not acknowledging an instance in which an African American-led 

drama works and is a source of profit. Bowdre notes this by stating that, “There’s also an 

awareness that the program does have a strong African-American following. . . It very much 

plays into ideas of being post racial and no reason to bring up race” (Key, 2013, para. 14). The 

multi-racial casting that is utilized in Scandal is by design, however, and has become a calling 

card of sorts for all of the programs helmed by creator Shonda Rhimes. Actress Chandra Wilson, 

one of the actresses on Grey’s Anatomy, affirms this, calling Rhimes’ methods sneaky. People 

feel like the cast and story are familiar, but cannot really acknowledge why. “I think it’s because 

of all the diversity and not knock you off your head diversity,” she claims (Carter, 2011, p. 39). 

While it is not clear what converts diversity to make it knock off your head diversity, it does 

seem like there is a stigma associated with using the term diversity that causes even people of 

color to occasionally question its necessity.  

Perhaps the stigma of diversity and terms associated with it, such as affirmative action 

and equal employment opportunity, is the blowback from the insistence that with the election of 

President Barack Obama, the United States has moved into a post-racial society. Post-racial has 

been defined as, “an end to racial disparities and practices and achievement of the privileges of 

whiteness by all Americans” (Beltran, 2010, para. 3). In terms of the media, though, post-racial 

has a different definition. Beltran (2010) found that the term appears as, “shorthand to describe 

purported progress in ethnic/racial inclusion in employment and casting” (para. 4). So, creatively 

those who create media can push buttons regarding race by just casting a multicultural cast 

without addressing issues of race in the text. 
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What all of these examples, whether positive or negative, have in common is the issue of 

creative control. Who the decision maker is behind the scenes can often be what makes a 

difference in what images are portrayed in front of the screen. Comedian Paul Provenza argues 

that, “Comics should wait until they get powerful enough to have some control over things; it’s 

their reputation that rises and falls. Writers will go on to the next project, but the performer is 

saddled with the flop of a show” (Aoki, 1995, para. 6).  

What Provenza does not take into account, however, are the larger implications of a show 

created by or starring a person of color that is a ratings failure. Often these shows are made to 

represent every future potential show dealing with people of color in the eyes of executives who 

greenlight projects. Often with limited exposure to other cultures, the bottom line for the people 

who create network lineups is the same as it is for the parent company: sticking with ‘sameness’ 

in order to make a profit. Comedian Cedric the Entertainer agrees, stating, “It’s that combination 

of economics and not having that voice in the boardroom who understands out story, our humor 

and our point of view.” He goes on to say that, “Jerry Seinfeld and Ray Romano did not have 

shows that started out as juggernauts, but there was somebody in those boardrooms who 

understood them and had faith” (Braxton & James, 2013, p. A1). Without representation in every 

level of television from people who understand their story, people of color will continue to 

struggle. With the cancellation of All-American Girl, for example, went the potential for 

numerous future vehicles starring Asian Americans in the lead role. This sort of all-or-nothing 

tactic that the networks have leads to frustration on the part of not only creative people behind 

the scenes, but the audience starving for representation on the small screen.  

Rep. Maxine Waters spoke about missing TV shows aimed at viewers of color. “We 

don’t have any more of that,” Waters shares, “I really liked ‘Girlfriends’” (“No Black-and-
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White,” 2010, para. 2). In her tribute to Mindy Kaling, Ravindran (2013) shares that, “When I 

was growing up in the nineties, no one on my favourite (sic) shows ever looked like me. Clarissa 

may have explained it all, but she sure didn’t have any Sri Lankan friends” (para. 1). For the 

viewer of color, where does she go to see someone who looks like her on the small screen? Even 

Nielsen has started looking into ways that households of color, among other groups not 

represented in its diary program, can be recruited (Li, 2013). In recent history, cable has become 

an alternative for people of color who have interesting, diverse stories to tell but have been shut 

out of the broadcast network system.  

As opposed to the efforts of the broadcast networks to cast a wide net, creating 

programming that is supposed to attract the largest possible audience, cable networks focus on 

target audiences (MacDonald, 1983). So, unlike the broadcast channels that used the technique 

only as a short-term answer, cable channels such as TV One, BET, Univision, We, and Lifetime, 

just to name a few, have embraced the ideals of narrowcasting as a long term plan.  What began 

as an alternative has now become the first stop for many artists of color. For example, Tyler 

Perry, considered by many the most successful African American showrunner since Cosby, did 

not wind up at one of the major networks, but instead at Ted Turner’s TBS and, eventually, 

Oprah Winfrey’s OWN network (Key, 2013). Also, Kevin Hart, a successful African American 

comedian who typically would have been targeted for a situation comedy roughly based on his 

life at a broadcast network, instead took his talents and his show that mocks reality series, Real 

Husbands of Hollywood, to BET.  

As much as cable networks offer an outlet to persons of color who want to create more 

diverse programming, this does not let the broadcast networks off the hook. The spectrum that 

these networks get for free and, in fact will get paid for if it is up to FCC Chairman Tom 
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Wheeler,15 obliges them to serve in the public interest. The networks need to be reflective of the 

larger society and representative of its citizens. With regard to source diversity, policies from the 

FCC were created with the assumption that greater diversity of sources would lead to greater 

diversity of content. Within the FCC’s public interest mandate of broadcast networks is the 

recognition of diversity of programming (Napoli, 2001).  

Economically, it makes sense for broadcast networks to address issues of diversity in 

front of and behind the scenes. According to Census reports, the numbers of racial and ethnic 

minorities are increasing more rapidly than whites. According to estimates, by 2043 white people 

will no longer be in the majority in the United States (Yen, 2013). Broadcast networks need to 

acknowledge the changes in demographics in order to remain competitive against cable 

networks. Currently Scandal, which features not only a multicultural cast, but has an African 

American woman as the lead, averages 9.3 million viewers, with increases in the key 18-to-49-

year-old audience (Faughnder, 2013). The numbers along with the demographics of the audience 

who is watching Scandal shows that diversity is profitable while it is embracing diversity.    

Additionally, according to the Consumer Electronics Association, 83% of US households 

subscribe to either cable or satellite (Patterson, 2013). That leaves a sizeable audience with only 

access to broadcast programming. And, thanks to a combination of increased cable prices and the 

availability of streaming options such as Netflix and Hulu, more and more consumers are cutting 

the chord. It is in the best interest of the broadcast networks to attract these people. This will 

require the networks, then, to change their ways of thinking. One way of doing this is to start 

with their own workforce and bring in creative people that reflect the changing landscape. 

                                                           

15
 FCC Chairman Tom Wheeler offered TV stations a ‘once in a lifetime’ opportunity to sell their spectrum in an 

incentive auction that will be held in 2015. This spectrum will then be auctioned off for wireless use (Johnson, 
2014). 
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Chapter five looked at the state of media after The Telecommunications Act of 1996. As 

a result of the Act, media conglomerates were able to increase their consolidation, eventually 

owning more than 90% of all media. Through vertical and horizontal integration, these 

conglomerates became dominant making it nearly impossible for minority-owned media 

companies to survive. Barriers to entry that were reduced by tax certificates and distress sales 

became insurmountable for minority businesses.  

When NAACP President Kweisi Mfume laid down the gauntlet against the broadcast 

networks, broadcast networks had been guilty of decades of underrepresentation of people of 

color in front of and behind the scenes. There was pressure on Mfume and the NAACP because, 

while it had a long history in activism, the organization did not have a lot of experience in 

dealing with media. The NAACP, National Hispanic Media Coalition, American Indians in 

Television and Film, and the National Asian-Pacific Media Coalition held a hearing and invited 

the network heads to come to discuss diversity issues. At the end of these negotiations, the 

broadcast networks created Memoranda of Understanding with the multi-ethnic coalition that 

created the broadcast diversity initiatives.          

The next chapter will look at people who are behind the scenes. Chapter six will consist 

of interviews conducted with directors and writers who have participated, or are currently 

participating in, one of the broadcast network’s diversity initiative programs. While their 

experiences cannot be generalized to speak for the broadcast community, their words will add 

richness and depth to the diversity initiative story.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

A BROTHER’S GOTTA BE A COMMODITY: FIRSTHAND ACCOUNTS 

OF BROADCASTING DIVERSITY INITIATIVES  

This chapter analyzes the day to day process within network diversity initiative programs 

through interviews with current and former participants. In these interviews, participants share 

their experiences, both positive and negative, while being part of the various diversity programs. 

Additionally, the participants comment on the state of diversity in broadcasting and offer their 

suggestions on how to improve the diversity initiative programs. These remarks work together to 

not only add perspective and richness to the historical critical analysis of diversity initiatives 

offered in chapter four and five, but also gives real-life examples of how the current initiatives 

have been implemented in providing access and opportunity to its participants.  

W. Kamau Bell, an African American comedian, was performing stand-up in tiny 

theaters in San Francisco when comedian Chris Rock convinced Bell to move his family to New 

York. Over time, the duo developed Totally Biased with Kamau Bell, a late night variety show 

with progressive leanings to be aired on the FX network, part of the News Corporation 

conglomerate (“W. Kamau Bell,” 2014). Totally Biased with Kamau Bell struggled to find an 

audience, due partially to the network shifting the program from FX to FXX, which decreased 

the potential number of viewers by 26 million homes (O’Connell, 2013). Additional concerns 

came from the move from a weekly to a daily show and from airing the program in direct 

competition with The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, an established popular faux-news show that 

airs on Comedy Central. 
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In one episode of the program, Bell interviewed Executive Producer Chris Rock. During 

the interview, Bell expressed his gratefulness to Rock for giving him this opportunity. This 

turned the discussion into a larger one about diversity and access. 

Bell: What did you tell me when we first talked about this show? Do you remember what 
you said? 
 
Rock: What did I say? 
 
Bell: You said, ‘Unknown Black guys never get TV shows. So, you’re going to need my 
help.’ (audience laughter) Which I was kind of like ‘Awww, yay!’ I’m good at the end. I 
like that.  
 
Rock: Yeah, they give unknown white guys shows all of the time. I mean, no one knew 
who in the fuck Conan O’Brien was. Or Jimmy Kimmel.  
 
Bell: Yeah 
 
Rock: Or, you know, Craig Ferguson. Like white guys crawl out of holes and get shows. 
(audience laughter) It’s like who is this white man? . . . They will take a chance on a 
white boy. A brother’s gotta be a proven commodity. I’ve had a show, and they’ll give 
Cedric [the Entertainer] or Steve [Harvey], but they won’t try nothing with a new brother 
they don’t know (Bell & Rock, 2013). 

 
 Rock’s critique of representation in television can be made behind the scenes as well. 

One of the biggest inhibitors of media diversity is the ‘old boys’ network, which is when those 

who are in decision making positions (white men) hire someone who they already have a 

connection with (more white men). So, unless the person of color is a proven commodity, then it 

is difficult for the ‘brother’, or sister, to get past the ‘network’ and into an opportunity. This is 

why the network diversity initiative programs hold so much promise for increasing the diversity 

of talent behind the scenes. Is that promise, however, becoming a reality? 

 The diversity initiatives established by ABC, CBS, Fox, and NBC were created to 

increase the numbers of diverse candidate both in front of the camera, through the acting 
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programs, and behind the scenes, through the directing and writing programs. Specifics about 

each program are given later in the chapter.   

6.1 Demographics 

There were a total of eleven participants. Six of the participants were women, five were 

men. Of the eleven participants interviewed, six self-identified as African American, two self-

identified as Latino, one participant self-identified as Latino and White, and one participant self-

identified as South Asian. Eight of the eleven participants are writers and participated in one of 

the diversity writing programs, while three participants are directors who participated in the 

diversity directing programs.  

Of the eleven participants, six participants were in the ABC/Disney diversity program in 

either writing or directing, currently titled Disney/ABC Television Group’s Talent Development 

& Diversity program. One participant completed the CBS diversity program in writing, currently 

titled the CBS Diversity Institute. One participant completed the NBC diversity program in 

directing, titled NBCUniversal Diversity & Inclusion. The final two participants were involved 

in initiatives outside of the broadcast diversity programs; one in the Nickelodeon Writing 

Program and the other in the National Hispanic Media Coalition TV Writer’s Program. While a 

number of the participants applied to more than one diversity initiative program, three actually 

participated in more than one. In this instance, all three participants chose to focus most of the 

interview on their most recent experience. 

Initial attempts were made to interview only participants in broadcast network diversity 

programs because of the Memorandum of Understanding signed by the multi-racial coalition and 

the network heads focused on the goals of the network broadcasters. Currently, however, the line 

between broadcast and cable channel ownership has been blurred by media conglomerates. For 
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example, participation in the Disney/ABC diversity program means that a participant can be 

placed not only on ABC network shows, but also ABC Family, The Disney Channel, and Disney 

XD, which are all cable networks under the Disney/ABC umbrella. Additionally, the programs, 

though stylistically different as discussed later in the chapter, all work toward the same goal: to 

develop potential diverse staff for positions within television. This coupled with the difficulty for 

the researcher to recruit participants (which is discussed in the next chapter) resulted in the 

acceptance of participants who were involved in programs outside of the ones developed 

specifically by the broadcast networks.    

To ensure anonymity and due to the small number of people of color working in 

broadcasting and more specifically, the low number of writers and directors who have 

participated in one of the network diversity initiative program, there will be no discussion or 

detailed description of participants’ workplace, past or present and the participants’ names have 

been changed. This is done to guarantee that the identity of the participants cannot be 

deciphered. During communication and scheduling of interviews, three initial participants 

stopped communicating with the researcher. Though additional efforts were made via email to 

confirm their participation, no further responses were provided. These participants were replaced 

through additional recruiting while in Los Angeles. 

Each of the network broadcast programs has three divisions: a writing program, a 

directing program, and a casting program. Beyond this, individual programs have a few 

differences. For example, the CBS Diversity Initiative has both a writers mentoring program and 

a writer’s fellowship. Additionally, the program boasts a three-pronged acting program that 

features a talent showcase, career workshops, and an initiative for its daytime programming. 
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Outside programs such as the one created by the National Hispanic Media Coalition focus on one 

creative venture, typically writing.  

These network diversity programs are run by a staff that works with the selected 

applicants to get them staffed on a network program. Disney’s President Anne Sweeney is 

quoted on abctalentdevelopment.com, saying, “Through our Talent Department programs we 

identify and develop such individuals, while providing them unmatched access to the 

entertainment industry and the means to attain their goals.” For the writing and directing 

programs, there are submission periods during which applicants fill out standard applications, 

submit a personal statement, writing or directing samples, and letters of recommendation. During 

the interviews, participants shared the particulars of the application process. For example, 

participants said that for many of the programs they were required to submit letters of 

recommendation from people who were already employed in television. For those in the 

directors program, recommendations had to be from current members of the Directors Guild of 

America16 (DGA).   

Once the applicants made it to the semi-finals, they were interviewed over the phone. 

These interviews lasted anywhere from five to twenty minutes. For applicants in the writing 

program, if the interview was successful, then the diversity representative asked them for a 

second writing sample. Finalists were then invited to meet with executives at the networks. 

Different applicants had different experiences in their final round. For one participant, there was 

a mixer where, “there was the drinks with all the executives and all the finalists. So you get to 

feel each other out and it’s really intimidating and it’s really nerve-racking because you have to 

                                                           
16 The Directors Guild of America (DGA) is the labor union that represents the creative and economic rights of 
directors and members of the directorial team working in film, television, commercials, documentaries, news, sports 
and new media (from www.dga.org). 
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try to work the room.”17  Another participant who was flown out for the finals said, “We had 

lunch at the Disney Executive building, which was a big deal to me . . . It was formal to me 

because I was nervous and everything but, in hindsight, it was definitely more relaxed.” A final 

participant, who was also flown in was given a warning before the final interview. He shared, 

I remember they came in and was like, ‘Listen, just so you know, when you go in the 
room, it’s going to be a lot of people in there. And, it’s just going to be you.’ . . . I walked 
in that room and it was one of those boardroom ovals and the whole table was filled with 
people except for the part where you were going to sit. It’s like 13 or 14 people 
interviewing you . . . I’ve never heard this confirmed by anyone else in the program, but I 
believe they designed it for maximum intimidation. 
 

 From this final interview, the fellows are selected. 

 According to the fellows, the programs are run differently from this point. The 

ABC/Disney program, a well-respected program among those interviewed, submits the fellows’ 

scripts to showrunners who have previously agreed to hire a fellow onto his/her staff. The 

fellows who are hired report to the show and work for the rest of the specified time. For writing 

fellows, that is until the end of the diversity program or the end of the television show, 

whichever comes first. Once on the staff, the fellow works as if she is an entry level writer on the 

show. Specific duties vary depending on how the writers room18 is run. For the directing fellow, 

she shadows a director who is directing on an episode. The directing fellow’s assignment ends 

when that episode is over, typically three to four weeks, including episode prep, the actual shoot, 

and post19. 

                                                           

17
 Please note that for all of the quotes from participants, the researcher did not change any wording or grammar but, 

instead, presented their words verbatim.  
18

 The writers room is the room where all of the writing staff for a TV show comes together to map out a show, 
share ideas, get writing assignments, etc.  
19 Prep is the preparation done before the episode is shot. It can include meeting with the executives and crew, 
scouting locations (if necessary), creating a shot list, etc. The shoot encompasses everything a director does while 
the episode is being filmed. Post is post production, where the director works with editors to make sure the best 
‘takes’ are chosen for the final episode. 
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 Writers in the ABC/Disney program are paid a stipend/salary for the year, currently 

$50,000. In the earlier years of the director’s program, fellows were also paid an annual stipend, 

but as the network increased the number of fellows, it changed the policy. Now, fellows are only 

paid when they are shadowing on a program.    

 NBC’s writing program, titled Writers on the Verge, works differently. Once in the 

program, fellows met three times a week in the evening to write and go over scripts written 

during the program and attend panels. After four months, the diversity staff attempts to get 

fellows staffed on network programs. The program does not pay a stipend to fellows. NBC’s 

directing fellowship is similar in practice to ABC’s program. 

 The CBS program also meets in the evening, once a week, for a few hours. Like the NBC 

program, there is no stipend. In addition to panels, the program sets up meetings with CBS 

showrunners and sets up mock writer’s rooms. CBS also assigns fellows two mentors. One 

mentor is a writer on a current television show and the other is one of the CBS executives. 

Between the two mentors, the hope is that fellow will develop a spec20 that is strong enough for 

him/her to be hired as staff on one of the CBS shows by the end of the program. 

 Nickelodeon’s writing program is similar to ABC in that once selected, a fellow is 

employed by the company. Fellows worked on their projects in-house21 in anticipation of being 

placed with one of the network’s current shows or a show in development at Nickelodeon, Nick 

Jr., or their teen oriented network, formerly named The N, now named Teen Nick. Those fellows 

who are not staffed go to workshops and try to schedule meetings and make the most of their 

time in the program. The final program represented in this research, developed by the National 

                                                           

20
 A spec, the shortened version of a speculative script, is a screenplay written by a screenwriter who hopes, in the 

case of television, that the screenplay will result in him/her getting hired onto the writing staff of a show. Typically, 
specs are episodes of current, popular television programs. 
21

 In-house means the writer has an office, and works, in the network offices. 
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Hispanic Media Coalition (NHMC), is a writers program. The program lasts for 10 weeks and is 

designed to mimic a writers room. A former television executive, Jeff Harris, runs the room and 

has done so for the program for decades. Fellows write spec scripts and do table reads22 of their 

scripts. The NHMC Writers Program has a relationship with ABC and NBC, so occasionally its 

fellows are able to participate in the broadcast networks’ diversity panels, workshops, and 

events. Fellows within the program are paid a small stipend. The NHMC’s website for the 

diversity program boasts that since its inception eleven years ago, 110 writers have completed 

the program and 28 writing careers have been launched because of this program. 

6.2 Interviews 

 Questions for the semi-structured interviews were developed and organized to assess the 

participants’ activity before, during, and after their involvement in one of the broadcast diversity 

initiative programs. The interviews were conducted in Los Angeles, California. Each participant 

was allowed to choose the location of his/her interview. While a majority of the participants 

chose a Starbucks location, a few participants chose to meet in their homes and one chose her/his 

place of employment. Before the interview began, the researcher reviewed the informed consent 

forms (Appendix B & C) with each participant. Two copies of the consent form were signed, one 

for the participant and one for the researcher. 

Each interview was recorded via two devices, a portable digital recorder and iTalk, a 

recording app that was downloaded to an iPad. Two recordings were used as a preventative 

measure; in case one recording did not come through or was damaged, the second recording was 

still available. After the interviews were recorded, each one was transcribed either by the 

                                                           

22
 A table read is when a writer’s script is read out loud, in character, to hear how it sounds and to assure that it will 

‘play,’ or work in front of an audience. Often table reads are done by actors playing the characters, but in this 
instance, it is likely that other writers in the room play different characters. 
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researcher or through the professional service Rev.com. At this point, each participant was given 

his/her pseudonym, to ensure confidentiality.  

Every interview transcription was read and re-read numerous times. Interview content 

was then color coded based on a list of commonalities prevalent in each transcription. After the 

initial coding was completed, answers of the same color and code within each individual 

participant’s transcription were grouped into one document. These cumulative pages allowed the 

researcher to ascertain whether the commonalities found in the interviews were potential themes. 

After reading and re-reading the transcripts, themes began to emerge.  

6.3 Themes of Significance  

 Throughout the course of the interviews, there were a few common themes that appeared 

in all of the interviews with the participants. The themes that will be discussed in this analysis 

are: 1) The state of diversity in broadcasting, 2) The stigma of being diverse, 3) The importance 

of mentors, 4) Diversity program improvements, and 5) Fear. 

6.3.1 The State of Diversity in Broadcasting. 

When determining the effectiveness of a diversity initiative in broadcasting, one must 

first consider the state of diversity in broadcasting in general. While there was one question that 

dealt with the state of diversity at the end of the interview, participants spoke about diversity in 

broadcasting throughout their interviews.  

In 2014, Shonda Rhimes and Betsy Beers, creator and Executive Producer of the 

television program Scandal, respectively, were awarded the Directors Guild of America 

Diversity Award, which acknowledges the commitment the honorees have toward giving 

opportunities and hiring women and people of color in entertainment. 
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 While she was honored to receive the accolade, Rhimes also described herself as “pissed 

off” that there was still a need for the award (Bahr, 2014, para. 3). She goes on to say,  

There’s such a lack of people hiring women and minorities that when someone does it on 
a regular basis, they are given an award . . . It’s not because of a lack of talent. It’s 
because of a lack of access. People hire who they know. If it’s been a white boys club for 
70 years, that’s a lot of white boys hiring one another. (Bahr, 2014, para. 4 & 6)   
 

Ten of the eleven participants made similar statements about issues of diversity in Hollywood 

and how the numbers are stacked against them. Participant Renee23 agrees with Rhimes’ 

assessment, stating,  

It’s pretty bad. I don’t think it’s necessarily a racist or sexist thing most of the time. 
Definitely, some of the time it is. I think it’s mostly a- you want to hire who you know 
and that you’ve worked with before. That you know can deliver and white men know 
white men. They’ve been doing this. They have more credits than diverse directors 
because they’ve been doing it longer. It’s going to take some time, if ever, to even out. It 
probably never will. But, I try not to dwell on that. I think you’ll get depressed and have 
all of this negative energy. I just try to do the best I can and say I’m always going to be 
the exception.24 

 
In Renee’s statement, she not only discusses the ‘white boys club,’ but she acknowledges that as 

a result of this advantage, the white men working in these positions have more credits in their 

craft. Both Renee and Participant Darryl try to remain positive about opportunities.  

Darryl looks at the lack of access for people of color from a more practical perspective. 

He explains that,  

As you know some people are like, I’d love for there to be more black people but when I 
have to hire my seven people, I’m going to hire the seven people that I’ve worked with 
and I know and they don’t have to be black. Is that racist? It’s not racist. Is it a result of a 
very homogenous industry? Yes. It’s a lingering result of people of color not having 
access to the industry. So that means they don’t have access to relationships that will lead 
to jobs. 

 

                                                           
23 For confidentiality sake, all participants were given a pseudonym, which are used in the dissertation. The first 
time the pseudonym is presented, “Participant” will be placed in front of it. This is so the reader will know that a 
participant is speaking. 
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 It is interesting to note that when Darryl speaks about increasing diversity, he only refers to 

African Americans as the potential candidates. This decision to use homogeneous terms when 

describing diversity was common among all participants. Whether the participant was Latina/o, 

African American, or South Asian, he/she tended to speak as if his/her race or ethnicity were the 

sole representative of diversity during discussions. Even the white participant was, when 

speaking about the diversity programs, more likely to refer to women of color as her default 

choice. 

Additionally, Darryl suggests that beyond the lack of access to those relationships that 

would lead to jobs for people of color, there is no racism behind a white showrunner just hiring 

who he knows. While it may not be overt racism on the part of the entertainment elite, there is 

certainly inferential racism at play. Critical race theory critiques situations like the one described 

by Darryl, noting the privilege that comes with being white and a man. These privileges, 

according to Harris (1993), can transcend class issues. The white man from a poor background 

will have opportunities beyond that of the person of color just because of his skin color. Finally, 

court cases such as Adarand Constructors, Inc. v. Pena work to reinforce this privilege by 

requiring strict scrutiny for any government policy that benefits racial and ethnic minorities. All 

of these elements are working together to make it more difficult for people of color to rise up the 

career ladder at broadcast networks and throughout the television industry.   

Participant Carol, who focused on how far behind the culture is, looks at the perception 

of representation in television by stating, 

I think it’s crazy that we live in a time while we have a Black president and we still have 
a culture in Hollywood that is totally backwards and racist to a degree. . . You think, like, 
‘Oh no, there is plenty of people.’ There is not plenty of people. It’s like a handful of 
people and most of them don’t even have a lot of power.  
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Successful people of color who appear in the forefront, such as Tyler Perry, Oprah Winfrey, and 

Shonda Rhimes, manage to give the layperson the impression that their success is not the 

exception, but the rule. This false impression bothers Participant Celeste. She says, “I can give 

you three examples and you think, ‘Oh, it’s going really well,’ but it’s not . . . we have to realize 

it’s not working. I have benefited . . . I’m grateful . . . I also know the reality that I am an 

anomaly.” And, for those who do work in these fields, many of these people of color work in 

lower level positions, not running top rated television shows.  

Further evidence of the disproportionate numbers can be found in research done by the 

Director’s Guild of America in 2013. The organization found that 16 percent of all network and 

cable television episodes were directed by people of color, with men directing 14 percent and 

women directing 2 percent (“DGA Report Finds,” 2013). Note that this data is not reflective of 

the total number of minorities who are directing, but the total number of episodes that people of 

color directed. So, the 14 percent could be just a few men of color who are directing multiple 

episodes.  

In its conclusion, the DGA report questioned how the numbers for women and people of 

color could be so low with the different guild minority committees holding mixers and the 

network diversity programs in place. “The statistics demonstrate,” the report states, “these 

programs have yet to make any demonstrable difference” (“DGA report finds,” 2013, para. 12). 

Celeste attended a lecture on diversity in TV and film at the Los Angeles County 

Museum Art (LACMA). While one of the speakers shows charts mapping the slow growth of 

diversity in the industries, Celeste notes,  

If you look at the incremental growth, it's probably going to be 2054 before it’s a 
reflection of the community. I mean, in society there are going to be more minorities in a 
minute and it's going to be 30, 40 years but still the industry will look like this. That's not 
the reflection of society. 
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Participant Jeff argues that it goes beyond promoting diversity, saying, “It’s that they’ve never 

been exposed to diversity. They’re a bunch of white guys. Why would they? . . . Why would they 

even try to find someone like me?”  

 Political economy of media tells us that broadcast media should serve in the public 

interest. Croteau and Hoynes (2006) argue that a media system that amplifies and encourages 

diversity, both in viewpoint and content, strengthens its commitment to public interest. Broadcast 

networks should be motivated to find a creative person like Jeff who can offer a viewpoint 

different than the ‘white guys’ in the writer’s room, and not just because his perspective will 

allow them to consider their staff diverse. Instead, the broadcast networks should want to 

represent all people in their programming in order to encourage democracy. The networks should 

hire people of color to create programming that is inclusive and representative of the stories of 

people of color. Each year their ratings drop due to a combination of cable channels and online 

outlets such as Netflix taking their customers. Even advertisers are moving more of their cash 

over to cable (Stelter, 2013). While the absence of diversity is only one part of the problem, 

increasing the representation of people of color will help in bringing in an audience that is 

becoming more and more multicultural.  

Gray (1995) argues that, “in order for television to produce cultural effects and meet its 

economic imperatives (that is, to produce identifications and pleasures necessary to maintain 

profitability), it has to operate on the basis of a popular awareness and general common sense” 

(p. 58). In other words, broadcasters must be aware of where the tide of popularity is moving in 

order to remain popular and relevant. How do broadcast media do this? They must, “constantly 

negotiate and renegotiate, package and repackage, circulate and recirculate this common sense; it 

must, of necessity, frame its representations in appropriate and acceptable social terms that 
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express the shared assumptions, knowledge, and experiences of viewers.” (Gray, 1995, p. 58). As 

the U.S. becomes more and more diverse, programming and the creative talent that makes it must 

do so as well in order to acknowledge these different viewpoints. 

In looking for different viewpoints, however, instead of looking toward women and 

people of color, many of the broadcast networks have instead broadened their diversity initiative 

programs to include people who have interesting and different backgrounds. In Celeste’s 

opinion, these changes are made by the Diversity departments to be provocative. The networks 

must convince showrunners to hire diversity fellows for their initiatives to work. Celeste thinks 

that they get the showrunner’s attention by offering diversity that is not solely related to race and 

ethnicity. She states that, “it looks like well, we just not trying to give you some Black girl, some 

Latino guys. We are also giving you a woman who was a ballerina on Broadway for six years.”  

When the coalition threatened to boycott the broadcast networks over their programming, 

however, it was not because the viewpoints of white ballerinas were not being included. These 

groups were interested in increasing the representation of people of color. So, have the diversity 

initiative programs moved away from this purpose? It is not likely. The primary emphasis of this 

program is still recruiting people of color. Allowing for diverse viewpoints among the staff and 

decision makers will not only bring about fresh storylines, but it can get citizens groups like the 

NAACP and the NHMC to take the networks off of their watchdog lists.  

6.3.2 The Stigma of Being “Diverse” 

The Writer’s Guild of America, West has released research looking at the employment of 

women and people of color as staff writers in network and cable programming over the course of 

a decade. Between the 1999-00 and 2011-12 seasons, women’s employment as staff writers on 

television programs increased from 25 percent to 30.5 percent (Hunt, 2013). According to the 
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report, it would take another 42 years at the current rate of increase for women to gain a 

proportionate representation (Hunt, 2013).  

During this same time frame, minority employment as staff writers on television 

programs doubled from 7.5 percent to 15.6 percent. At face value, it seems like remarkable 

progress. However, this increase has not kept up with the growing minority U.S. population of 

almost 37 percent. Additionally, when the total number is broken down, Asian and Latino 

writers’ representation increased by 3 percentage points each, while African Americans’ staff 

percentage only increased .7 percent since the 1999-2000 season (Hunt, 2013). Native writers 

and other races comprise 4.5 percent of staff and are included for the first time in the study. 

The numbers within the study show that, while there has been an increase in the number 

of people of color on television writing staffs, it has not been a significant increase. The data 

collected in this report runs concurrent with the timeframe in which the diversity initiatives 

established by the broadcast networks have been in existence. This shows that despite the efforts 

by the networks to create more opportunities for people of color with diversity initiative 

programs, the change in the number of writers of color employed is not notable. For many 

writers of color, getting into the network diversity initiative programs are their best opportunity 

to work in broadcasting.        

For the network diversity initiative programs, getting into the program is only the first 

step. While some may run workshops and panels and others may not, the purported end goal for 

all of these diversity programs is to get the fellows staffed, preferably on its network (or a sister 

network). As an extra incentive for the showrunner to give participants in the diversity initiatives 
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a chance, the diversity program pays the salary for the fellow who is staffed on their show. In 

doing this, the fellow is a “free” employee to the production.25  

In addition to paying the fellow’s salary, for the diverse director, after shadowing a 

director on a show, if the fellow is then given the opportunity to direct an episode on his own, the 

diversity program will not only pay the director’s fee to the fellow, but also, according to 

participant Hannibal, “just as a safeguard, we’re going to hire a consulting director26 of your 

choosing. That is in place to catch the ball if our director drops it.” If the first-time director does 

not work to the production’s satisfaction, the showrunner can have the consulting director take 

over the direction of the episode. Hannibal argues that this is a great incentive because, “You’re 

dealing with a show that has a budget of three million dollars an episode and you’re going to let 

someone who shadowed and maybe directed a short direct an episode? It’s a significant risk.”  

The offer to pay the fees of two directors in order to give a diverse candidate a chance is 

a significant one. This incentive is perhaps one of the most powerful ones offered by diversity 

departments within a network for a couple of reasons. First, when offering to pay the fees of both 

the new director and the consulting director, the diversity staff is addressing what is most 

important to these productions: the bottom line. By paying these director’s fees, money within 

the show’s budget is then freed up for other things such as set design or craft service.27  Second, 

and more importantly, by offering to pay for the directors’ fees, this frees the showrunner up 

mentally to give the newcomer a chance. Asking a showrunner to give an opportunity to a novice 

on his own dime is likely much harder to achieve, even for the showrunner who wants to give 

                                                           

25
 “Free” is in quotations because, while on staff, the production pays for the fellow’s office space, meals, and other 

incidentals. Since the largest cost an employee brings to a production is the salary, the fellow is essentially free.  
26

 A consulting director is a seasoned director who works with the new director to make sure that no major mistakes 
are made. 
27

 Craft service is responsible for providing the meals and snacks for everyone on set. 
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someone a chance. Paying the fees ultimately takes away the major excuse that the show cannot 

afford to take a risk on the fellow.  

For the diverse writer, shows are encouraged to reserve one position as the “diversity 

writer.” If the show hires a fellow, or any diverse candidate for that position, then the network 

pays that person’s salary. This position is entry-level in the writers room, so this opportunity is to 

get people of color an opportunity in the room. A few things happen when the writer is labeled as 

the “diverse writer,” however, that illustrates that there continues to be inequity in the writers 

room.  

First, there is the ongoing assumption that the diverse writer is not qualified. Participant 

Ginger shared that, 

You always hear . . . you’re going to get into this program but it’s really hard to staff you, 
because everyone on the staff is, like, I don’t want someone from that program because 
it’s just a person of diversity and they’re not good writers. 

 
Participant James agrees, noting that with this stigma they also hear, “you’re not that good,” and 

“you’re just here because you’re a person of color.” This made him “afraid” to be associated 

with that title.  

The stigma of being stuck as the “diverse” writer was brought up again and again by the 

interview participants. This stigma epitomizes white privilege because some of the writers 

assume that the diversity fellow cannot be as qualified as a writer who was hired in the 

‘traditional’ way. With no other obvious reason to group them together, one can assume that the 

diversity fellow’s lack of talent is connected to her “otherness.” Additionally, these racial 

microaggressions assist in undermining any confidence people of color may have in her 

worthiness to be in the room.  
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Sue et al. (2008) defined racial microaggressions as, “the brief, common-place, and daily 

verbal, behavioral, and environmental slights and indignities directed toward Black Americans, 

often automatically and unintentionally” (p. 329). While the definition singles out African 

Americans, racial microaggressions happen to all people of color. These microaggressions come 

in two forms: microinsults, which are expressions that display insensitivity regarding a person’s 

heritage, and microinvalidation, which suggests that cultural and racial experiences in a person’s 

lived experience are not valid. In this instance, people who make assumptions about the abilities 

of the diverse writer solely based on her race are directing microinsults at the writers. As 

problematic as it is when a white person is surprised at how articulate or well-spoken a person of 

color is, it is just as problematic when it is assumed that with regard to creativity or skill, he/she 

is a fraud. The fellow must then be prepared for such potential instances so as not to react and be 

labelled as ‘angry’ or ‘aggressive.’ One way to prepare for these microaggressions is through the 

knowledge given by former participants who have successfully navigated the programs.   

 Sometimes the fellows would be warned by “old alums” who “talk very frankly about the 

cone of silence.” The former participant understands how sometimes as the diverse writer, she 

feels that she does not count. Participant Dawn continues saying, 

Because you were the diversity writer and that no one really expects anything out of you, 
that you're free money, or that no one expects you to be good and no one expects you to 
stay . . . you're there because they have to have you there and they don't want you there. 

 
 The idea of not being good enough came up with a number of the participants. In regard 

to the diverse writer’s script, showrunners are encouraged to, according to Jeff, “look at it and 

evaluate it through that lens where you know you’re throwing this person a bone.” So, ultimately, 

reading a script by a diverse writer is doing them a favor.  
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Delgado (1989) speaks of the stock diversity story in regard to affirmative action within 

academia, but the concept translates to media as well. In this story, the networks are seen as 

benevolent for trying to encourage diversity. And, by including the diverse writer in the staffing 

process and offering to pay her salary, the networks are proving that they are serious about 

finding qualified minority writers and directors without actually hiring any of them (Delgado, 

1989). Just like the NBC executives in the 1950s, some current executives refuse to believe that a 

diverse candidate is as qualified, or more qualified, than her white co-worker.  

As with the directors, offering to pay the diverse writer’s salary takes the issue of money 

out of the equation. Being able to afford to add someone to the payroll is not an issue when her 

salary is not in discussion. At that point, the showrunner should give the fellow a chance. Is the 

process that easy? Participant Dan does not believe so. When assessing the bottom line, he says, 

I get it … you have both sides of the argument because we work for corporations, we 
work for studios, and they have to sell advertisers, and if you’re smart, you position 
yourself in a way that you don’t pigeon hole yourself like, “I can only write for blacks.” 
Or, “I can only write for Latinos.” You want a network executive to look at you and say, 
“That writer is funny.” Not like, “He’s a funny writer. He’s a Latino funny writer.” You 
just have to be smart how you sell yourself, I think, but going into the program, I did sell 
myself as someone who wants and actively likes to write for Latinos because I think that 
is …I think that’s what the program is for. 

 
Writers of color are important to the writers room because they bring in a different perspective, 

or viewpoint, of the world. And, while part of what makes a good writer is his ability to replicate 

many voices and not just his own, this does not diminish the importance of those different 

voices. These varied voices should work together to make better stories. And, better stories are 

something that everyone should want, especially the people who create these shows because the 

stories are just a part of the total television experience that helps to create an informed citizenry.  

Jeff believes that, unfortunately, it is not that simple.  He recalls that, 
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I’ve been in many rooms where it has been so interesting to me, because it’s not even an 
issue of a lot of these showrunners not wanting to promote diversity. It’s that they’ve 
never been exposed to diversity. They’re a bunch of white guys. Why would they? 
Especially when twenty years ago, when they were my age, why would they even try to 
find someone like me . . . I mean that’s not everyone, but that is generally the case. 
 

Within this political economy, citizens depend on the media to be the marketplace of ideas. It is 

where the audience is supposed to become more informed citizens. It should be representative of 

all Americans, and not just a wealthy few. For these showrunners especially, they should 

recognize their position, and that while twenty years ago it was okay, and even expected, that the 

writers room would be filled with only white men, he/she has the power to make a different 

choice now than those writers back in the day. If there is to be a diversity of viewpoints and 

programming, sometimes it means that good people have to make uncomfortable choices. In this 

instance, showrunners need to go beyond picking just their friends and add diverse writers to 

their shows. 

For many of the participants, within the stigma of being “diverse,” there is an issue with 

being singled out as the diverse writer. Dan got staffed on a show fairly quickly in his diversity 

program. The show he went to work on started a week before he was released to start by the 

diversity program. That one week made a difference to him and how he was identified on the 

staff. “That was weird,” Dan shared, “because it was so blatant that I was different.” He goes on 

to add that,  

We’re already shaded as different. Metaphorically speaking, we already have a little bit 
of otherness to us when we entered this room. I think it would be naïve to think that we 
should be treated or we are viewed as the other staff writers, because we’re not. We’re 
literally not. 

 
The classification of the “other” or foreigner when discussing race typically refers to Asian and 

Latino/a people and not African Americans. This is often because of the binary paradigm that 

simplifies race in the United States as conflict between Black and White. The binary paradigm 
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pronounces that African Americans are the prototypical minority group. Delgado and Stefancic 

(2012) give an example of the binary paradigm in action with this example from television: 

Imagine that a group of liberal television executives says to each other, “Let’s have a 
minority sitcom.” The group is well meaning, but their thoughts immediately go to a 
program whose central characters are a black family. Later, on second thought, they may 
add an Asian maid or a Latino teenager who is a friend of one of the family’s children. 
But the essential framework for the program is apt to revolve around African American 
problems, in-jokes, and situations. (p.55) 

 
So, often when speaking in terms of diversity, especially in terms of representation in television, 

white people often think in terms of African Americans. This has changed over time with the 

increase in the Latina/o population, but it must be acknowledged. The black-white binary, 

however, does not privilege African Americans. According to Perry (2005), “slavery, as the 

means of the creation of the U.S. as a world power, provided the economic and legal origin of 

the black-white binary, with blackness being the mark of the unfree” (p. 143). So, particularly 

within America, the participation of African Americans in the binary is not a beneficiary one.   

Román (2000) argues that Americans use myths and metaphors about people of color in 

order to label them as “other” as opposed to a “real” American.  It is interesting, then, that the 

white female participant had a different experience from the others. When asked if she was ever 

referred to as a diversity writer, she shared, “No one referred to me as that. I think being Whitey 

McWhiterson, I don’t know . . . I was more like the intern, rather than the diversity person.” In 

this instance, it shows that people of color are put into this category of “other” within network 

television because as a woman, she is adding to the show’s diversity, but because she is white, 

the senior staff found another way to label her.  This benefits the white participant in the long 

run, because over time the intern title will eventually go away, while for the person of color, 

“diversity” is much more difficult to separate from.  
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 For many of the participants, separating from the stigma of being diverse is a goal. Jeff 

spells it out by stating,  

I think the rule of thumb is great if you get into one of these programs, but you want to 
run away from those as quickly as possible in the sense that you don’t want to be labeled 
a diverse writer because that’s not seen as anything good. You want to become a white 
writer (laughs). Really, you want to be a writer that’s not classified. And, be known for 
your actual strengths as opposed to the color of your skin. 

 
While Jeff’s idea sounds straight-forward, not all of the writers see this as an easy task. 

Many of the participants recounted stories in which the only jobs that they, or their friends, were 

offered were the entry-level diversity positions. Then, as Dan shared, “you have a staff writer 

that just keeps jumping from one staff writer to another staff writer, because that’s what’s free.” 

This situation has been ironically termed the “diversity ghetto” by writers.  The diversity ghetto 

is when a writer remains the diversity writer year after year and is not getting the opportunity to 

move up the hiring chain, as is her right. Dan shares that, “I know a writer who staffed on a staff 

writer five, six times at a staff writer level. This girl should be a producer level by now.”  

Beejoli Shah (2013) wrote an article on the experience of being a diversity hire. In it, she 

explains why the diversity ghetto works for many productions and networks. She shares this 

logic through an example at Fox networks saying, 

Salary minimums are mandated by the Writer's Guild of America, and are tiered based on 
level, with staff writer being the lowest. Which means that Fox can guarantee a person of 
color a job to return to in future seasons, but also cleverly hold a person down at the level 
of diverse staff writer, even though they may be far too qualified to remain there. If a 
showrunner wants to promote a writer out of the diversity hire slot, that writer's salary 
will be now be coming out of the show's budget, rather than a separate network stipend, 
and pulling funds away from other aspects of production. (para. 6) 
 

Once again, creative issues, such as rewarding a talented writer, are being controlled by money. 

On a long-term scale, however, this is also an issue of power and influence. To have greater 
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power and influence on what are considered the norms in society, people of color need more 

representation in those higher positions in media.  

Gandy (1998) argues that our reliance on media, even though we know that the view it 

offers is distorted, is because: 1) we do not have many alternative images; 2) we do not see the 

relationship between our exposure to ideas on TV and the subsequent choices that we make; and 

3) there are few ramifications to our poor decisions. So, the showrunner knows, as a viewer of 

the medium, that there is a problem with the lack of representation of people of color in media, 

but he does not necessarily see the connection between his decision to hire his friends as writers 

on his show and diversity issues.  

Celeste also tells a story of her friend, who is South Asian, who has gotten trapped in the 

diversity ghetto. She worked as a diversity hire for a cable network for two years. When she 

made the move to network staffing,  

She should have been promoted.  She wasn't because they were like, ‘We don't feel 
comfortable promoting you,’ but yet somebody else came over who was on a show less 
than her . . . They promoted him.  We had a conversation she was really disappointed 
when she found out he got the bump and he's done less than she's done.  She was like, ‘I 
felt like being in the diversity program helped and hurt me because now I'm still looked 
at as a diversity hire.’  She's upset about it because she’s, like, I'm still that hire.   

 
Languishing in the diversity ghetto does not only hurt the writer in the position. Dan notes that, 

“When you’re a staff writer and you’re this ethnic minority that qualifies, you’re not competing 

against white people. You’re just competing against other brown people.” With one slot reserved 

for diversity, whether it is a woman or person of color, if the former diversity person is not 

promoted, this reduces the total number of people of color employed by the networks. 

Meanwhile, the broadcast networks are still seen as fulfilling their due diligence in trying to 

bring on diverse candidates because their diversity spots are filled. 
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For some of the participants, even when they are hired, there is still a difference in the 

way the diverse staff person must navigate this exclusive world. Carol shared that, 

I feel like when you are at a lower level and you’re a minority, you need an army of 
people pushing for you. You need an agent, you need a manager, you need whoever is 
going to want to be in the trenches with you because it is an uphill battle. I also think my 
agent didn’t realize how hard it was going to be to get me my next job. I think he thought 
kind of what I thought. 
 

Talent and drive is not enough for anyone to succeed in the entertainment industry, let alone  
 
a writer from an underrepresented group. Broadcasting is not a meritocracy like the American 

Dream promises. There is an old adage that states, “It’s not what you know, it’s who you know.” 

There are few places where this is as true as in media. So, to help them to navigate the world of 

network broadcasting, every participant interviewed stressed the importance of the mentors in 

his/her life.    

6.3.3 The Importance of Mentors 

 Of all of the themes offered, the importance of mentors and help in general is the only 

theme that every participant spoke about on some level. Aside from the importance of these 

connections after they complete the diversity initiative programs, for many of the participants, 

they needed assistance to even be considered for the program. Dawn had a friend who pushed 

her to apply for the program. Even though there were no recommendations required when she 

participated,  

I do know that since being in the program that if someone who has been through the 
program gives a call . . . then they’ll pull your application and it will get read first. It will 
get a little bit more consideration. The same person who told me to apply that program 
was the one who gave them a call and said, “You have to look out for this girl,” and he 
was such a favorite of the woman in the program and I'm sure that helped get me a quick 
read, I mean an attentive read. 

 
For participants, having professional mentors was crucial to even get into the diversity 

initiative programs. To get into the director fellowship, fellows have to get two letters of 
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recommendation from people who were members of the DGA. Hannibal recognized how 

difficult this requirement made getting into the program, saying, 

If I had been someone who made shorts on my own and heard about the program and 
wanted to apply I would have had no contact with anybody who was in the DGA, 
because I didn’t have any contact with anyone from my travels, from my social networks, 
from my family’s social networks that were part of the Guild or even remotely connected 
to entertainment. So, it was good that I went to film school because it gave me that. 

 
 For some of the participants, sometimes great recommendations are not enough to get the 

attention of the hiring diversity manager. Renee found that with her application,  

The difference is that I knew someone who knew someone who could rave about me to 
the persons running the program. I think that’s the main difference. I had letters of 
recommendation for all those programs. But, for this one, I knew someone who had a 
personal connection. I think that’s what helped. At least give me a second look . . . a 
personal friend who says you’ve got to look at this girl. She’s great. 

 
Without great material, however, Renee knows that she would not have been chosen for the 

program. Access to her friend and the diversity representative “didn’t equal to access to the 

showrunners. I still needed this program because that allowed me to establish a relationship with 

the showrunner and, ultimately, that’s how you get the jobs working on TV shows.”  

Participant Sadie found a mentor once she was placed in the diversity program. She was 

placed with a director who actively helped her with her craft. According to Sadie, the director 

was, 

A wonderful, insanely talented director. . . She happens to be a woman. She's just a 
talented, full on wonderful director. She is not only that, but a teacher. She loves to 
mentor and loves to teach. What she does, which is not what most directors do when you 
shadow them, is that she sits down with you after every scene and goes over everything 
that you've blocked28. She expects you to treat it like it's your job. She wants you to block 
every scene and then ... and she gives you a feedback, because a lot of times, it's not you 
are right or she's right. This is just the approach and why this might work better, or her 
experience.  
 For me, what was completely invaluable was that . . . in essence, she really helped 
me to figure out the technical aspect and how to adjust what I knew . . . Again, she didn't 

                                                           

28
 Blocking a scene is when a director determines where all of the actors will stand and move in relation to the 

camera. 
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have to do that, that's not ... That is who she is, and I have shadowed plenty of other 
directors, other very talented directors. Other directors who I consider mentors and who 
have helped me, but that's not what they do . . . It's a lot of time to put into people, and I 
shadowed another show with her, where there were three of us shadowing her and she did 
it with each of us. 
 

Sadie’s experience is powerful because, not only does her mentor allow her to be active during 

the shadowing process, a system which usually requires the apprentice to be seen but not heard, 

but the director demands a level of professionalism from those working with her. Telling her 

mentees, “this is your job,” places responsibility on them and makes them active learners. This is 

not, however, a common experience for shadows. To get this sort of one-on-one access, the 

participant would typically need to have had a longer relationship with her mentor.  

 To be successful as a writer or director in broadcasting, it is essential that a relationship is 

developed with the showrunner. For the participants who are writers, in particular, in order to get 

to know that showrunner, they first had to gain admission to the writer’s room. When he heard 

about an opportunity on a show whose premise mirrored parts of his life, James knew he had to 

take advantage of the opportunity.  

I basically called every single person I knew. I emailed every single person I knew that 
might have been remotely associated with anyone remotely associated with that show. I 
mean, I was like, I went on IMDB, I went on Facebook, I was cross referencing. By the 
time I got to the actual interview ... My manager was on the phone every day, ‘You have 
to meet this guy. You have to read this guy.’ All this was happening at once. They were 
reading me. They liked my sample. Then, on top of that, they ... I think I had 3 or 4 
recommendations to the showrunners from just people I knew. People who had either 
knew me personally or knew me and had read my work. By the time I got to the 
interview I had the deck kind of stacked in my favor. 

 
 For Darryl, the diversity initiative was his first experience in network broadcasting, since 

he was accepted into his program right out of graduate school. “In an ideal world,” he shares, 

“we were establishing relationships with people who were later trying to hire us.” So, Darryl’s 

tactic was to establish a connection with established writers who made presentations to his 
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group. After multiple inquiries, a pair of established comedy writers who presented before his 

group responded to his inquiries. Later, when the pair got a development deal29 for a network 

show, they contacted the diversity program and requested to read Darryl’s material.  

They brought me in . . . kind of like an apprentice. I was still in the [diversity] program 
but I got to be in the writer’s room and pitch and everything. And, then they then hired 
me as a staff writer after the program ended. 

 
Darryl knew that making any connection with these men was crucial so that he can stand out in a 

crowd. In this instance, he uses his alma mater to identify with the writers. In a situation where 

white writers may not identify with a writer of color on the basic level, Darryl was able to find 

something that allowed him to make a personal connection with the hiring writers, removing him 

from the “other” classification.  

 Celeste was also “plucked from obscurity” when she was chosen to be in her program. 

Once she got the opportunity, however, she worked hard to establish a rapport with other writers.  

Other writers who also are super great and very supportive, they'll make a phone call on 
my behalf so that I can get in the door.  My rationale is, "If you get me in the door, then 
it's up to me." At least at the damn door, because I'll stand at that door until they decide to 
open it. If I'm not even in the building, I don't even know which door it is. Then what am 
I going to do? I don't have a chance in hell of having some type of progress. 

 
This suggests that for many of these writers and directors, access is the most important thing that 

these network diversity initiative programs can give them. Once they have access, then they can 

move forward with their career, using these writing and directing credits to get further 

opportunities in television. 

Veterans of the broadcasting process offer not only advice but they can also facilitate 

introductions for newcomers. For people of color who are veterans within the industry, however, 

there is a pressure to be a course of assistance to up and comers. Often, there are just so many 

                                                           

29
 With a development deal, writers are able to develop and write a pilot for potential shows for the network. The 

idea/hope is that one of the show ideas will be picked up by the network to be a part of its season line up and 
episodes of the show will be ordered.  
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people trying to get into the industry as compared to the few who are already in it, it is 

impossible to help everyone. As one of the veteran writers interviewed, Darryl knows how 

awkward of a position this can be.  

 I try to reach back, I get frustrated sometimes because I can’t read every script that 
people want me to read, I can’t give them feedback, I can't answer their email, I can't 
answer emails, and that’s the important part of how you break-in in this industry, but I 
just can't. But and also I’m not in a position to hire people and prayerfully one day I will 
be, but I’m not. 

 
Among the participants this researcher interviewed, there is one who took part in 

diversity initiative programs in the late 1990s, and he/she still has not risen to a place where 

he/she can make meaningful decisions. The current list of diverse showrunners is small, but it is 

formidable and represents a wide-range of programming, including Shonda Rhimes and Betsy 

Beers (Grey’s Anatomy, Scandal), Salim and Mara Brock Akil (Being Mary Jane), Mindy Kaling 

(The Mindy Project), Julie Plec (The Vampire Diaries, The Originals, The Tomorrow People), 

Erica Messer (Criminal Minds), Tyler Perry (The Haves and Have Nots, For Better or Worse, 

Love They Neighbor), Sunil Nayar (Revenge), Lizzy Weiss (Switched at Birth), Michelle King 

(with Robert King, The Good Wife), Marlene King (with Oliver Goldstick, Pretty Little Liars), 

Carol Mendelson (with Don McGill, CSI), Naren Shankar (Grimm), and Veena Sud (The 

Killing). Veena Sud is, in fact, an alumnus of the Disney/ABC Writing Program. “On Cold Case 

[her former show] and The Killing half my staffs are women. So as far as diversity it’s not 

necessarily a goal because it’s a business and you have to find the best writers you can find. But, 

obviously I’m open to everybody” (“An Evening with,” 2012, para. 2). 

This list of writers in decision making positions is encouraging and yet the larger 

disparity is still there. The Writer’s Guild of America, West has research that looks at different 

areas of staff employment, including job titles. In 2011-2012, minorities only made up 7.8 
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percent of Executive Producers, the highest position, while 18.6 percent of Executive Producers 

were women. One promising result is that, when assessing the numbers of people of color and 

women who hold Executive Producer positions by network, ABC and Fox has two of the highest 

numbers of minorities with 8 and 4 respectively, and the CW, NBC, ABC, and Fox were tied 

with 10 female Executive Producers each (Hunt, 2013). The data, however, does not give 

Executive Producer numbers for multiple years. So, the researcher cannot determine if these 

numbers are an upward trend or if this is consistent with the general executive presence.  

Additionally, the executive training program that was established early in ABC’s 

diversity initiative has been removed from the program. So, despite over a decade of diversity 

initiatives, the numbers show that these programs have not introduced a new crop of decision 

makers to the broadcasting industry. Changes to the program, and the industry’s reaction to it, 

must be made. In the next discussion of the final theme, interviewed participants offer ideas for 

improving the diversity initiative programs.  

6.3.4 Program Improvements 

 Six of the eleven participants had ideas regarding how to improve the diversity initiative 

programs. Some of these suggestions are very specific to their programs, and some can be 

generalized to all of the diversity initiatives. The common thread, though, is that these 

improvements suggest better supervision of the participants and not allowing them to fall 

through cracks in the programs.  

 The first issue is regarding pay. Whether speaking to writers or directors, it is clear that 

the fellows in the program think that there should be more consistency. Sadie, for example, sees 

a problem with a change in the program she participated in. She shared that the earlier program, 

 I think they picked three fellows for a year, and paid them about a $1,000 a week, or 
$50,000 a year for the fellowship. My year, they picked 15 people and each of us were 
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only paid when we were on a shadow. If you worked one episode, it's about three weeks. 
Three to four weeks, and you only got paid that. Then, if you didn't shadow for six or 
seven months, you are not paid . . . For me, personally, especially in the beginning, it 
worked out totally fine because I had a job. . . It was hard . . . and $3,000 was going . . . 
like, in a second, so food and you have to find a place to live and all that stuff, but [in] the 
beginning . . . I would sleep on an air mattress . . . it was easier to wing it. Actually, not 
so easy. 

 
Dropping the stipend down from a guaranteed $50,000 to a fee that depends on when one 

shadows adds an element of privilege to the program. What happens to the participant who has 

the skill and talent, but does not have the cash reserve to be able to support herself, or her family, 

in between shadow opportunities? This issue crosses race and class lines. McChesney (2004a) 

explains that media conglomerates are like other capitalist organizations in that their goal is to 

pay their employees as little as possible. As someone becomes more crucial to the creative 

process, however, an employee’s salary can grow exponentially. For participants in the diversity 

initiative programs, however, they are the lowest people on the creative totem pole. As such, 

they do not have a strong bargaining tool to work with, especially against the powerful networks. 

On the other hand, ABC network and its stations alone were said to be worth around $11 

billion in 2012 (Badenhausen, 2012), and that is just part of the Disney conglomerate. The 

diversity initiatives are said to be the networks’ commitment to diversity, but a multi-billion 

dollar organization cannot afford to pay 15 fellows $50,000 each in hopes to develop future 

talent for its networks? This decision is short-sighted and shows that training and fostering the 

talent in these programs is not a priority. 

Another issue that bothers some of the participants is the changing definition of who a 

“diversity candidate” is. Whereas early incarnations focused on people of color and women, as 

the programs have grown, the networks began accepting white fellows who are gay, older, and 
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even people who have interesting experiences in their background. For Dan, in particular, this is 

a problem. 

Yeah, and I have always had a bit of an issue with programs like this taking on white 
people. I don’t really see that that … to me, you’re just denying someone … these white 
writers are going to make it without the program, let’s be honest. That’s the truth, that’s 
statistically speaking, that’s the way it’s going to work. I really bump on the fact that 
when I see white writers in the most prestigious program, I don’t know if that’s really the 
intent . . . overall, what’s the goal? Is the goal to put more brown faces on TV, to have 
more of a POV? I don’t know. I don’t know, to me, that’s … I don’t know. It probably 
has more to do with corporate mission statements than that. It’s had a couple of white 
people in every year so that everyone doesn’t go crazy and call it tokenism. 

 
It is interesting that Dan uses the term tokenism to describe why white people are admitted into 

the diversity initiative programs. Historically, tokenism has been a term used for those minorities 

who, once they succeed, are then set forth as an example to separate them from all of the other 

minorities who have not “made it.” Price (2010) argues that, “black Americans are often elevated 

to high political office or economic status in a gesture of tokenism to show that we have ‘got 

beyond race’ and thus render racial injustice invisible and ineffable” (p. 155). Bell (1991) refers 

to this phenomenon as “Caucasian Commitment.” With this, white people at every 

socioeconomic status tolerate inequities as long as people of color, African Americans in 

particular, are shut out (Bell, 1991). 

 The bigger question that Dan asks, however, is about the goals of the network diversity 

initiative programs. Initially, the networks agreed to establish mentoring programs for minorities, 

buy products from minority-owned businesses, and reward managers who hired minorities at 

executive levels (Braxton & Calvo, 2001). The inclusion of white males in the program, in Dan’s 

opinion, keeps the networks from reaching what he believes are their goals.  

The year Ginger participated in a diversity program, there were white participants, 

including herself.  
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The rumor going around when I was there was that they were focused more on just the 
samples and not like taking into consideration somebody’s background. With that said, 
there was me … but I was a woman … I don’t know how much that counts, really as for 
diversity these days. They really do want someone of color but . . . in the program with 
me in the comedy writing part were two other white guys, white men, one of whom was 
… both of whom were Jewish . . . and then there was this woman who was … She was an 
hour long writer but her mother, she … you would never have known this … You look at 
her, she looks like a regular white girl, her mother was Indian and her father was white. 
 

Celeste also shared a story of someone who does not quite look the part according to some. She  
 
shared that, 
 

My boy who is a brown writer, he's Latino. He has a small issue with, and it's like a self-
issue because there is a Latina who went through the program and she's Latina, and he's 
like, ‘Whatever. She looks like a white girl.’ He was like, ‘Fuck that. I can't pretend that 
I'm a white guy. There's no way.’ He was like, ‘You can't pretend that you a white 
woman. There's no way. But her?’ He was like, ‘She don't need no help. She needs to go 
join Delta Delta Delta and keep it pushing.’ 
 

The opinion that diversity is based on how someone looks is incorrect. According to 

DiversityInc.com, “too often, non-white people assume whites don’t come from a diverse 

background or have any experience with different cultures. Some white people also make this 

mistake . . . Twenty-two percent of Americans households have a biracial component” (“9 

Things Never,” 2012, para. 7 & 8).  

 For men and women of color who do not have the privilege of light skin, colorism is a 

practice that happens both in and across ethnic and racial groups. This practice has been 

heightened by the election of Barack Obama as president coming from a multiracial background, 

but still classified in the public as African American. Burton et al. (2010) offered the idea that, 

though race is socially constructed, there is often disconnect between how someone identifies 

herself racially and what others perceive her race to be.     

This holds true for James, who is Latino, but also identifies as white. He shares that,  

When I was younger I was told ... Hispanic people would say, "You're not Mexican 
enough." Then, but I was also never quite white enough either. I was like in between, but 
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I've always identified more with my mother's side of the family, which is the Mexican 
side . . . I am diverse in the sense that I'm half Hispanic. Half Mexican. I don't know. I 
just am sort of who I am. Which is weird because in the program there were 10 writers 
selected all across the country. All of their last names were like Serrano and Velasquez , 
and I'm like . . . I have the whitest like name. Which is funny, because it's sort of how I've 
always been in life . . . I know limited Spanish. That's another reason why people were 
like, "You're not Mexican enough," and all that stuff. I mean, but I feel like I am, at least 
part of me is. 
 

So, by identifying himself as part of the Latino culture, even if he feels like he is not completely 

accepted within it, James has much to offer. His viewpoint is distinct and has a place among all 

of the other writers and directors within the diversity initiatives.  

Darryl believes that the focus should not be solely on writers and directors. Instead, 

training more minority network executives would mean more in the long term because they have 

the opportunity to work with multiple television shows over an extended time.  

I don’t want to be pushing the agenda just hiring people just because they’re black, if you 
need black writers you can hire them. I personally think more black executives is the 
more attainable change. And maybe there needs to be more diversity training programs 
for executives.30 

 
 Diversity training for the network executives and showrunners would be essential in 

changing the general attitude that allows people of color who participate in these programs to be 

considered less qualified than the other employees. The Memorandum of Understanding from 

the different networks all suggested that there was diversity sensitivity training established at all 

of the networks, but the stigma about being diverse, as noted earlier in this chapter, is still 

present. Sadie suggests that the way to get more executives to see the importance of these 

programs is to shine a light on the current numbers. 

There's something to be said for shaming people into it, which I think the numbers do. 
There's something to be said for celebrating the successes and making the successes, 
giving out awards ... This network or this Joe who was hired, and so that ... I know people 

                                                           

30
 There were two diversity executive training programs at ABC earlier in the program’s history. The ABC TV 

Network Associates Program and ABC Entertainment Group Associates Program both offered to train participants 
in different areas of ABC. They have both since been cancelled. 
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always want to be honored and people always want, if that guy is getting an award for 
championing, what about this? I think when we think about tackling a bigger picture, 
you've got to strategize. You've got to strategize and think, ‘Well, how are we going to 
get people to say yes?’ To have to hire more. 

 
Shaming showrunners and executives has had mixed results so far. Websites such as 

Jezebel.com and ThinkProgress.com have printed exposes listing the television programs that 

had no females or people of color on their writing staff. Thus far, these methods have not 

resulted in increased hiring of these groups. This has, however, been successful when the general 

public is included in the dispensing of shame.  For example, when the 2013 season of Saturday 

Night Live began with six new cast members, there were mumbles of discontent from people 

surprised that the program, yet again, did not cast an African American female cast member. In 

an era with Michelle Obama as the First Lady and pop culture being dominated by female 

celebrities such as Beyoncé and Scandal’s Kerry Washington, Saturday Night Live needed a 

change. There are too many African American women who serve as current cultural icons to be 

ignored. Matters were made worse when African American show regular Kenan Thompson, 

when asked about the issue, blamed African American comediennes instead of white showrunner 

Lorne Michaels. “It’s just a tough part of the business,” according to Thompson, “Like in 

auditions, they just never find ones that are ready” (Gennis, 2013, para. 4).  

The backlash to Thompson’s comments was immediate. Initially, Lorne Michaels 

responded by stating that, “It’s not like it’s not a priority for us. . . It will happen. I’m sure it will 

happen” (Bauder, 2013). Less than a month later, Michaels held secret auditions to find an 

African American cast member. By early 2014, Sasheer Zamata was hired as midseason talent 

(Carter, 2014).  More significantly, perhaps, is that the NBC comedy show hired two African 

American female writers. LaKendra Tookes and Leslie Jones will hopefully get the opportunity 

to add a much needed fresh perspective on the Saturday Night Live skits. 
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While there have been those who praised the shaming process, Wallenstein (2014) 

referred to the process as a spectacle that “leaves as much to condemn as there is to commend . . 

. The prevailing whiteness of the medium even as the United States continues to be transformed 

by profound demographic trends is just plain ridiculous” (para. 2 & 3).  Saturday Night Live, 

however, did not want, “to right a wrong; it wanted to be seen as righting a wrong.” 

(Wallenstein, 2014, para. 11). 

There may be truth to Wallenstein’s interpretation, but another reason that the change 

happened seems more likely. Amidst the critique of the cast members, Kenan Thompson and Jay 

Pharaoh, the two African American men in the cast, announced that they would no longer dress 

in drag to play African American women on the show. For Saturday Night Live and NBC, the 

network it airs on, success of the show depends on the ability of the cast to joke about current 

events and popular culture. It is likely that for Michaels, fear that the show was becoming 

irrelevant was enough to motivate him to do something about it. 

6.3.5 Fear 

While the subject of fear did not come up often in conversation, the researcher found it to 

be an interesting and telling element that was at least worth mentioning here. More specifically, 

the issue was fear related to participation in this research. While this researcher has noted the 

early participants who dropped out of the process before interviews were conducted, there were 

also potential participants who were not interviewed because, despite the confidentiality, they 

feared some sort of retribution from the powers that be within the networks. One potential 

participant was a fellow in the now-defunct executive training program, but told another 

participant (who was recruiting on the researcher’s behalf) that there were too few executives of 

color who had completed that program, so he/she would be too easily identified. This also 
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happened with a few participants who shared their story but was clear that exposing too much 

about the story would make them identifiable because there were just not enough people of color 

to hide within the ranks.  

 Another aspect of the fear surrounding the participation in this interview that manifested 

itself was with the scheduling of appointments. Of the eleven participants, nine chose to meet at 

locations away from their workplace, primarily at Starbucks. While the researcher cannot say 

that all of these choices were specifically due to fear, one of the participants whose interview 

was conducted at work said,  

 I think that goes to the heart of sometimes ... I told my bosses this morning, ‘This woman 
is … the PhD, she’s writing her dissertation’ … I was very frank and that you’re going to 
interview me and … first of all, I knew more or less the practical reasons, this is going to 
be easier because we can close the door, it will be loud, but also, I thought, ‘I'm 
participating in this program.’ I feel like my showrunners are very supportive of me being 
in the program. I think that has a lot more to do with the relationship I have with my 
showrunners . . . just do what you got to do and I think that was more of a comfort level 
of just me at the job. 

 
Once again, because this notion of fear was not directly spoken about with the other participants, 

and because one of the selling points of the interview was confidentiality, the researcher cannot 

determine whether they would have been comfortable with being transparent about this process 

with their employers. The larger question is, though, why would the participants perceive that 

their employers would discourage them from sharing their experiences?  

 Another element of fear came with some of the women who were interviewed regarding 

age. Just like diversity, ageism is a real issue in Hollywood. One participant31 said that, 

We celebrate birthdays and every one of them I've been in they never have the age nor 
does anyone ask, and it's just … that's just the way that it goes. You go to birthday parties 
all the time and there's absolutely no mention of age. The only time that I see there's 
mention of age where it's a woman is if she's already successful, but if you're on the 
climb then you keep it unto yourself. . . if you're someone who's still making the way up, 

                                                           
31 In order to protect the confidentiality of those who are concerned about age, their direct quotes will not be 
attributed to them. 



189 
 

you don't want to give anybody another reason to knock you out of the game. It's a 
competitive business and you don't want anyone in the room … to be able to use anything 
to their benefit and your detriment . . . It means that a room and a situation that's built on 
storytelling means that you can't use your arsenal stories because some of them might 
date you. 
 

Trying to stay relevant in a world that often values youth over wisdom is an issue that both  
 
women and men have to deal with. As long as the commodity audience that advertisers covet 

includes white men between the ages of 18 and 34, there will be the assumption that older people 

will not know how to connect with them. For women, in particular, this is doubly assumed 

because they are older and female.  

 Another participant spoke about how being older makes it more difficult for her to be 

hired on some productions. 

I feel like if I tell you my perception that I’m just the angry woman because … I don’t 
feel like doors are closed to you because you’re a woman but in the world of animation 
and I’m sure this is true in sitcoms … I met on this show and it … the two creators were 
these two young guys like right out of art school, like they’re not hiring me. I’m a woman 
who’s not quite their mom’s age but I’m not young … I don’t have their perspective and 
…they probably want more like minded people. I have a feeling that they hired some 
young guys on that show and I think that probably happens a lot. 

 
As stated earlier in this chapter, women currently comprise 30.5% of writers staffed on network 

and cable television (Hunt, 2013). While not representative of the female population, which is 

more than 51 percent, this percentage is far higher than women’s representation in media 

ownership. According to the Free Press, women hold less than 7 percent of all TV and radio 

licenses (“Diversity in Media,” n.d.). Byerly and Ross (2006) discuss the implications of an 

industry that is typically analyzed as gender-neutral, but in reality is part of a global patriarchal 

system. So, for Ginger, it is easy to determine that she cannot have their ‘perspective’ and cannot 

be ‘like-minded’ because they are younger and are men. Especially for animation and situation 

comedy, both of whose commodity audience are primarily males, Ginger believes that her 
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assumption is based on the truth. Just as with minority media ownership, there is a relationship 

between who owns the media and what is produced.   

 The broadcast networks have adjusted the diversity programs over the years. One could 

believe that practical critiques of what works and does not work in their programs would be 

welcome. For participants, their concern about being openly critical could come from their desire 

to not “rock the boat.” It is difficult to even get an opportunity to work in media, especially for 

people of color. Even after someone is hired, the precarious nature of positions in media makes 

them difficult to maintain. Jhally (1989) argues that, “people, in whatever occupation, normally 

will not engage in actions that will displease superiors” (p. 68). For a position at a broadcast 

network, especially, this is likely to be true. This is why it takes Shonda Rhimes and Betsy 

Beers, two decision makers who are indispensable commodities and sources of profit for ABC, 

to speak out about diversity.  

6.4 What Have We Learned? 

  In discussing the diversity initiatives with current and former participants, this researcher 

found that, though the programs succeed in giving opportunities to people of color (some 

programs more than others), the people who are benefitting the most from these programs are 

ones who have already been working in the industry at some capacity. Is this level of recruitment 

enough, or do the networks need to do more about creating real access and pathways to 

employment for the person of color who has not already made a name in the industry? Also, is it 

enough to get people of color in the door when there are still so few who have the opportunity to 

be decision makers and really shape the type of programming that appears on television?  

 Through these interviews, it is clear that even with incentives from the networks, there 

are still barriers that prevent some diversity fellows from getting access to opportunities. These 
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interviews have been invaluable in offering insight into programs that, while openly publicizing 

both their recruiting classes and their alumni, do not really share the day to day reality of what it 

takes for a person of color to succeed in the television industry. While they are speaking 

confidentially, the participants are not only providing information about the diversity initiative 

programs, but also insight into how these programs both work and do not work. Additionally, the 

participants are bringing about awareness of how these initiatives are working while in the 

network trenches. With this understanding, perhaps these programs can be updated to address 

those workers outside of the diversity initiative program who do not see its value.  

For those fellows who do get an opportunity to be staffed on a show, they often have to 

deal with the stigma of being the diversity hire. Additionally, once a fellow is hired as the 

diversity writer, he has to hope that he does not wind up in the diversity ghetto, unable to move 

beyond the entry-level staff writer position.  

For the diversity director, the opportunity to shadow, or observe, working directors also 

means opportunity. To move from the shadows and actually get an opportunity to direct an 

episode, even with the incredible incentives the networks offer showrunners, is an even more 

incredible feat. Perhaps it is because the director is for-hire rather than the shot-caller in 

television, but the numbers of people of color getting opportunities to direct in television is 

dismal, even after well over a decade of diversity initiatives.  

Both groups had a number of suggestions of ways to improve the diversity initiative 

programs. From setting a standard for salaries to not allowing participants to fall through the 

cracks, the diversity staff has its work cut out for itself. Overall, however, most participants 

agreed that, despite their lack of relationships with decision makers and general lack of power, 

most of the diversity staff did all they could to help the fellows succeed. This shows that the core 
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problems with the diversity initiatives lie not with the staff, but with the actual programs. 

Though the programs bring more diverse employees into the networks, the initiatives do not train 

the employees who are already working within the system in the ways to effectively interact with 

the diverse candidates. Misunderstandings abound, and as a result, negative impressions are 

sometimes left on both sides, making the diversity initiative programs seem like a failure.    

 In the final chapter, there will be an overview of the diversity initiative program in media, 

through its history and into its current application. Also, there will be discussion of the 

limitations of this study and ways that it can be improved in future research. Finally, suggestions 

will be made to make the diversity initiatives more effective. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

"I have witnessed what consolidation of content and distribution in entertainment and 
media has done to significantly slow down and diminish opportunity for minority 
professionals rather than accelerate and increase it," she said. The networks that used to 
make shows aimed at blacks "now only offer a minority cast member here and there and 
a long list of contributions to minority charities under the catch-all word, `diversity.' " – 
Suzanne de Passe (“No Black-and-White,” 2010, para. 5) 
 

7.1 Research Summary & Review 

 

 When the NAACP, NLMC, American Indians in Film & Television, and the Asian 

Pacific Media Coalition joined together fifteen years ago to challenge the major broadcast 

networks about the representation of minorities in front of and behind the scenes in television, 

they garnered a lot of attention. It took two years and threats of boycott, but in the end, 

Memoranda of Understanding were created between the networks and multi-ethnic coalition 

groups to increase the numbers of people of color acting, directing, and writing in broadcasting. 

The networks also agreed to increase the number of minority-owned businesses they hired for 

contract work.  

 After fifteen years, the pressure from the multi-ethnic coalition has dwindled and, though 

there are examples of television programs with not only a diverse staff but also women and 

people of color in decision making roles, the overall diversity numbers still leave a lot to be 

desired. As stated in chapter six, a study by the WGAW found that, while women writers 

comprise of 30.5 percent of the total current writing staff, the percentage of all people of color 

combined working as writers in broadcasting and cable is 15.6 percent (Hunt, 2013). The results 

from the DGA were even more dismal with minority males only directing 14 percent and 

minority females directing 2 percent of all episodes (“DGA Report Finds,” 2013). Additionally, 

2013 brought about the end of African-American ownership in television. These numbers show 
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that in broadcasting, despite whatever efforts have been made, more attempts to address diversity 

in media should be done. Media consolidation has made it more difficult for people of color to 

own broadcast stations and raised the barriers to entry for these owners. As media become more 

and more consolidated, it is harder for any small, minority-owned stations to compete.  

 Using political economy of media and critical race theory, this study looked at both the 

history of diversity efforts in media and the current diversity initiatives developed by a multi-

ethnic coalition and the broadcast networks to increase diversity in front of and behind the scenes 

in broadcasting. Through historical critical analysis, this dissertation analyzed the history of 

broadcast media from the 1940s until the present, looking for efforts made by the government, 

broadcast networks, citizen groups, and individuals to address issues of diversity in media. 

Attempts made by early representatives of the NBC network, including Stockton Helffrich and 

Joseph Baker, to address discriminatory practices at NBC were impressive, but ultimately were 

much more focused on images on the screen rather than employment behind the scenes. 

In understanding why diversity is so important in broadcasting, one must look back to the 

early days of broadcasting. Broadcasters were mandated by the federal government to serve in 

the public interest of the community. Part of the public interest mandate is providing groups 

within U.S. society the opportunity to see themselves represented within broadcast media. Even 

as the United States grows more and more diverse, broadcast media lag behind society.  

 In the 1970s, the FCC worked toward creating an EEO policy that would create more 

equity within the media workforce. Working under the presumption that with increased diversity 

in media ownership and employment there would be increased diversity of programming, the 

FCC developed programs such as tax incentives and distress sales to help eradicate the barriers 

to entry for minority small business owners. Earlier court cases, including Metro v. FCC, helped 
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in fulfilling the diversity mandate of broadcasting set by Congress. Adarand Constructors, Inc. v. 

Pena, however, muted most of the EEO policy established by the FCC because the Courts 

required policy that satisfied strict scrutiny. This increased scrutiny has hampered the FCC’s 

EEO policy to this day. The lack of long-term success of FCC anti-discrimination policy has 

foreshadowed any issues that broadcasting networks likely had in establishing a program 

targeting a diverse population. Despite any intention that the networks may have had in the 

establishment of the diversity initiative programs, EEO issues have likely translated so that the 

broadcast networks are no longer able to only target females and people of color, but must 

instead also include invitations to potential participants who have had diverse life experiences as 

well. 

Within this capitalist system, the connection between the way media corporations thrive 

economically, and how they benefit directly from government policy, are related. Can media 

promote democracy while actively participating in an economic system that promotes 

oligarchies? Political economy of media analyzes the ways in media content is influenced by the 

structure of the market and media ownership. The rise of media conglomerates diminishes any 

alternate voices within media, challenging the notion of a marketplace of ideas. Rather than 

giving an audience what it wants, then, the media industry, “gives the people what they want 

within the range of what is most profitable to produce” (McChesney, 2008, p.364).  We realize 

that ‘the people’ who get what is most profitable are not even decided on democratically. 

Instead, advertisers, the true consumer, have determined that ‘the people’ are, on average, 

eighteen to forty-nine white males who have enough wealth to subscribe to cable (Meehan, 

2005). This ‘ideal consumer’ obviously leaves many groups out, resulting in representations in 

broadcast media that languish behind current demographics. 
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 While the numbers of people of color in broadcasting and ownership are dismal, one 

cannot look at these numbers without questioning the role of the FCC in encouraging diversity. 

The failure of the FCC to establish any long-lasting EEO regulations that are able to survive the 

strict scrutiny required by the Supreme Court has worked against efforts to encourage workforce 

diversity in broadcasting. Even programs such as the broadcast diversity initiatives offer 

opportunities to some white men if they are able to show that they have interesting backgrounds. 

This only has the potential of diluting the effectiveness of these programs as their original goal 

was to give opportunities and access to people of color who otherwise would not be able to get a 

foot in the door. 

 This study then is significant because without being pressured to provide results for their 

diversity initiative program, what incentive do the broadcast networks have to continue their 

efforts to diversify their staff? While the multi-ethnic coalition still gives annual reports on 

diversity in broadcasting, they have definitely taken their feet off of the pedal. And, the result of 

the lack of pressure is evident as the diversity programs are being changed into programs of 

“audience strategy” and “talent development” instead of what they were created to be.  

 After reviewing the history of diversity initiatives in broadcasting, the researcher 

interviewed current and former participants of the diversity initiative programs to incorporate 

personal stories into the external discussion of the programs. From the interviews, a few themes 

emerged that gave insight into what is and is not working within the programs. First, a majority 

of the participants discussed the general state of diversity in broadcasting. The consensus was 

that while there has been progress, there is much more work that needs to be done. The 

incremental process that has occurred in the hiring of creative people of color behind the scenes, 

according to some of the participants, shows that there is little hope that broadcasting will ever 
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get past its ‘old boys network.’ Also, there is concern that hiring people of color only in entry 

level positions will not result in any change that can be reflected as diversity in front of the 

screen. 

 Second, participants agree that there is a stigma that goes along with being labeled as the 

‘diversity hire.’ In addition to the assumption that the diverse candidate’s work will be inferior, 

there is also an ongoing perception that the diversity hire is only hired because he/she is diverse, 

and not because of any genuine talent. Third, despite the access that these programs give to 

participants, real assistance still comes through mentors and, more specifically, people who are 

willing to vouch for the participant and speak to those who are hiring on their behalf. Some 

participants stated that the diversity staff themselves do not have enough power and do not know 

enough people who matter to make a difference in helping a former diversity initiative 

participant to get staffed. Altogether, these issues make the diversity initiatives, as currently 

written, an ineffective method in increasing the total number of people of color behind the 

scenes, especially in decision making positions. Without changes these programs, like earlier 

ones, will not bring about long lasting change. 

This dissertation aims to add to scholarly research on the political economy of media as it 

pertains to issues of race and diversity. Diversity is one of the main components, along with 

competition and localism, of the media mandate to serve in the public interest. Within diversity, 

source diversity is one of the three overarching types of diversity defined within communication 

research. When looking at diversity in ownership, it is clear that the situation for minority 

ownership is dire. With 1.6 percent minority ownership of broadcast stations and zero African 

American broadcast station owners, we see that most of the early efforts made by the FCC and 

citizen groups have been erased by decisions made in the court system. Minority ownership has 
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been addressed by many scholars (e.g., Brooks, Daniels, & Hollified, Byerly, Honig, Kleiman), 

each with suggestions as to how to increase the number of people of color in ownership. But, 

without an answer to the strict scrutiny requirement applied to racially-driven processes within 

government, it does not seem like any policy change can happen. 

In workforce diversity, however, there is still an opportunity to address the lack of 

diverse representation. Even though EEO regulations are currently a shell of what they used to 

be, the FCC still collects data on the demographics of local broadcast stations. This research is 

essential, especially with regard to creation and maintenance of localism. Most of the employees 

at local stations, however, do not make decisions about television programs that are shown on 

the national networks. Additionally, employees at a local station, on average do not have access 

to the same numbers of audience members as many broadcast network television shows. For 

example, on March 13, 2014, CBS comedy The Big Bang Theory had more than 17 million 

viewers (TV Ratings, 2014). In comparison, in February of 2013, more than 2 million viewers, 

double the typical audience, watched a shootout between police and a man many thought was 

Christopher Dorner on KCBS in Los Angeles. So, even in one of the largest markets, ratings 

between a local news program could not compare with a television show airing on a national 

network.  

Recognizing the reach of national programming, this dissertation focuses on workforce 

diversity of the broadcast networks and, more specifically, analyzes the efforts that the networks 

have made in increasing the number of employees of color working behind the scenes in 

broadcasting. This research expands upon the existing literature by incorporating political 

economy of media with interviews with diversity initiative participants. This research, then 

“maintains the essence of political economy” (Wasko, 2005, p. 44), while incorporating elements 
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that are not traditionally used in political economy of media research, such as interviews. 

Additionally, scholarship on the coalition’s attempted boycott and the resulting broadcast 

network diversity initiatives (e.g. Baynes, 2007; Means Coleman, 2003) addressed the 

importance of citizens groups such as the NAACP and the NHMC in encouraging change in 

media. Studies providing the percentages of racial and ethnic minorities working as directors and 

actors in broadcasting and film (e.g., Darnell Hunt and the UCLA Ralph Bunche Center for 

African American Studies) show that despite the diversity initiative programs being in place for 

almost a decade and a half, representation of people of color behind the scenes in creative 

positions has not kept up with the growing minority U.S. population.  

The research in this dissertation connects the programs established by the broadcast 

networks and the resulting percentage of people of color working behind the scenes in 

broadcasting. Building upon this literature, we learned that while the efforts and threats of 

boycott made by the multiethnic coalition got the attention of the broadcast networks, more than 

threats need to happen to see a significant increase in the number of people of color working 

behind the scenes in broadcasting. Interviews with diversity initiative participants gave insight 

into the way these programs work on a day to day basis. Through these interviews we learned 

that broadcast diversity initiative programs that recruit people of color behind the scenes are not 

enough when the overriding culture they face amongst their peers in the industry treats diversity 

as if it is a stigma instead of benefit to media. Without clear goals, continued pressure from the 

coalition, and public support, broadcasters will have little reason to adjust their methods or 

reasoning.  Although theory and method were utilized in order to provide a critical analysis of 

efforts made up until present day in diversifying broadcast networks, there were several 

limitations in the study. 
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7.2 Study Limitations 

 As discussed in chapter six, the casting of Sasheer Zamata on Saturday Night Live was 

big news within the discussion of diversity and representation in media. This casting choice and 

the general history of diversity on Saturday Night Live, according to Colby (2014), can be 

equated with the larger diversity in America. He argues that the key to Zamata’s success, just 

like the success of the former cast members of color who remained on the show for any length of 

time, is assimilation. Colby (2014) argues that, “the slot was always going to go, not to someone 

from a black network or a Tyler Perry sitcom, but to the most socially and culturally assimilated 

black actress” (para. 12). He goes on to state that this can be translated to U.S. industry, and that 

when hiring managers say diversity, they want, “faces and voices that are black but nonetheless 

reflect a cultural bearing that white people understand and feel comfortable with” (Colby, 2014, 

para. 16). 

The issue of assimilation is one that many people of color must deal with in the 

workplace. Scholars within critical race theory have many positions regarding assimilation. 

Founders of Critical Race Theory, such as Derrick Bell, believe that people of color should not 

try to fit into the system, but instead work to transform it. Others believe that people of color 

working in the law, business, and medicine in particular would ultimately be a benefit to 

minority communities, so their assimilation is acceptable (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). 

 The issue of assimilation is one that was not a part of the questions asked of the interview 

participants. The researcher acknowledges that any discussion of diversity in media, let alone 

any workplace, should at least broach the topic of assimilation. If the opportunity comes to 

repeat or extend the research, questions about assimilation and where the participants stand on 
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the issue will be included. The ability to follow up with the participants in general would have 

likely been helpful. 

 Another limitation of the research is with the number of participants who are interviewed. 

Issues of time and commitment kept the participant numbers low. An unintentional result of the 

low numbers is that a majority of the interviews were done with writers. The researcher would 

have liked to have had more directors and even some former executive participants to speak 

about the diversity initiative programs. Each department would have likely given different 

responses. Because this is qualitative research, however, the goal is not to generalize from this 

data. The words and experiences of these eleven participants have given incredible insight into 

the diversity initiative programs and have effectively shined a light on problems within the 

programs. 

 Along the same lines, with more participants involved in the interview stage of the study, 

the racial demographics of the participants would have been more diverse. Just as the prevalence 

of writers in the study is not intentional, the number of African Americans as compared to other 

people of color interviewed is a coincidence. With this issue, the technique used to find 

participants likely affected the ability of the researcher to cast a wider net. While it allowed me 

to reach a potentially difficult sample to find, one of the disadvantages to snowball sampling is 

that the initial participants will have an impact on the future participants who are selected 

(Patton, 2002). There was actually bias in the sample because most of the participants 

interviewed were referred by people I know. Among those interviewed, however, there was 

continuity between participants’ narratives, irrespective of race, age, or gender, and their general 

experiences in the programs. While their specific stories were varied, the overall feelings about 
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the programs and ways of dealing with being a person of color within network television were 

fairly consistent among the group. 

 The lack of perspective from the diversity staff is another limitation. Efforts were made 

to speak with current and former diversity staff, but no one responded to the researcher’s queries. 

This perspective would have given a lot of insight into this study because the diversity staff 

interacts with both the participants and the executives and showrunners who hire the participants. 

Additionally, a discussion with the diversity staff would address issues of power and 

responsibility within the staff. Are these people merely figure heads, or do they really have an 

opportunity to influence the decision makers? 

 The final limitation involves my job as a researcher. As discussed in the methods section 

in chapter three, this research is executed from an emic, or insider, perspective. An emic 

perspective suggests that my past experience in the television and film industry affects not only 

the topic I choose to investigate, but the methods I use, and the way I frame the discussion and 

conclusions I make. I do not presume to be objective about this topic.  

My intention was to not share my background with those participants I interviewed who I 

did not know. My justification for this is that the participants would explain the programs and 

their positions about them without using shorthand terminology if they thought I was a complete 

outsider. However, I learned quickly that for many of the interviews, my connection with the 

entertainment industry was what made the participants comfortable with speaking with me. 

Especially considering the hesitancy many of the participants had in participating in the 

interviews at all, my emic perspective and past experiences in television and film were a bonus. 

Finally, my perspective as a woman of color who understands the difficulty in getting an 

opportunity to work in the television and film industry, and the struggles that go along with 
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being diverse in these industries, affects my interpretation of the story. Olson (2011) suggests 

there are positives and negatives to a researcher familiar with the topic being studied. Overall, I 

would suggest that my connection to the television and film industry resulted in more positive 

results than negative ones. Because I understood their language, participants likely opened up to 

me more than they would have someone who was an outsider. 

7.3 Diversity Initiative Program Improvements 

Those interviewed gave a number of improvements that they believed would help 

strengthen the diversity initiative programs and make them more relevant.  The participants 

believed that the diversity staff needed to make more of an effort to ensure that participants did 

not fall through the cracks. One suggestion was to establish better and more consistent pay for 

participants. While some programs had salaries for their participants, some programs only paid 

participants who were actively staffed on shows. This often left participants without pay for 

weeks in between assignments. A second suggestion was that the programs reassess exactly who 

a diverse candidate is. With more white participants allowed in the programs, some participants 

wondered if the programs could really claim to be for diverse candidates.  

 The final suggestion given by participants was one that the researcher agrees would be 

essential to making the diversity initiative programs more effective. The suggestion was that the 

program not be only for writers and directors, but for executives as well. Early programs 

included a position for a junior executive who could be trained in the different areas of broadcast 

programming. While it is not clear when the executive part of the diversity initiative programs 

was cancelled, the decision was a definite mistake. While the writers and directors can 

potentially rise to a decision making position in broadcasting, it is more likely that an executive 

in training will get the opportunity to make a difference.  



204 
 

Additionally, this person would have more of an opportunity to influence multiple 

productions, rather than just the one he/she works on as a writer or director. Most importantly, 

that diverse executive would have more of an opportunity to influence the network culture. 

While that person will not have ultimate power in determining casting choices, her/his input 

would have to be acknowledged in the decisions that are made.  

 Another area of improvement that would benefit the program would be if, in addition to 

hiring diverse candidates, training programs were put in place for all levels of staff that would 

discuss the importance of diversity. While this type of program may initially elicit eye rolls from 

staff, it is important to remove the stigma of being ‘diverse’ to participants in the program. The 

Memoranda of Understanding from the networks stated that there were diversity training 

programs being established, but the idea that these programs are handouts is still prevalent. 

Employees of the network and of the individual programs must know the rigors through which 

these participants must go through to get into the program. While it would likely be difficult, 

these networks must address issues of white privilege. There are quite a few people who do not 

understand why people of color should get any assistance in moving ahead. And, as long as those 

people exist in the industry, there will always be a stigma to being a diverse candidate.  

 Another suggestion for improvement of the diversity initiative programs is to give more 

authority to the diversity departments. As long as these departments are run by people who are 

beholden to the networks, their loyalty and commitment will be divided. Even if the diversity 

staff is employed by the networks, there should be a series of checks and balances with an 

outside group. That group can be one or more of the multi-ethnic coalitions or the FCC itself. 

The point is that with the diversity initiative staff reporting to someone at the network, especially 
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if it reports to the President of the network, the desires of the head of diversity would be to please 

the boss. And, it is likely that that desire will run counter to what is best for the program. 

 A final improvement to the diversity initiative program would be to establish a more 

transparent culture within the diversity initiative groups and within the networks. In the process 

of studying the diversity initiatives, this researcher faced many obstacles in trying to get even 

basic information about the programs. Whether it was access to the Memorandum of 

Understanding or information on the programs and its past participants, there was often a road 

block of silence. Considering the relationships that this researcher has had with people in 

television and film, it is even more frustrating how secretive the networks chose to be about this 

process.  

To make up for this limitation, multiple media sources were used, from newspapers and 

magazine articles to trade press, to offer a more complete portrait of the diversity initiative 

programs established at the broadcast networks. Additionally, I used as many primary sources as 

possible. The use of these varied sources is commonplace in political economy of media. Also, 

as was noted in chapter six, while there was an issue of fear amongst some of the interview 

participants that their involvement in this study would be discovered, without their input, this 

study would have only offered a surface look at the issues affecting these programs.  

The diversity initiative programs, then, should encourage outside groups to study their 

programs. There should be open access to this information. Beyond the fact that this diversity 

effort satisfies the public interest, these programs represent what can be the best of what the 

networks claim to be. Keeping information regarding these programs secret only makes both 

insiders and outsiders question the effectiveness of the programs. Transparency would not only 
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advertise the programs, but would encourage more participation and perhaps more respect from 

people within the industry.  

7.4 Future Research 

 Despite the limitations listed earlier, there is a definite need for more studies of this 

nature to be done to better understand the ways in which the network diversity initiative 

programs can be more effective and produce more decision makers.  

 One potential study could focus on one particular network. This way, the researcher 

would be able to describe the changes the network has made historically to the program and 

focus on the positives and negatives within that particular program. While there are similarities, 

there are also enough differences between the diversity programs at each network that 

participants informally rank them. By focusing on the most highly regarded program, a 

researcher can highlight parts of the program that other networks could benefit from mimicking.   

 A second future research opportunity would be to focus on one group participating in a 

diversity initiative program and follow them over the course of their program, their placement, 

and their future staffing careers. By incorporating ethnographic methods, the researcher would be 

able to get richer information about the participants. And, more importantly, the researcher 

would be able to decipher what qualities lead participants to a more successful career. Also, a 

long term analysis would uncover moments that their diverse status helps and hurts them. 

 More potential research would consider a comparison between diversity presences on 

broadcast networks versus cable networks. Because cable networks are being created to develop 

niche programming, it is plausibly easier for these networks to include diverse staff that falls 

within their target commodity audience. Does this assumption bear out? Also, what effect, if any, 
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does the increase in media conglomerates have on hiring practices on the network’s sister cable 

networks? 

 A final research opportunity would require a researcher to focus on the fight for diversity 

initiatives rather than the outcome. The coalition that pressured the broadcast networks into 

establishing these diversity programs is a story that has not been thoroughly examined. Different 

groups move in and out of the coalition, and some groups complained that others held too much 

power with the networks. Most interestingly in this story is the role of the NAACP, and more 

specifically Kweisi Mfume, in this process. It has been suggested that Mfume put all of his cards 

behind the network boycott and, after the success was not immediate, it not only affected the 

NAACP’s future participation in the diversity push, but also affected his role as the head of the 

NAACP. There is a story there; someone just needs to tell it.  

 As this study has shown, the implementation of the diversity initiative programs at the 

broadcast networks, even after fifteen years in existence, has been inconsistent. While there has 

clearly been effort to create opportunities for diverse candidates, these opportunities come at a 

cost to the participants. It is important, then for researchers, scholars, citizen groups, and 

audiences to continue to pressure media conglomerates to care about diversity. Just as it was 

demonstrated with Lorne Michaels and Saturday Night Live’s hiring of not one African 

American woman, but three as a result of outside pressure, many times these decision makers 

and people in power are not considering diversity as an issue with the level of importance that 

people of color and their advocates think they should. The bottom line is that, if it does not affect 

their bottom line, there is little reason in the majority of broadcast media decision makers’ minds 

to even consider it. It is the job of those who understand the importance of diversity in media, 
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then, to push the agenda. We, who are part of the commodity audience, need to make sure that 

our voices and desires are heard. 
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APPENDIX A 

PARTICIPATION REQUEST VIA EMAIL 

Subject: Referred by  
From:  Leah Hunter   
To:  

 
Date:  Saturday, July 20, 2013 7:35 PM 
 

 
Hi          , 
 
_______ referred me to you. My name is Leah Hunter and I am working on my PhD at Florida 
State University. Thank you so much for agreeing to connect with me. 
 
My dissertation will look at the diversity programs established at the broadcast networks. _____ 
told me that you participated in one of the diversity programs, though she did not specify which 
one. I am interested in interviewing you about your experience in this program. The questions 
will focus on your experience in the diversity program and afterwards. The interview will be 
confidential and your real name will not be used in the final product. This interview will take no 
more than 30-45 minutes of your time. 
 
I will be in Los Angeles in September and would love to meet with you, at your convenience, to 
interview you. If you are interested in participating in this project but have more questions, 
please feel free to email me or we can schedule a time for me to call you and tell you more about 
the project and process. Also, can you let me know which program at which network you 
participated in? 
 
I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Leah Hunter 
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APPENDIX B 

 INFORMED CONSENT  

 
Project Title: The effectiveness of broadcasting diversity initiatives in increasing minority 
representation behind the scenes  

 
Leah P. Hunter, Florida State University, Email: 
 
Project Description: This study will look at the effectiveness of broadcast networks’ diversity 
initiative programs in the training and promoting of minorities in decision making positions 
within the broadcast network hierarchy. 
 
Procedure and Risks: 

 
I would like to record the interview, if you are willing, and use the tapes to write my 

materials.  I will record the interview only with your written consent, and will ask that no 
personal identifiers be used during the interview, to ensure your anonymity. Please feel free to 
say as much or as little as you want.  There are minimal risks associated with participation in the 
study. You will be asked to provide some information regarding your participation in the 
broadcast networks’ diversity initiative programs and the resulting job opportunity. You can 
decide not to answer any question, or to stop the interview any time you want.  The tapes and 
transcripts will become the property of the project’s principle investigator and will be destroyed 
a year after completion of analysis. 
 

The recordings and recording-transcripts (or copy of notes taken) will be kept 
anonymous, without any reference to your identity, and your identity will be concealed in any 
reports written from the interviews. Interview transcripts and recordings will be kept separate 
from consent forms or any identifying paperwork to ensure confidentiality.  
 
Benefits: 

 
It is hoped that the results of this study will benefit the community through providing greater 
insight into the media hiring and promotion processes. 
 
Cost Compensation: 

 
Participation in this study will involve no costs or payments to you. No monetary compensation 
will be provided for participating in this study.  
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Confidentiality: 

 

All information collected during the study period will be kept strictly confidential until such time 
as you sign a release waiver to the extent allowed by law. No publications or reports from this 
project will include identifying information on any participant without your signed permission, 
and after your review of the materials.  If you agree to join this study, please sign your name on 
the following page. 
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APPENDIX C 

INFORMED CONSENT FOR INTERVIEWS 

The effectiveness of broadcasting diversity initiatives in increasing minority representation 
behind the scenes  

 
I, _____________________________________, agree to be interviewed for the project entitled 
‘The effectiveness of broadcasting diversity initiatives in increasing minority representation 
behind the scenes,’ which is being produced by Leah P. Hunter of Florida State University. THE 
INTERVIEW WILL LAST BETWEEN 45 MINUTES TO AN HOUR. 
 
I certify that I have been told of the confidentiality of information collected for this project and 
the anonymity of my participation; that I have been given satisfactory answers to my inquiries 
concerning project procedures and other matters; and that I have been advised that I am free to 
withdraw my consent and to discontinue participation in the project or activity at any time 
without prejudice. 
 
I agree to participate in one or more electronically recorded interviews for this project. I 
understand that such interviews and related materials will be kept completely anonymous, and 
that the results of this study may be published in an academic journal, DISSERTATION, or 
book. 
 
I agree that any information obtained from this research may be used in any way thought best for 
this study.  
 
 
________________________________________  Date ________________________ 
Signature of Interviewee 
 
 
If you cannot obtain satisfactory answers to your questions or have comments or complaints 

about your treatment in this study, contact:  

 

PRINCIPLE INVESTIGATOR/ RESEARCHER: Leah P. Hunter 
 
FACULTY ADVISOR/ MAJOR PROFESSOR: Dr. Jennifer Proffitt 
 
IRB HUMAN SUBJECTS OFFICE: (850) 644-7900 
 
 
 
 
Cc: signed copy to interviewee. 
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APPENDIX D 

PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. How long had you been working in broadcasting before applying to the diversity 

initiative? Tell me about your industry experience before this opportunity. 

2. Had you applied to the program before (or a program with another broadcast network)? 

3. What made you apply to the particular program you applied to? Did someone refer you to 

the program? 

4. Tell me about the process that you went through to get into the diversity initiative 

program? How long was the selection/interview process? 

5. What happened once you were accepted into the program? What was the placement 

process? What was your understanding of the program and your participation in it? 

6. What was the demographic breakdown (race, gender) of the people in your program 

cohort? 

7. Were you given a title while in the diversity initiative program? 

8. Can you describe your experience while working in the diversity initiative program? 

What were your responsibilities in your assignment?  

9. As a part of your experience, in what ways were you part of the creative process? How 

were you involved in the process? What type of input were you allowed to give? 

10. While in your position, what was your interaction with network executives?  

11. Describe your interaction with your colleagues in the network inside and beyond your 

department? While in your position, did you ever have to deal with someone who 

questioned your abilities because you were in the diversity initiative program? 

12. Were you given a mentor while in the program? Can you describe that relationship? 
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13. While in this position, can you describe any social interactions? What were the 

professional opportunities that you participated in as a diversity initiative participant? 

14. How long did your training program last? 

15. After the program was over, what assistance did you get from the network in placing you 

into another position? Did you continue to work in your network position or were you 

given the opportunity to work in other places? 

16. Describe your relationship with your supervisor? Your colleagues? 

17. How would you describe the impact participating in the diversity initiative program on 

your career? 

18. Where have you worked since this opportunity? How has your experience within the 

diversity initiative program helped you in later opportunities? 

19. If you had a magic wand that could make any changes to the current diversity initiative 

program, what would you do?  

20. What do you think about the state of diversity in broadcasting behind the scenes? 

21. Is there anything else that that you wish I would have asked you, but didn’t? Explain. 
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APPENDIX E 

IRB APPROVAL 

The Florida State University 
Office of the Vice President For Research Human Subjects Committee Tallahassee, Florida 
32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 
 
APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
 
Date: 5/31/2013 
 
To: Leah Hunter 
 
Address: C3100 University Center, 296 Champions Way 
Dept.: COMMUNICATION 
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 
 
Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research 
 
The effectiveness of broadcasting diversity initiatives in increasing minority representation 
behind the scenes 
 
The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the 
proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and one member of 
the Human Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited per 45 CFR § 
46.110(7) and has been approved by an expedited review process. 
 
The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to 
weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential risk 
and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may be 
required. 
 
If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent 
form is attached to this approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the consent form may be 
used in recruiting research subjects. 
 
If the project has not been completed by 5/29/2014 you must request a renewal of approval for 
continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your 
expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely request 
renewal of your approval from the Committee. 
 
You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by 
the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol.  A protocol 
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change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee.  In addition, 
federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any 
unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 
 
By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor is 
reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving 
human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that 
the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 
 
This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 
Assurance Number is FWA00000168/IRB number IRB00000446. 
 
Cc: Jennifer Proffitt, Advisor 
HSC No. 2013.10568 
 
 
The formal PDF approval letter: 
http://humansubjects.magnet.fsu.edu/pdf/printapprovalletter.aspx?app_id=10568 
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APPENDIX F 

REVISED IRB APPROVAL 

The Florida State University 
Office of the Vice President For Research Human Subjects Committee Tallahassee, Florida 
32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 
 
APPROVAL MEMORANDUM (for change in research protocol) 
 
Date: 8/22/2013 
 
To: Leah Hunter 
 
Address: C3100 University Center, 296 Champions Way 
Dept.: COMMUNICATION 
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 
 
Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research (Approval for Change in Protocol) 
 
Project entitled: The effectiveness of broadcasting diversity initiatives in increasing minority 
representation behind the scenes 
 
The form that you submitted to this office in regard to the requested change/amendment to your 
research protocol for the above-referenced project has been reviewed and approved. 
 
If the project has not been completed by 5/29/2014, you must request a renewal of approval for 
continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your 
expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely request 
renewal of your approval from the Committee. 
 
By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department and/or your major professor is 
reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving 
human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that 
the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 
 
This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 
Assurance Number is FWA00000168/IRB number IRB00000446. 
 
Cc: Jennifer Proffitt, Advisor 
HSC No. 2013.11091 
 
The formal PDF approval letter: 
http://humansubjects.magnet.fsu.edu/pdf/printapprovalletter.aspx?app_id=11091 
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