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ABSTRACT 

This study seeks to make meaning of Black college women’s interpretations of Black 

womanhood through the lens of urban reality television.  This study highlights the consumption 

of urban reality television in higher education and works to determine how the confluence of 

identity development and media influences inform understandings of Black womanhood among 

Black undergraduate women.  I examined their interpretations of (1) urban reality television, (2) 

Black womanhood, (3) campus life, (4) their interactions with family and friends, (5) role 

models, and (6) romantic relationships.  My preliminary findings indicate that while the students 

frequently consumed these shows for entertainment purposes, their understandings of Black 

womanhood were largely shaped by family and role models.  Still, parallels existed between the 

women’s lived experiences and the portrayals of reality on television.  Specifically, the 

participants determined the attitudes surrounding committed relationships among urban reality 

cast members reflect hook-up culture on campus.  Additionally, both the women cast in the 

shows and the respondents used predominantly White systems (educational system, the media) to 

acquire social mobility and improve their socioeconomic status. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Throughout the United States, colleges and universities have grown more diverse (Dey & 

Hurtado, 2005; Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, & Gurin, 2011).  Individuals of varying race, ethnicity, and 

nationality have steadily gained access to higher education.  Yet, people of color continue to 

experience several challenges associated with institutionalized racism, which leads to negative 

psychosocial consequences, including high levels of stress (Fleming, 1981; Jones, 2004), 

feelings of isolation (Allen, 1985; Cabrera et al., 1999; D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; Loo & 

Rolison, 1986), difficulty in forging connections with faculty (Lewis et al., 2000; Milem et al., 

2005; Sedlacek, 1999), lack of academic resources and student services (Hurtado et al., 1998; 

Milem et al., 2005; Nora & Cabrera, 1996), lack of physical and psychological representation 

(Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Milem et al., 2005), and racial bias and discrimination (Allen, 1985; 

Cabrera et al., 1999; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado et al., 1998; Solórzano et al., 2000).  As a 

result, scholarship surrounding the factors contributing to the academic success of college 

students of color has become more prominent (Miles et al., 2011; Rendón, Jalomo, & Nora, 

2011).   

Though the number of Black students has increased on college campuses, these students 

appear to encounter challenges related to their sociohistorical experiences in the U.S. at a higher 

rate than their peers, which impedes their ability to gain admittance into – and completion from – 

institutions of higher education (Allen, 1985; Fleming, 1985).  Additionally, while Black men 

and women attending predominantly White institutions contend with a variety of obstacles, their 

experiences are differentiated by gender (Allen, 1985; Fleming, 1981 & 1985; hooks, 1981; 

Jones, 2004).  Black males are most frequently recognized for underperformance, 
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underrepresentation, and lacking sufficient student support services (Allen, 1985; Davis, 1994; 

Harper, 2012).  Though the issues that affect Black male students are quite substantial, the 

experiences particularly unique to Black college women are seldom discussed.  Rather, literature 

homogenizes Black female perspectives with those of Black males (Collins, 2000; McCall, 

2005).   

One area of focus that has seen increased scholarship is student of color identity 

development.  Contemporary work promotes updated theories on the development of 

underrepresented students, including Black students (Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 1996; Sellars, 

Shelton, Cook, Chavous, Rowley, & Smith, 1997).  While prominent theorists have examined 

the influences of internal and external factors in the development of college students, these 

studies have failed to integrate intersectional approaches that consider gender difference, social 

constructs such as race and gender, and cultural differentiation.  A variety of factors contribute to 

the development of Black college students, including gender differentiation, internal influences 

(i.e., motivation, self-esteem), and interactions with external forces such as their surrounding 

community and the media.  Still, very few studies explore Black college students’ identity 

development related to their gendered experiences.  Even fewer studies examine the 

conceptualization of Black womanhood among Black college women through a lens that 

includes media relevant to the lives of contemporary students.  This study is a step in this 

direction and is an investigation of Black college women’s social identity development within 

the context of urban reality television consumption.  

Traditionally, scholars have interpreted the experiences of Black women from 

Eurocentric perspectives.  For instance, their gender identity is often explained using a White 

female lens, and their racial identity is situated within the experiences of Black men (Collins, 
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2000; hooks, 1981; McCall, 2005; Patterson, In Press).  However, attempting to address the 

concerns of Black women using these frameworks causes scholars to miss the gaps in these 

women’s experiences and misinterpret the true cause of Black women’s issues (Collins, 2000; 

Crenshaw, 1991; hooks, 1981 & 1984; Jones & McEwen, 2000; McCall, 2005).  While Black 

men and women share similar racialized histories, the levels of oppression experienced by the 

two genders significantly varies.  Historically, Black bodies have been dehumanized and 

sexualized, however, being the fairer sex has left Black women vulnerable to biased behavior 

and prejudices that are specific to the confluence of their race, gender, and economic status in the 

U.S.  An intersectional approach is necessary when considering the issues Black women face in 

college because of an overlap between their social identities, which includes sexual orientation, 

gender, race, and spiritual designations (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; hooks, 1981; Jones & 

McEwen, 2000; McCall, 2005).  This study considers an intersectional approach, in that it 

observes the various aspects of Black college women’s identity in relation to their participation 

in Black subculture on a predominantly White campus.  

The developmental processes of Black college women differ from those of Black males 

and significantly influence these women’s academic and social experiences in college (Fleming, 

1985; hooks, 1981).  In regards to social factors, Black college women are less confident about 

their academic abilities, often experience high levels of anxiety, and are less likely to maintain 

assertive attitudes when attending Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) (Fleming, 1985; 

Jones, 2004).  Fleming (1985) suggested that heterosexual Black women enrolled in White 

institutions exhibit psychological dependence on Black men, which involves emotional 

deferment, decreases in academic and communicative assertiveness, and frames feelings of value 

and worth.  These findings are critical because stratifications in enrollment and completion rates 
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continue to exist between Black women and men (Bowen & Bok, 1998; NCES, 2012).  In 

consolidating their experiences with those of Black men, research has failed to capture how 

Black college women situate their gendered selves within the Black community at PWIs, where 

Black women statistically outnumber Black men (NCES, 2012). 

In addition to overcoming intracultural challenges, Black women also face issues 

associated with cross-cultural interactions, exposure, and immersion.  The college transition can 

be challenging for Black female students as their cultural background intersects with the 

institutional culture of their respective university.  In this sense, I define culture as the beliefs, 

traditions, customs, and languages developed by a group of individuals.  Black culture is unique 

in that it is explicably tied to the African Diaspora and exhibits multifarious, intricate layers 

resulting from regional variation, ethnic diversity, sociopolitical disenfranchisement, and 

assorted encounters with the institution of slavery (Anderson, 1988; Cross, 1991; hooks, 1984).  

Expression of the Black experience, particularly the Black female experience, is especially 

diverse and has manifest in several ways, including the emergence of subcultures (Cross, 1991; 

hooks, 1984).   

I seek to make meaning of Black college women’s interpretations of their urban reality 

television consumption and the ways this consumption may influence their social identity 

development and interactions with others.  It is therefore important to understand how social 

identities and relationships may be defined.  Social identities are designations contrived by 

society that are indirectly based in ones’ biological sex and background.  Characteristics such as 

race, gender, and socioeconomic status are social identity markers that were developed to 

categorize people, their culture, and their experiences.  People make sense of these identities 

over time, and construct an understanding of themselves based upon their interactions with the 
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world.  Hip-hop is one subculture firmly rooted in the Black experience and has evolved into a 

highly influential phenomenon (Alim, 2006; Campbell, 2005; Kitwana, 2002; Love, 2009; 

Pough, 2004; Rose, 1994).   

Hip-hop includes various forms of expression and involves several modes of media 

including dance, music, videos, literature, film, and television.  Hip-hop originated as an artistic 

and revolutionary movement in the Bronx, New York during the 1970s (Alim, 2006; Kitwana, 

2002).  Fueled by a passion to create a safe space to share their narratives, the desire for political 

change, and a need for creative release, hip-hop artists ardently designed innovative approaches 

to exploring the Black experience (Alim, 2006; Gilroy, 2012; Kitwana, 2002; Pabon, 2012; 

Pough, 2004; Rose, 1994).  Since its inception, hip-hop has spread throughout the world, 

touching the lives of African Americans and majority populations alike (Alim, 2006; Gilroy, 

2012; Kitwana, 2002).  As hip-hop culture continues to expand, large segments of youth have 

gradually become recognized as the hip-hop generation (Campbell, 2007; Kitwana, 2002; Love, 

2009).             

        
Statement of the Problem 

Over the last three decades, colleges and universities have observed increases in the 

consumption of hip-hop media among college students (Campbell, 2007; Evelyn, 2000; Gosa, 

2013; Henry, et al., 2010; Patterson, 2013; Wright & Sandlin, 2009).  Universities have begun 

offering courses on hip-hop culture, history, and literacy (Alim, 2006; Campbell, 2007; Gosa, 

2013).  Academic scholars have explored hip-hop foundations and evolution in publications 

(Campbell, 2007; Kitwana, 2002).  Faculty and administrators have observed how students 

emulate artists’ use of language and style of dress (Campbell, 2007; Evelyn, 2000; Henry et al., 

2010; Patterson, 2013a), and students subscribe to music, film, and literature with hip-hop 
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influences (Carter, 2006; Evelyn, 2000; Henry, 2008; Henry et al., 2010; Wright & Sandlin, 

2009).  The impact of hip-hop culture has left an indelible print on the global market and the 

contemporary college campus – better known as The Yard in the hip-hop vernacular – is no 

exception.   

Recently, urban reality television has developed into a genre with hip-hop cultural 

contexts.  Urban reality television includes shows advertised as unscripted and that portray the 

lived experiences of individuals affiliated with the hip-hop generation and hip-hop cultural 

subtexts, including rappers, athletes, and business moguls.  Traditional college-aged women have 

become increasingly engaged in consuming urban reality television (Boylorn, 2008; Palmer-

Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009; Patterson, 2013; Reid, 2013).  Yet, with urban reality television’s 

growing popularity amid undergraduates, there is little dialogue about how Black college women 

experience urban reality television, nor how they apply it to their lives.  Studies indicate that 

Black undergraduate women face risk factors that may negatively impact their academic 

achievement, including low self-conceptualization (Perkins, 1996; Stevens, 2002), poor 

mentorship (Erickson, McDonald, & Elder, 2009; Stevens, 2002), and unhealthy intimate 

relationships (Foreman, 2003; Henry, et al., 2010).  With consideration of these issues, research 

on socialization processes and the media predict that Black women’s internalization of the 

messages broadcasted in urban reality shows may further impede their racial and gendered 

identity development (Boylorn, 2008; Henry et al., 2010; Jamison, 2006; Kistler & Lee, 2009; 

Stephens & Few, 2007; Ward & Friedman, 2006).  It is necessary to explore the confluence of 

these factors because Black college women continue to experience higher rates of economic and 

sociopolitical disenfranchisement than Black men, even though there are more Black women 

completing degrees of higher education (Bowen & Bok, 1998; NCES, 2012; Perna, 2005). 
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These shows encompass those displaying performances of hypermasculinity, aggression, 

and hypersexuality among cast members, and those that utilize women as props or objects 

(Boylorn, 2008; Hislop, 2012; Mallory, 2011; Savali, 2012; Thompson, 2012).  Reality shows 

such as the Love & Hip Hop (LAHH) and Basketball Wives franchises have demonstrated the 

growing popularity of urban reality television (Viacom, 2012; Zap2it, 2013).  These shows 

depict Black women in very specific roles, such as partner, baby mama, ex-girlfriend, or aspiring 

vixen, with the majority of the women cast as belligerent, hostile, and sexually deviant (Boylorn, 

2008; Palmer-Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009; Patterson, 2013; Reid, 2013).   

When Love and Hip Hop: Atlanta (LAHHATL) premiered in June 2012, 3.6 million 

viewers made the television show one of the highest rated VH1 programs of the year (Viacom, 

2012).  On average, the series garnered 5 million viewers and was most popular among women 

aged 18-49 (Viacom, 2012; Zap2it, 2013).  Data drawn from a Nielsen report also confirmed that 

LAHHATL was the number one cable television show viewed in African American households in 

the summer of 2012 (Rap Rehab, 2012).  These figures indicate that urban reality shows, such as 

LAHHATL, are particularly popular amid mainstream audiences, but are especially established 

among women and in the Black community (Rap Rehab, 2012; Reid, 2013; Zap2it, 2013).   

These statistics are important as cohorts of women from the hip-hop generation gain 

increased access to higher education.  Notably, the last two decades of undergraduate students 

came of age when hip-hop culture was cementing itself within the annals of U.S. society during 

the 1980s and 1990s.  Hip-hop is especially more visible in the academy because of the increased 

admittance of the hip-hop generation (Campbell, 2007; Gosa, 2013; Henry et al., 2010; Kitwana, 

2002; Love, 2009; Patterson, 2013).  Additionally, the commodification of hip-hop by the 

entertainment industry and subsequent entrenchment in many facets of U.S. systems, including 
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the educational system, adds to the increased observance of hip-hop on college campuses (Alim, 

2006; Boylorn, 2008; Henry et al., 2010; Kitwana, 2002; Mallory, 2011; Thompson, 2012).   

Overwhelmingly, there is a significant body of work that suggests that the consumption 

of mainstream hip-hop media has particularly negative implications on the self-conceptualization 

of Black females (Evelyn, 2000; Henry, 2008; Henry et al., 2010; Lena, 2012; Mallory, 2011; 

Martino et al., 2006; Perkins, 1996; Pough, 2004; Rose, 1994; Russell, 2011; Stephens & 

Phillips, 2005; Stevens, 2002; Thompson, 2012).  Research suggests that young Black women 

who actively consume hip-hop media are more likely to: accept domestic violence (Henry et al., 

2010), engage in risky sexual behavior (Foreman, 2003; Henry et al., 2010), and express concern 

about whether their outward appearance aligns with the standards of beauty projected in hip-hop 

media (Kitwana, 2002; Perkins, 1996; Pough, 2004).  However, these studies lack substantial 

coverage in how subjects articulate their experiences with hip-hop media.  Also, the literature is 

absent of empirical research related to self-conceptualization and the ways that urban reality 

television consumption influences how Black college women attending four-year institutions 

come to understand Black womanhood.  Because hip-hop media and culture is popular among 

Black women of traditional college ages, this project considers the influence of urban reality 

television on Black college women. 

Student identity theory is void of the Black college woman perspective.  Further, 

considerations for external factors, such as the media or sub-cultural influences that are relevant 

to the lives of Black college women are seldom discussed.  This study will contribute to Higher 

Education’s understanding of the conceptualization of Black womanhood among Black college 

women, utilizing their consumption of urban reality television within a predominantly White 

environment.  This research is unique, as it seeks to explore Black identity development among 
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college women within hip-hop cultural contexts, as urban reality television serves as a sub-

culture within hip-hop. 

 
Purpose of the Research 

   The study of culture and identity is a complex practice.  Achieving a clear understanding 

of norms, traditions, and ideologies can be challenging, as the exploration of emergent themes is 

not always a linear process (Brofenbrenner, 1970; Cross, 1991; Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & 

Renn, 2010; Gurin, et al., 2011; Howard-Hamilton, 2003; Jones & McEwen, 2000; Kitwana, 

2002; Patterson, In Press; Stevens, 2002).  Researching intersections between the identity 

development, media, hip-hop culture, and the postsecondary sector is no exception.  Black 

college women who choose to consume urban reality television embrace several cultural 

identities, whose primary traits may not connect in a seamless manner.  In fact, the intersection 

of these identities may cause tension and conflict for women possessing them, particularly when 

they interact with the college setting (Collins, 2000; hooks, 1981; Jones & McEwen, 2000; 

McCall, 2005; Patterson, In Press).  Are these tensions exhibited on college campuses?  What 

efforts do faculty and staff make in supporting the holistic success of Black college women by 

addressing these tensions? 

Culture feeds our identities, and within the context of Black college women’s 

experiences, hip-hop is an added layer of culture that some Black women continue to explore 

during their undergraduate career (Campbell, 2007; Cross, 1991; Henry et al., 2010; Patterson, 

2013; Pough, 2004).  While media may be used to further the learning of college students, it is 

also necessary to understand how their independent consumption may benefit or impede their 

personal development and academic efforts.  The predominantly White campus is a space where 

Black women encounter several challenges that inhibit their scholastic and developmental 
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success (Bowen & Bok, 1998; Carter, 2006; Davis, 1994; Fleming, 1985).  For Black women of 

the hip-hop generation, urban reality television may influence their social integration and serve 

as an additional source of support in an unfamiliar environment, regardless of how hip-hop 

culture is portrayed in the media (Henry, 2008; Stevens, 2002).  Social integration is the act of 

formulating a social network and identifying ways to connect with the surrounding community 

(Fisher & Hartmann, 1995; Stevens, 2002).   

In becoming more acquainted with their new environment, Black women may choose to 

recreate their familial experiences in forming fictive kinship ties with new acquaintances.  

Fictive kinship ties involve the development of close relationships with individuals who are not 

family members and lack direct relation with oneself (Erickson, McDonald, & Elder, 2009; 

Stevens, 2002).  Black college women interact – and form relationships with – a variety of 

people throughout their undergraduate careers, including faculty, staff, collegiate peers, as well 

as close friends and intimate partners.  Research indicates that it is important to take fictive 

kinship ties into consideration when discussing the identity development of Black college 

women, because these relationships further inform their social identity development (Stevens, 

2002). 

Understanding these relationships is important because African American women look to 

other Black women to shape their conceptualization of Black womanhood (Collins, 2000; 

Stephens & Phillips, 2005; Stevens, 2002).  I will therefore explore how Black college women 

develop relationships and perceive their roles in those relationships.  I am especially interested in 

examining whether Black college women establish a preference for friends that are engaged in 

lifestyles endorsed by urban reality television, as the literature suggests that Black women select 

peer groups who are reflective of their interests and identities (Carter, 2006; Jones, 2004; 
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Stevens, 2002).  Friends who actively consume urban reality television are additional influencers 

in how Black college women conceptualize themselves and their role in the campus community 

(Carter, 2006; Stevens, 2002).  The ways in which Black college women interpret the imagery 

espoused by urban reality television can therefore indirectly influence the social integration 

processes of their peers (Cabrera, et al., 1999; Carter, 2006; Evans et al., 2010; Jones, 2004; 

Stevens, 2002).    

 
Research Questions 

In this study, I considered the experiences of Black college women attending 

predominantly White institutions and how their lives are informed through the consumption of 

urban reality television.  I explored how Black college women undergo the process of 

transitioning into the college setting and developing their identities and values, while consuming 

urban reality television.  In examining these phenomena, the following research questions guided 

my investigation:                                        

1. What meaning do Black college women make of urban reality television?   

2. How do Black college women who consume urban reality television construct 

conceptualizations of self? 

3. How do Black college women who consume urban reality television conceptualize 

their interactions with others? 

 

Research Design 

 
A phenomenological research design was used for this study, as this approach 

concentrates on the lived realities of individuals and groups, as well as their perceptions of 

encounters with phenomena (Patton, 2002; Welman & Kruger, 1999).  In this case, I explored 
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how Black college women make meaning of their lives in relation to their consumption of urban 

reality television.  The participants identified as Black women enrolled in two large, 

predominantly White institutions.  The women were between 18-22 years old, traditional ages 

for students enrolled in college (Evans et al., 2010).  The participants identified as individuals 

who watch urban reality television shows, such as the Real Housewives of Atlanta (RHOA) and 

the LAHH series.  RHOA and LAHH were among the most popular urban reality television shows 

on cable television (Rap Rehab, 2012; Reid, 2013; Viacom, 2012; Zap2it, 2013).   

Utilizing individual interviews, focus groups, and reflective journaling, I analyzed 

students’ reflections to understand (1) how they defined Black womanhood, (2) their interactions 

with family and friends, and (3) their dating behaviors. Collectively, these themes highlighted the 

different ways Black college women develop and find safe communities where they can explore 

their identities.  These themes also highlighted barriers to Black college women’s ability to 

successfully navigate predominantly White environments (Fleming, 1981, 1985; Jones, 2004; 

Perna, 2005; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000).  

 
Significance of the Research 

 
The presence of hip-hop on college campuses has increased and dialogue surrounding 

urban reality television has become more prevalent in the postsecondary sector over the last 

decade, evidenced by social media usage and everyday student conversation (Boylorn, 2008; 

Mallory, 2011; Reid, 2013).  Data suggests that urban reality television shows are most popular 

among college-aged women and within African American households (Rap Rehab, 2012; 

Viacom, 2012; Zap2it, 2013).  Additionally, evidence in social media indicates that traditionally 

college-aged Black women are actively consuming urban reality television shows and are 

seeking ways to process the messages and behaviors espoused by urban reality television 
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(Mallory, 2011; Reid, 2013; Russell, 2011; Orfanides, 2012; Savali, 2012; Thompson, 2012).  

Like many other facets of mainstream representations of hip-hop culture, urban reality television 

exhibits themes associated with capitalistic commodification, including violence, hypersexuality 

among women, and misogyny (Boylorn, 2008; Mallory, 2011; Patterson, 2013; Reid, 2013).  As 

media becomes increasingly relevant in the lives of contemporary students, it is important to gain 

a better understanding of the lived experiences of Black college women in relation to urban 

reality television because it is situated in commercialized contexts, which may exhibit harmful 

influences on the personal development of these students (Henry, 2008; Henry et al., 2010; 

Mallory, 2011; Patterson, 2013; Reid, 2013).   

As evident in extensive studies on mainstream hip-hop media, these shows perpetuate 

damaging stereotypes on the attitudes, behaviors, and the appearance of Black women (Boylorn, 

2008; Mallory, 2011; Palmer-Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009; Patterson, 2013; Reid, 2013; Russell, 

2011; Savali, 2012; Stephens & Few, 2007; Thompson, 2012).  Additionally, institutions such as 

the entertainment industry and the postsecondary sector contribute to the cultural, educational, 

and political misrepresentations of African American women through the continued use of 

stereotypical imagery, messages, and incomplete explorations of the Black experience (Collins, 

2000; Downey et al., 2009; hooks, 1981; Keyes, 2012; Kitwana, 2002; Lewis et al., 2000; 

McCall, 2005).  Black college women contending with these factors are more likely to encounter 

social challenges that can disrupt their academic performance and lead to several negative 

implications including isolation and anxiety, loss of financial aid, and eventually, decelerated 

career advancement (Allen, 1985; Bowen & Bok, 1998; Fleming, 1985; Paulsen, 2001; Perna, 

2005).    
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The findings of this study are of particular significance because its focus on 

interdisciplinary literature informs a potential higher education issue.  The influence of urban 

reality television on the social integration of Black college women on college campuses may 

have substantial implications for the retention, and ultimately the successful graduation, of Black 

women attending White universities (Collins, 2000; Evans, et al., 2010; Henry, 2008; Henry et 

al., 2010; hooks, 1981; Patterson, 2013; Reid, 2013).  In a setting where Black college women 

continue to experience race and gender-based inequity, those affiliated with the hip-hop 

generation may utilize hip-hop culture as a counterspace to carve out a safe space for themselves 

in a perceivably hostile environment (Allen, 1985; Atkinson, Morten, & Sue, 1993; Cabrera et 

al., 1999; D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; Fisher & Hartmann, 1995; Fleming, 1981 & 1985; 

Keyes, 2012; Lena, 2012; Loo & Rolison, 1986; Patton, 2006).     

As engaged scholars, researchers in higher education continue to examine, test, and 

assess the identity development of college students.  Notably, it was only within the last four 

decades that the development of underrepresented populations were explored.  Further, the 

experiences of racial minorities remain consolidated by gender, and do not take into 

consideration the cultural relevance of media among contemporary student populations.  This 

project is significant because it builds upon previous investigations of college student identity 

development by explicitly situating identity development within the context of media influences.  

This study is a narrative about the identity development of Black college women within 

the confines of two institutions: the higher education system and the media.  I examined 

students’ self-conceptualization, involvement and interactions in relationships, experiences with 

stereotypes, and how they make meaning of messages conveyed in urban reality television.  The 

findings will help educators understand how urban reality television may influence the ways 
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Black college women come to understand Black womanhood.   In addition, this research informs 

educators about the influences urban reality television may have in the social lives of Black 

college women.   With this added knowledge, faculty and staff will be more equipped to identify 

challenges that Black college women face while attending PWIs, in addition to ways they can 

support Black women in the academy.  Further, my findings provide educators with more insight 

on the ways social identity development and the media intersect on college campuses. 

  
Limitations 

  
This study focuses on the experiences of traditional-aged Black college women enrolled 

in predominately White, research-intensive universities.  The population observed in this project 

was very specific and narrow in scope.  Though institutional diversity may produce different 

results among this particular population, examining the influence of urban reality television 

among (a) women from different racial backgrounds, (b) women enrolled in a Minority Serving 

Institution, or (c) women encompassing a diverse age range would generate more robust 

findings.  Currently, the results from this study lack comparative analysis, because this was not 

the focus of my research.       

 

 Outline of Dissertation 

 This study is organized into six separate chapters and also includes an appendix and a 

comprehensive list of references.  In chapter one, I introduce the study and provide preliminary 

explanations of the constructs and concepts utilized throughout the research project.  I also 

briefly describe the purpose of the study, present the research questions, and outline the 

significance of the research.  In chapter two, I have developed an extensive review of literature 

that focuses on the influences of the media in the postsecondary sector, student development 
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theory, the developmental processes of Black women, and the cultural paradigms of urban reality 

television.  I offer an overview of the research design in chapter three, which includes my 

sampling procedure, methods of data collection and analysis, validation techniques, and the 

limitations of the study.  Chapter four briefly summarizes the background of 12 participants.  I 

describe the racial/ethnic identity, family structure, intended majors, and their initial thoughts 

about urban reality television.  Chapter five is a presentation of my findings, which uncovered 

students’ interpretations of (1) urban reality television, (2) Black womanhood, (3) campus life, 

(4) their interactions with family and friends, (5) role models, and (6) romantic relationships.  

Finally, chapter six is a descriptive analysis of my findings, where I discuss the implications of 

urban reality television consumption among Black college women.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
It is becoming increasingly evident that hip-hop culture has reached a variety of 

communities throughout the world, as evidenced by the promotion of musical products and 

artists that have become prominent at both the national and international level (Alim, 2006; 

Campbell, 2005 & 2007; Gilroy, 2012; Gosa, 2013; Kitwana, 2002; Rose, 1994; Watkins, 2012).  

This phenomenon has taken hold of American youth and the residual effects of hip-hop culture 

are now more present on college and university campuses throughout the U.S, as the hip-hop 

generation attains increased access to higher education (Campbell, 2007; Evelyn, 2000; Gosa, 

2013; Henry, 2008; Henry et al., 2010; Kistler & Lee, 2009; Patterson, 2013; Wright & Sandlin, 

2009).  While there are several factors that impede upon the academic success and degree 

completion of Black college students, there are few studies that examine how students’ 

experiences with the media influence their identity development or overall academic success 

(Henry, 2008; Henry, et al., 2010; Patterson, 2013).  There are fewer studies that investigate how 

Black women’s interactions with hip-hop media manifest within the lived experiences of Black 

college women.  This study aims to explore Black college women’s experiences with urban 

reality television and how it informs their lives as students and as women of color.  In order to 

contribute to existing research, I first explore previous works to support my topic and to identify 

the gaps in the literature.  The following chapter reviews literature that discusses Black women’s 

experiences with identity development and higher education, as well as the ways that the 

confluence of the postsecondary setting, Black women, and hip-hop culture manifests on college 

campuses. 
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The four major themes guiding this section are: (1) theoretical explanations of social 

identity development, (2) factors that shape the identity development of Black women, (3) mass 

media’s portrayal of Black women, and (4) how development, higher education, and media 

overlap for Black women.  In reviewing literature that examines racial and gendered identity 

development, I focus on prominent theories that attempt to explicate the developmental 

processes of Blacks and women.  I then briefly delve into Black feminist thought and 

intersectionality, as these frameworks explain the social identity construction of Black college 

women from a multifarious lens.  I transition the discussion on social identity development to the 

ways that Black women come to understand their experiences in predominantly White spaces 

through their interactions with external factors.  These interactions include those with family 

members, mentors, peer groups, intimate partners, the media, and subcultures.  I end the chapter 

with a focus on the subcultures of hip-hop and urban reality television, and how these cultures 

are becoming increasingly prominent in the experiences of Black college women attending 

predominantly White institutions.   

 
Social Identity Development 

While Black feminist thought integrates an intersectional approach to considering how 

the social identities of Black women culminate, there are other theorists who delineate the 

individual aspects of a person’s identity, such as focusing on race or gender.  In order to situate 

this study in proper contexts, it is critical to understand the different ways Black college women 

come to understand themselves as women of color.  Traditional-aged Black college women 

typically haven’t had many experiences in coming to terms with their racial and gendered 

identities prior to college.  Therefore, participants’ critiques of urban reality television may be 
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one of their first opportunities to examine racial and gender constructs shaped by Eurocentric 

institutions and infrastructures.  

 
Racial Identity Development: Cross and Helms 

 Despite the fact that several theories have been created to discuss the racial identity 

development of Blacks (Atkinson, et al., 1993; Baldwin, 1981; Helms, 1995; Phinney, 1990; 

Sellars, Shelton, Cooke, Chavous, Rowley, & Smith, 1997), Cross’ (1991) theory of Nigrescence 

remains the most commonly cited work in higher education literature (Evans et al., 2010; Torres 

et al., 2009).  In Shades of Black, Cross (1991) explained that the impetus for developing the 

Nigrescence model was the fact Black racial identity ascended from social movements.  Cross 

(1991) developed a linear model to illustrate Black identity development, as his study involved 

individuals living through the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements.  Because these 

movements struggled with issues of gender subordination, Cross’ (1991) model centered on the 

experiences of Black men’s progression from Negro to Black.  In his initial study, Cross (1991) 

identified five stages of racial development: (1) Pre-Encounter, (2) Encounter, (3) Immersion-

Emersion, (4) Internalization, and (5) Internalization-Commitment.  Cross (1991) explained that 

as Black individuals learn more about their culture and begin to be exposed to instances of 

discrimination, they separate themselves from mainstream institutions until they have reconciled 

feelings of hurt and mistrust.  Blacks emerge from psychological seclusion and eventually come 

to terms with the fact that racism is a part of everyday life (Cross, 1991; Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001).   

 Another prominent theory that explores the racial identity development of people of color 

includes Helms’ (1995) racial identity statuses.  Helms’ (1995) model is broad and attempted to 

illustrate the oppressive experiences that minorities must contend with while reconciling their 
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racial identity.  The model involves six statuses and mirrors Cross’ (1991) Nigrescence theory: 

(1) Conformity, (2) Dissonance, (3) Immersion, (4) Emersion, (5) Internalization, and (6) 

Integrated Awareness.  According to Helms (1995), people of color progress from devaluing 

their race to accepting and appreciating their culture.  The author noted that while racial 

minorities must learn to navigate White norms and understandings in order to survive in society, 

Whites seldom make an effort to make meaning of the minority experience (Helms, 1995).   

While Cross’ and Helms’ models may be useful in understanding the experiences of 

Black men, they are both rather broad and fail to consider gender differentiation.  Cross’ model 

is particularly difficult to apply to Black women’s experiences because of the context within 

which his study is grounded.  Most studies that cite his work fail to address the fact that he 

focused on men that were progressing through the Black Power period, where Black women 

were considered subordinate to men.  Additionally, while Cross combined the experiences of 

Black men and women, Helms addressed the experiences of people of color as though they were 

monolithic, without consideration for differences in culture and gender.  It is for these reasons 

that it is difficult to rely upon these theories when exploring concepts surrounding Black 

womanhood. 

   
Gender in Student Development Theory: Gilligan and Josselson 

 The prominent student development theories that focus on gender are framed around 

moral development and some would argue, they are as much cognitive as they are psychosocial 

(Evans et al., 2010).  However, the primary disadvantage of these frameworks is that they were 

written from the perspectives of White women and lack an intercultural perspective.  Regardless, 

Gilligan (1982) and Josselson (1987) provide a starting point in critically analyzing the gender 

development processes of college women. 
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 The foundation of Gilligan’s (1982) theory of women’s moral development rests on 

interconnectedness and relationships.  Gilligan (1982) asserted that at the center of women’s 

moral reasoning was a care for others.  Women came to this realization as they progressed 

through a series of levels and transitions: (Level 1) Orientation to Individual Survival, 

(Transition 1) Selfishness to Responsibility, (Level 2) Goodness as Self-Sacrifice, (Transition 2) 

Goodness to Truth, and (Level 3) Morality of Nonviolence (Gilligan, 1982).  As women mature, 

they transition from an orientation centered on survival to one that involves interdependence and 

a deeper connection with others.  Eventually, women learn to balance the needs of others with 

those of their own and work to avoid hurting others (Gilligan, 1982). 

 Josselson’s (1987) theory on the development of college women graduates is grounded in 

Erik Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial Development and was developed after she recognized that 

the preponderance of previous psychosocial development frameworks excluded women’s 

perspectives and experiences.  Classified into four unique statuses, Josselson (1987) indicated 

that women who graduate from college continue to base their development on relationships with 

others: (1) Identity Foreclosure, (2) Achievement, (3) Moratorium, and (4) Identity Diffusion.  

Of the women who participated in her study, Josselson (1987) observed that women either 

ascribed to the pre-determined plans that they developed while in college, established 

psychological independence, continued to undergo career and identity exploration, or remained 

passive and struggled to maintain a sense of identity.     

These theories are not helpful in describing Black college women’s experiences, because 

both operate on assumptions surrounding White femininity.  Gilligan’s assertions are both dated 

and based on the misconception that women are fair and nurturing.  More understanding of Black 

college women’s experiences in higher education is needed because the theoretical frameworks 
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used to describe women in the college setting are void of cultural interpretations of womanhood, 

femininity, and gender as a continuum.   

It is essential to understand development theory and how it informs broader 

conceptualizations of identity development among Black college women.  According to Evans 

and colleagues (2010), identity is “a social construction influenced by cultural norms and 

understandings about the relative merits of individuals from different [backgrounds]” (p. 15).  

Several theories focus on identity, which can be understood and expressed in various, complex 

ways (Evans et al., 2010; Torres et al., 2009).  There are linear models, where individuals are 

said to experience growth in a progressive manner (Cross, 1991; Evans et al., 2010; Torres et al., 

2009), and there are frameworks that explore individuals’ interactions and responses to their 

environment or the context within which they live (Bronfenbrenner, 1970; Evans et al., 2010; 

Torres et al., 2009).  There are also theories in existence which assert that facets of our identity 

are socially constructed, where individuals build their understandings of self through interactions 

with others (Collins, 2000; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Stevens, 2002; Torres et al., 2009).  

Though the identity development of Black college women can be expressed through an 

amalgamation of these theories, current literature in higher education is void of a framework that 

specifically speaks to the developmental experiences of Black college women.  This section will 

therefore discuss prominent theories and frameworks using an intersectional focus to describe the 

racial and gendered identity development of Black college women. 

 
Intersectionality 

Intersectionality is a fundamental paradigm that addresses the complexity of identity 

(Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; McCall, 2005; Torres et al., 2009).  Considerations for 

intersectionality emerged after research on gender and race failed to recognize or explain 
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phenomena where race and gender overlapped (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; hooks, 1981; 

McCall, 2005).  In the absence of examining the confluence of race and gender, researchers were 

unable to account for the fact that race-based studies on Black individuals focused on men and 

the majority of gender-based studies on women were dedicated to the experiences of White 

women (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; hooks, 1981; McCall, 2005).  

The intersections of race, class, gender, and sexual orientation create the locus of identity 

formation for the majority of Black women in the United States (Collins, 2000; hooks, 1984; 

Patterson, 2013; Stevens, 2002; Tate, 2003).  These designations are not biological, but are 

socially constructed.  Still, social identities are instrumental in constructing normative behavior 

in the United States (Collins, 2000; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; hooks, 1981).  Though a 

convergence exists between the socialization processes of race, class, gender, and sexuality, race 

is the most challenging social identity that Black women contend with during their personal 

development process (Nunnally, 2012).  According to Nunnally (2012), “racial socialization is 

the process by which Blacks learn about and identify with the influence of race on their social 

status, culture, and group history in the United States” (p. 58).   

Exploring the lived experiences of Black women using an intersectional approach 

involves an understanding of social justice concepts and an appreciation for the impact that 

historical contexts can have on contemporary issues.  Black women have systematically dealt 

with race and gender oppressions, where they experience multiple levels of subordination 

simultaneously (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; McCall, 2005).  Although it would appear that 

they have more parity with Black men than White women have with White men, societal 

definitions of femininity and womanhood exclude Black women (Collins, 2000; McCall, 2005).  

Instead, mainstream images depicting Black women as matriarchs, mammies, Jezebels 
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(hypersexual and unrefined), and Sapphires (emasculating and promiscuous) serve as an 

additional mechanisms of oppression (Boylorn, 2008; Caldiero, 2010; Collins, 2000; Tate, 2003).  

Stereotypes manufactured by White, hegemonic institutions worked to retain Black women in a 

lower social status, and have contributed to higher rates of sexual and physical abuse among 

Black women (Anderson, 1998; Caldiero, 2010; Crenshaw, 1991; Tate, 2003).  Though these 

images have evolved since the early 1900s, they continue to serve as a source of economic and 

psychological control over Black women, to the extent that these images negatively affect their 

access to education and employment, and can negatively impact how they perceive themselves 

(Caldiero, 2010; Collins, 2000; hooks, 1981).  This collusion of negative imagery, coupled with 

a lack sociopolitical or economic power, has led Black women to define themselves as women 

and as racial minorities within the confines of a racially hostile environment.  Black women must 

find ways to shelter themselves from this environment in order to develop a healthy self-concept.   

Jones and McEwen (2000) also consider how multiple identities converge.  A popular 

framework in higher education literature, their theory examines how individuals sustain 

dominant and subordinate identities.  Jones and McEwen (2000) emphasized that identity must 

be examined within its given context.  The theory is dynamic, indicating that as people continue 

to grow and develop, the ways they choose to identify may change.  Therefore, an individual’s 

interpretation of self remains at the core, while life experiences shape their external dimensions.  

This is reflective of Black college women’s identity development while transitioning into the 

college setting, because they arrive to college with a variety of lived experiences, but external 

factors such as peer influences, relationship development, and media consumption shape how 

Black women perceive themselves.   
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Black Feminist Thought  

While Black women do not constitute a monolithic group, individuals within this 

population often encounter similar societal systems and procedures that inhibit them from fully 

engaging in the American experience or from gaining access to basic resources, regardless of 

class, sexual orientation, spiritual affiliation, residential region, or age (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 

1991; hooks 1981).  For example, up until the early 1900s, the majority of Black women in the 

U.S. were prevented from enrolling in institutions of higher education (Anderson, 1988).  Of 

those who were permitted to attain a postsecondary degree, the level of academic rigor was akin 

to completing an eighth grade education (Anderson, 1988).  Exclusionary systems continue to 

exist in contemporary American institutions, even though the manner in which they function and 

intersect may not appear as blatant (Baldwin, 2012; Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2001; hooks, 1984; McCall, 2005; Watkins, 2012).   

Literature outlining the fundamental elements of Black feminist thought asserts that the 

theory aims to empower Black women because their experiences have been systematically 

omitted from U.S. institutions and sociopolitical structures (Collins, 2000; hooks, 1981).  As 

such, Black women should work to assert their perspectives and utilize Black womanism as an 

instrument of change and social justice.  In order to complete this feat effectively, it is essential 

for Black women to be able to clearly articulate their lived experiences so that instances of 

oppression can be identified during the process of counterstorytelling (Collins, 2000; Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2001).  In a society where race is present in the everyday existence of Black women, 

counterstorytelling is instrumental in affording them the opportunity to share experiences with 

prejudice that were instigated by individuals and by U.S. institutions, such as the educational 

system.  In total, counterstorytelling is a process that provides Black American women with the 
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ability to reconstruct historical accounts and recent events in a space that promotes a holistic 

depiction of phenomena (Collins, 2000; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; hooks, 1984).  Within the 

context of this study, participants will explore their experiences as Black college women enrolled 

in PWIs, and discuss how these encounters may intersect with their perceptions of the ways the 

media portrays Black women in urban reality television shows.  In this sense, they will 

reconstruct Black womanhood through their accounts as Black women making sense of 

portrayals of identity in predominantly White spaces.     

 Recounting individual and community-based instances of bias works as a tool of 

empowerment for Black women because their feelings and experiences are validated (Banner-

Haley, 2010; Collins, 2000; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; hooks, 1981).  Counterstorytelling also 

serves as a method of reinforcing solidarity among Black women, as it presents them with a 

venue to observe commonalities in their lived experiences.  This act of solidarity enables Black 

women to recognize the broader implications of prejudice and to learn how others have dealt 

with issues stemming from gendered and racialized inequality.  In naming acts of oppression, the 

general community may become educated on issues of social justice through civil discourse and 

empiricism, which positively influences social change (Collins, 2000; Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001; hooks, 1981, 1984). 

 These same elements will surface in this study as the participants share their experiences 

and engage with one another’s stories.  In examining the essence of their encounters with urban 

reality television, the narratives of the Black college women in this study emerge against the 

backdrop of commercialized portrayals of Black womanhood.  Black feminist thought helps to 

couch this phenomenon to highlight how Black women with different backgrounds may still 

undergo several shared experiences when making sense of issues surrounding social identity.  
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Black feminist thought also shaped the way I designed my research, because I am seeking to 

provide participants with a space that embodies empowerment, particularly since the literature 

suggests that the material espoused in urban reality television is oppressive. 

 
Contextual Dynamics in the Identity Development of Black Women 

           
As youth, Black women begin to make sense of how Blackness and gender are situated 

within a predominantly White, male-dominated society.  When transitioning into their teenage 

years, the ways they make sense of their identity influences their lived experiences as they 

continue to mature.  Adolescents coming of age in the United States often contend with issues 

that challenge their psychosocial and cognitive development, including the process of friendship 

selection, dating, symbolisms that cause them to question their appearance, and identifying ways 

they fit into the larger schema of society (Baran, 1976; Carter, 2006; Erickson et al., 2009; 

Frisco, 2008; McCarthy & Grodsky, 2011; Stevens, 2002).  Yet, Black female teens find 

difficulty in not only relating to their surrounding environment, but also in constructing a stable 

and confident self-concept in a society that disparages their experiences, heritage, and 

appearance.   

According to numerous studies, Black girls are most dependent upon their kinship ties – 

or familial relationships – to demonstrate and conceptualize meanings of gender, race, and 

ethnicity (Baldwin, 2012; Baran, 1976; Erickson et al., 2009; Gilroy, 2012; Nunnally, 2012; 

Stephens & Phillips, 2005; Stevens, 2002).  The Black family in its various structures remains 

the most viable socialization mechanism for Black girls in the United States.  Family members 

often serve as examples on how to respond to stimuli with outside social worlds, particularly 

when teens are working to construct and understand how society functions (Baran, 1976; 

Stevens, 2002).   
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There are other cultural influences that shape how Black women engage in the process of 

racial and gender socialization, and they are becoming increasingly more competitive with the 

family structure.  Messages on social identity are also shared through educational institutions 

(Henry et al., 2010; Nunnally, 2012), churches/temples (Nunnally, 2012; Stevens, 2002), the 

media (Henry et al., 2010; Kistler & Lee, 2009; Pempek et al., 2009; Watkins, 2012) and fictive 

kinship ties or close, family-like relationships with non-family members (Carter, 2006; Henry et 

al., 2010; Nunnally, 2012; Watkins, 2012).  In fact, several scholars contend that mass media has 

increasingly become the primary mode of socialization for all American youth (Bronfenbrenner, 

1970; Nunnally, 2012; Stevens, 2002).  Accurate portrayals of Black women are therefore 

critically important, as inaccurate representations of race, gender, and sexuality can be 

psychologically damaging to those dependent upon the media to inform their identity and 

psychosocial development processes. 

Schools and peer groups provide teens with the opportunity to explore their social 

identity and to practice authenticating representations of themselves to the outside world (Carter, 

2006; Stephens & Phillips, 2005; Stevens, 2002).  Institutions, such as the school and the church, 

assist Black adolescents in developing their values systems.  However, as Black girls grow less 

self-absorbed during their later teenage years, they are more willing to pursue friendships, which 

inevitably influence their decisions and behaviors.  For Black adolescents whose family has 

become less substantial in how they choose their peer groups and social interests, involvement in 

community organizations lessens, leaving them susceptible to media and peer-based influences 

(Carter, 2006; Henry et al., 2010; Perkins, 1996; Stevens, 2002).  These characteristics are likely 

to carry over into the postsecondary experiences of Black women who are then admitted into 

college and typically move away from their families.     
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According to Stevens (2002), Black adolescent women select mentors in efforts to make 

sense of race, gender, and their role in American society.  For Black women, these role models 

tend to be contrived and selected from media enterprises, such as reality television (Stevens, 

2012; Thompson, 2012).  Role modeling and mentoring are important facets of development for 

young women, because women depend upon these relationships to assist in strengthening the 

ways they perceive themselves.  The individuals that young Black women choose to emulate 

have a substantial degree of influence on how they develop and how they will eventually act as 

adults (Erickson et al., 2009; Stephens, 2002).   

For Black adolescents who choose to emulate Black women represented in mainstream 

televised programming, the process of socialization is flawed.  First, the women being observed 

have been developed by producers and writers to exhibit characteristics that perpetuate 

stereotypes often promoted through mainstream media outlets.  Additionally, young Black 

women who are trying to make meaning of Black womanhood require consistent feedback from 

the individuals they are emulating.  However, television consumption lacks interactivity and 

Black women subscribing to mainstream imagery are left to process their observations without 

the feedback or input of the women they are emulating (Stevens, 2012).  Where one-on-one 

connectivity allows women to conceptualize complex or confusing situations, Black women 

relying on television to make sense of Black womanhood use a one dimensional view of 

complicated issues and are unable to connect with the individuals they are watching to fully 

comprehend the scope of the material they observe.  

 Research demonstrates that Black college women contend with substantial personal 

issues that can impact their collegiate experience, including familial responsibilities, feelings of 

isolation, stress, and concerns that are linked to their social identities.  These issues are often 



 
 

30 
 

rooted in their lives before college and take on interesting characteristics when media is 

involved.  For instance, Black female adolescents of low-socioeconomic status that reside in an 

urban environment (Jamison, 2006; Nunnally, 2012; South & Crowder, 1997; Stevens, 2002), 

and lack a father figure (Raley et al., 2005; Stevens, 2002) are more prone to select peer groups 

and partners that are influenced by the media.  Additionally, Black female teens living in urban, 

impoverished regions are less likely to have access to informed, positive role models (Erickson 

et al., 2009; Stevens, 2002).  Environmental factors, such as residential segregation and the way 

schools manage the educational expectations of Black inner-city women, impedes access to 

essential resources required in fostering critical cognitive and social skills (Alexander, et al., 

2009; Martino et al., 2006).   

When considering how these factors emerge at the college level, researchers found that 

Black college women with a poor sense of self-awareness rely heavily upon their friends to 

understand social cues and tend to actively seek unhealthy intimate relationships, which may 

lead to premature sexual intercourse, verbal abuse/psychological manipulation, or domestic 

violence (Foreman, 2003; McCarthy & Grodsky, 2011; Raley et al., 2005; Stevens, 2002).  Black 

college women who consume urban reality television may also demonstrate the tendency to 

model the intimate relationships displayed on television because they are effectually witnessing 

the behaviors observed by male characters on television replicated by the men on their campus.  

For heterosexual women who rely on the guidance of their peers, the young men that they 

become involved with are often non-committal and engage several women simultaneously 

(Henry et al., 2010; Jamison, 2006; Stevens, 2002).  These women knowingly participate in 

polygamous sexual relationships because they believe that the men will eventually commit 
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(Foreman, 2003; Henry et al., 2010; Stevens, 2002), but their willingness to remain in these 

relationships may also be tied to the conduct they observe on television.   

It is within this context that I am working to explore the self-conceptualization of Black 

college women through the lens of popular culture.  These behaviors are prevalent on most urban 

reality shows, where the sexual prowess of male characters is overly emphasized by the number 

of women they are sexually involved with.  Young Black women choosing to pursue a college 

degree who engage in sexual relationships before they are ready can become distracted, which 

impedes their decision-making capabilities and academic performance (Alexander et al., 2009; 

Foreman, 2003; Frisco, 2008; Jones, 2004; Martino et al., 2011; McCarthy & Grodsky, 2011).  

Sexual relationships only compound the other circumstances that Black college women contend 

with while completing their degrees.  Engaging in a sexual relationship with a man who has 

several sexual partners leads to low self-esteem and increases the risk of contracting a sexually 

transmitted disease, but unplanned pregnancies can also occur.  These issues further impede 

Black college women’s identity development and their ability to complete their college degree 

(Foreman, 2003; Frisco, 2008; Henry et al., 2010; Kalichman et al., 1998; McCarthy & Grodsky, 

2011).   

 
Black Women and Predominantly White Institutions: Hip-Hop and Higher Education 

  
 The field of Student Affairs is widely recognized as the pinnacle of holistic development 

in higher education and has set the foundation for analyzing theoretical constructs which work to 

explain the processes students undergo while transitioning through college (Evans et al., 2010; 

Howard-Hamilton, 2003; Torres, Jones, & Renn, 2009).  For those with access, institutions of 

higher education serve as a testing ground where students explore and solidify their values and 

belief systems (Evans et al., 2010; Torres et al., 2009).  Values and beliefs help shape who we 
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are and inform our identity development.  A nod to the holistic nature of student affairs, several 

of the theories used to discuss college student development include cognitive growth, student 

involvement, transition and integration, psychosocial advancement, and identity development.  

Colleges and universities also serve as spaces for students to learn more about culture and how it 

informs the ways we identify.  These institutions function as a substantial backdrop for identity 

exploration, and faculty and staff are often instrumental in assisting students’ engagement with 

their own development (Evans et al., 2010; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Lewis et al., 2000; Milem 

et al., 2005; Rendón et al., 2011; Torres, et al., 2009). 

 In discussing campus climate, Silvia Hurtado (1992) determined that sociohistorical 

contexts, institutional differentiation, and individual/group characteristics work in concert to 

create racial tension on college campuses.  The sociohistorical context of the educational system 

and each respective institution influences the campus racial climate (Hurtado et al., 1998; Milem 

et al., 2005).  Most PWIs share a history of exclusive practices against minority populations; 

practices that have only observed shifts toward inclusivity within the last five decades.  A 

common belief among scholars in higher education is that encounters with prejudice and 

discrimination, coupled with underpreparedness and a lack of institutional support, have the most 

significant impact on the development of Black college women (Cabrera et al., 1999; D’Augelli 

& Hershberger, 1993; Davis, 1994; Loo & Rolison, 1986; Nora & Cabrera, 1996).   

 Exposure to these dynamics intersects across experiences and spaces, including social 

organizations, peer interactions, faculty relationships, and the classroom (Cabrera et al., 1999; 

Davis, 1994; Fisher & Hartmann, 1995; Nora & Cabrera, 1996; Solórzano, et al., 2000).  

Encounters with discrimination are often covert, however, open instances of harassment may 

include verbal insults from faculty, staff, and students, property damage, physical threats, and 
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feeling unsafe.  Several studies indicate that the social experiences of Black women are 

especially dominated by discriminatory incidents (Cabrera et al., 1999; Carter, 2006; Collins, 

2000; D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; hooks, 1984), which negatively influence their academic 

and developmental success.  Factors that are often identified in literature that counteract the 

challenges Black college women face at PWIs include providing them safe spaces that allow for 

inclusive student involvement (Lewis et al., 2000; Milem et al., 2005; Patton, 2006), mentorship 

(Sedlacek, 1999), and positive relationships with faculty (Cabrera et al., 1999; Harper & 

Hurtado, 2007; Lewis et al., 2000; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yasso, 2000).  These interventions 

improve cognitive and psychosocial development and increase completion rates among Black 

college students (Harper, 2012). 

 
Media in Higher Education 

 Among traditional, college-aged students, the media is a significant source of 

socialization, where they glean information about normative behaviors, cues for sexuality, and 

other important aspects of development from a variety of platforms (Boylorn, 2008; Henry et al., 

2010; Kistler & Lee, 2009; Pough, 2004; Rentfrow & Gosling, 2007; Wright & Sandlin, 2009).  

For most college students, media usage, which includes television, music, film, and the internet, 

are a part of everyday life.  It is therefore not surprising that a study involving a sample of 539 

college students found that college students spend 2.47 hours on the internet and 1.93 hours 

watching television each day (Mokhtari et al., 2009).  Though there is a plethora of literature that 

speaks to media consumption among youth and adolescents, it is challenging to identify studies 

that focus on the impact of media usage among Black college women.   

 The majority of today’s college students entered the postsecondary sector with excessive 

media habits already formed (Diddi & LaRose, 2010; Mokhtari et al., 2009; Pempek et al., 2009; 
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Steinfield et al., 2008).  According to Diddi and LaRose (2010), college students are a primary 

media target, as the habits they acquire during their undergraduate careers will most likely be 

sustained throughout their lives.  Diddi and LaRose (2010) also contended that undergraduates 

are more predisposed to experiencing depression and that media usage assists with relieving 

feelings of dysphoria.  Black college women at PWIs are therefore expressly susceptible to 

developing excessive media habits, as they are uniquely inclined to combat feelings of isolation, 

stress, and depression (Allen, 1985; Collins, 2000; Diddi & LaRose, 2010; Fleming, 1985). 

 In 2009, Kistler and Lee examined if limited exposure to hip-hop videos impacted the 

ways viewers accepted rape culture, sexual aggression, and the objectification of women.  Kistler 

and Lee (2009) reported that 65% of 13- to 18-year-old teenagers preference hip-hop music and 

often engage with other aspects of hip-hop media, including videos.  Teens’ hip-hop preferences 

continue into their college years, where they utilize their engagement with music, videos, 

television, and the internet to inform their socialization processes (Baran, 1976; Henry, 2008; 

Henry et al., 2010; Kistler & Lee, 2009; Rentfrow & Gosling, 2007; Strouse & Buerkel-Rothfus, 

1987).  Though the sample size consisted of 195 undergraduate students, the authors could have 

been more specific in describing the characteristics and background of each participant.  Access 

to the cultural background of each participant would have been useful in making the results 

generalizeable among college students of color.  

 There is a wide body of research that discusses the increasingly sexual nature of hip-hop 

music, videos, and television (Boylorn, 2008; Henry, 2008; Judy, 2012; Keyes, 2012; Palmer-

Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009; Patterson, 2013; Pough, 2004; Reid, 2013; Stephens & Few, 2007; 

Thompson, 2012).  Kistler and Lee (2009) found that hip-hop music videos informed college 

students’ sexual attitudes in a negative manner.  Male college students who were exposed to 
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highly sexual hip-hop videos were more willing to objectify women in a sexual manner and were 

also more inclined to accept rape at a higher level (Kistler & Lee, 2009).  In addition, Kistler and 

Lee (2009) found that in everyday circumstances, college women were compliant with the sexual 

cues exhibited in hip-hop music videos, as well as the sexual attitudes demonstrated towards 

women by college men consuming sexual videos.   

 For Black college women, the implications of these findings may further impede their 

academic achievement.  First, Black college women are less assertive and less psychologically 

independent on predominantly White campuses due to their relationships with men (Fleming, 

1985; Henry, 2008; Henry et al., 2010; Patterson, 2013).  Therefore, Black college women 

identifying with hip-hop culture and ascribing to the social cues often demonstrated in hip-hop 

media may be more inclined to validate the expectations of their male peers, particularly those 

who are also consumers of hip-hop media.  Additionally, faculty, staff, and students who engage 

in prejudicial behavior against Black college women identifying with hip-hop culture could also 

impact the academic success of Black women (Campbell, 2007).  Rentfrow and Gosling (2007) 

state that people use musical preference as a method of self-expression, where music works to 

promote characteristics that they self-identify with.  Individuals are therefore prone to stereotype 

genres of music and attach these stereotypes to consumers of each genre (Rentfrow & Gosling, 

2007).  On predominantly White campuses where Black college women are underrepresented 

within the broader community, poor treatment from faculty, students, and staff who ascribe to 

hip-hop stereotypes could further feelings of isolation and deconstruct what could be a viable 

counterspace.   

Much of the literature on the intersections of hip-hop culture, media, and  education lacks 

an examination of the college setting, is dated, centers on television and music consumption 
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without considering trends in reality programming, and recent research on college students 

focuses more on the internet and social media usage.  The context in which college students 

utilize media as a form of entertainment has evolved radically within the last two decades and 

while the concept of examining college students’ usages of hip-hop and television is nothing new 

(Campbell, 2007; Henry, 2008; Henry et al., 2010; Kistler & Lee, 2009; Wright & Sandlin, 

2009), exploring college students’ consumption of urban reality television is a relatively novel 

idea, particularly among Black college women.  Further, research that pushes beyond reality 

television as a form of entertainment, and explores the ways that reality television informs the 

self-conceptualization of Black college women is difficult to locate.   

 

Mainstreaming Hip-Hop 

Hip-hop is far-reaching.  Commodified almost at the point of its inception, hip-hop has 

become a global phenomenon and has connected individuals living in various nations (Alim, 

2006; Kitwana, 2002; Stapleton, 1998).  Though the demographic that consumes hip-hop is 

especially broad, the majority of the population affected by the negative issues stemming from 

its expansion is radically narrow.  Currently, the most visible aspect of hip-hop culture is rap 

media and its growth has had a tremendous impact on the Black community due to frequently 

observed hegemonic, patriarchal, and nihilistic undertones (Baldwin, 2012; Evelyn, 2000; Henry, 

West, & Jackson, 2010; Judy, 2012; Kitwana, 2002; Lena, 2012; Pough, 2004; Watkins, 2012).  

In other words, the preponderance of stereotypes, misrepresentations, and derogatory messages 

conveyed through mainstream hip-hop mediums center upon–and effect–Black individuals. 

The entertainment industry has appropriated many forms of hip-hop expression, 

including music, film, and dance in efforts to capitalize on the popularity of hip-hop culture.  

Artists are encouraged to build their performances around sexual, violent, and monetary concepts 
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because these themes have proven to be more profitable among broader audiences.  The question 

of authenticity now exists within the context of mainstream hip-hop media, where 

representations of the Black experience have become exaggerated expressions of capitalism and 

sexual exploitation (Boylorn, 2008; Gosa, 2013; Judy, 2012; Mallory, 2011; Reid, 2013; 

Watkins, 2012).  In short, the music, videos, literature and shows frequently distributed by the 

entertainment industry have been criticized for distorting the reality and self-conceptualization of 

Black consumers.   

This body of work draws attention to the concerns resonating between commercialized 

hip-hop media and the Black community, focusing specifically upon the relationship between 

urban reality television programming and Black undergraduate women.  Reality television 

classified as urban–or urban reality–features programming that portrays ‘hood personalities 

(Judy, 2012; Kitwana, 2002; Thompson, 2012), includes hip-hop cultural inferences (Kitwana, 

2012; Perkins, 1996; Rose, 1994; Thompson, 2012), and promotes individuals who demonstrate 

defiant attitudes towards traditionally White institutions (Baldwin, 2012; Kitwana, 2002; 

Watkins, 2012).  Urban reality depicts musical artists, business moguls, and athletes, as well as 

their partners and former spouses.  The majority of these shows captures each characters’ 

attempts to achieve influence, affluence, and celebrity in the athletic or music industry (Boylorn, 

2008; Mallory, 2011; Russell, 2011; Thompson, 2012; VH1, 2012a; VH1, 2012b; VH1, 2012c; 

VH1, 2012d; VH1, 2012e).  In addition to focusing on rappers, their friends, and romantic 

partners, programs that feature individuals who share ties with hip-hop culture and espouse anti-

hegemonic sentiments are also included within the urban reality genre.   
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Cultural Paradigms of Urban Reality Television and Black Women 

Hip-hop culture has a rich history and has a variety of influences, such as the Black urban 

experience, political movements, and musical inspirations, including jazz and the blues (Alim, 

2006; Banner-Haley, 2010; Caldiero, 2010; Judy, 2012; Pabon, 2012; Stapleton, 1998).  In recent 

years, hip-hop purists – individuals who favor Black nationalist perspectives – have determined 

that facets of the Black community are becoming increasingly colonized through the mass 

commodification of hip-hop (Alim, 2006; Baldwin, 2012; Judy, 2012; Kitwana, 2002; Pough, 

2004; Rose, 1994; Watkins, 2012).  Purists are particularly focused upon the issue of identity in 

mainstream media, as they assert that the commercialization of rap music has inundated the 

market with superficial representations of authentic Blackness.   

Researchers and leaders within the Black community are especially concerned with 

mainstream insinuations of authenticity, which have seeped into Black institutions and are 

causing adverse effects among groups of Black youth (Campbell, 2005; Carter, 2006; Downey et 

al., 2009; Evelyn, 2000; Jamison, 2006; Judy, 2012; Watkins, 2012).  Consistent with frequent 

portrayals of Black culture, being real involves of being aggressive, thuggish, and garish.  

Demonstrating a tempered disposition, an interest in learning, or using proper dialects has led 

several youth to become targets of peer bullying and name-calling.  Mainstream media is 

responsible for developing a flat image of Blackness that is rooted in centuries of racist 

stereotypes.  Hence, those who step outside the realm of Blackness frequently performed in 

media outlets are perceived as acting White (Carter, 2006).  

 Black women have been characterized by rap media as hypersexual, aggressive gold-

diggers, bitches, hos, and baby mamas (Henry et al., 2010; Keyes, 2012; Pough, 2004; Russell, 

2011; Stephens & Phillips, 2005).  In fact, the preponderance of media representations of Black 
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women have characterized them as sexual objects that either serve as props to illuminate status, 

or as sexual conquests, which reinforces the sexual bravado of male characters (Evelyn, 2000; 

Jamison, 2006; Judy, 2012; Keyes, 2012; Kitwana, 2002; Lena, 2012; Martino et al., 2006; 

Perkins, 1996; Pough, 2004; Rose, 1994).  In instances where Black women were presented as 

individuals in control of their own agency, it was rare for them to demonstrate their power 

outside of a sexual framework.  Rather, female rappers, vixens, models, and actors were still 

contained within a paradigm that exploited their sexuality.   

 The hypersexual, overly-dependent, ultra-femme depictions of Black women often 

observed in the content of mainstream hip-hop media, including reality television shows, have 

been framed by producers as the experiences of Black women participating in the (money-

making) game (Perkins, 1996; Pough, 2004; Rose, 1994).  However, the contexts within which 

these experiences are shared create a false sense of legitimacy.  The majority of the women cast 

in urban reality shows are from urban centers, have transcended low-socioeconomic 

circumstances, and are of African descent.  However, the identities that they project are products 

of the network and the broader entertainment industry.  Black women who attach themselves to 

urban reality characters may not realize that they are associating with a hegemonic representation 

of Black womanhood (hooks, 1981; Keyes, 2012; Mallory, 2011; Perkins, 1996; Rose, 1994). 

To this end, bloggers and journalists are heavily engrossed in dialogue centered on the 

experiences of women cast in urban reality shows.  Some authors argue that the decision of 

women of color to work on urban reality shows is a choice and that they are simply sharing their 

lived experiences (Reid, 2013; Thompson, 2012).  Others contend that the behaviors of urban 

reality stars are scripted and that their choices within the profession of television broadcasting 
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are limited to very specific and stereotypical roles (Boylorn, 2008; Mallory, 2011; Reid, 2013; 

Russell, 2011).  

Black undergraduate women may find it easy to relate to the cast members of urban 

reality television because of the stories they propagate (Perkins, 1996; Pough, 2004).  For 

instance, education is perceived as an instrument of social mobility (Bozick, 2007; Smith & 

Crowder, 1997).  As matriculating Black college women transcend to a higher social class 

through their engagement in higher education, they may draw parallels between themselves and 

the perceived financial success of reality stars (Mallory, 2011; Pough, 2004; Russell, 2011; 

Stevens, 2002).  Among undergraduate Black women who are experiencing high levels of stress 

and feelings of isolation, the attachment to quasi-fictional personalities may be psychologically 

and academically damaging (Henry, 2008; Henry et al., 2010; Perkins, 1996). 

 Finally, previous works suggest that the badman persona is becoming an increasingly 

asexual characteristic (Baldwin, 2012; Keyes, 2012; Pough, 2004; Thompson, 2012).  Women 

are gradually being depicted as individuals who are nihilistic, flagrant, and have a disregard for 

the law (Judy, 2012; Keyes, 2012; Pough, 2004; Rose, 1994).  These behaviors have transcended 

rap lyrics and music videos; filtering into the characterizations of women who star in urban 

reality programming as demonstrated on VH1 (Mallory, 2011; Russell, 2011; VH1, 2012a; VH1, 

2012b; VH1, 2012c; VH1, 2012d; Thompson, 2012).  Black women specifically cast in 

Basketball Wives, LAHH, and their respective spin-offs are portrayed as violent and 

argumentative, and have been filmed in sexually and physically compromising predicaments 

(Mallory, 2011; Russell, 2011; Thompson, 2012).  These representations are parceled as 

authentic Blackness, where legitimacy is framed within the context of an individual’s ability to 
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represent realness through posturing and bravado (Judy, 2012; Kitwana, 2012; Pough, 2004; 

Rose, 1994; Stevens, 2002; Thompson, 2012). 

 As determined by Stevens (2002), when Black women undergo racial socialization, they 

learn to develop a measure of sass as a method of psychological protection against potentially 

harmful interactions with the broader community.  For reality stars who work in a setting where 

non-minority networks have manufactured Blackness, it is logical to assume that the magnified 

degree of sass portrayed in urban reality programming evidences cast members’ efforts to protect 

their psychological well-being, as the environment is largely negative and counterproductive 

(Boylorn, 2008; Hislop, 2012; Mallory, 2011; Thompson, 2012).  However, for Black college 

women who attach themselves to the characters, it may be difficult for them to assess which 

aspects of the programming are fictional.  Their misinterpretation of sass may lead Black college 

women to assert inaccurate representations of sass in relationships and interactions at the 

postsecondary level (Boylorn, 2008; Henry et al., 2010; Perkins, 1996; Stephens & Phillips, 

2005; Stevens, 2002).  These misrepresentations could cause conflict between a student and her 

peers, or may contribute to misunderstandings with faculty and staff (Campbell, 2007; Evelyn, 

2000; Jones, 2004; Perkins, 1996).    

 
Urban Reality Television as a Counterspace on Predominantly White Campuses 

  
 On predominantly White campuses, where a large percentage of Black students relate 

with the Black community, engagement with hip-hop culture could be perceived as another 

example of creating social counterspaces among Black students.  Social and cultural 

counterspaces create meaning between groups of people and allow for growth in socially 

alienating environments (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992; Patton, 2006).  Because Black 

women continue to experience feelings of social enstrangement on predominantly White 
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campuses, they are more likely to develop connections with other Black women (Fisher & 

Hartmann, 1995; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 2002; Loo & Rolison, 1986; Solórzano, et 

al., 2000).  These groupings tend to surround mutual interests and shared experiences, including 

hip-hop culture and urban reality television consumption.  These colleges and universities 

continue to lack structural and physical intercultural representation, and house systems that allow 

for bias, covert discrimination, microaggressions, and isolation.  Microaggressions are covert and 

overt acts of bias and discrimination that can accumulate over time, such as the disproportionate 

reporting of Black college student behaviors, police profiling on college campuses, or race-based 

exclusion from social organizations (Milem et al., 2005; Solórzano, et al., 2000).  Fleming 

(1981) suggested that extended periods of social isolation has a detrimental effect on the self-

conceptualization processes of Black women, which further distorts their psychosocial and 

cognitive growth.  Black college women who are challenged with feelings of isolation may be 

more inclined to socialize with other Black women because they share similar experiences and 

understand one another’s perspectives (Collins, 2000; Fisher & Hartmann, 1995; Harper & 

Hurtado, 2007; hooks, 1981).   

 There is evidence that implies that socialization among Black women in a perceivably 

hostile environment is a powerful and effective coping mechanism against microaggression and 

feelings of isolation (Hurtado, 1992; Jones, 2004; Solórzano, et al., 2000).  As previously 

indicated, socialization is the process that individuals undergo when they are introduced to 

expectations and norms by members of their community or group, while gaining a better 

understanding of how they are situated within the context of their environment.  Subcultures and 

counterspaces that sustain cultural considerations are beneficial in assisting with the 

development of self-concept among Black college women (Jones, 2004).  These groups are 



 
 

43 
 

beneficial in decreasing anxiety and stress for Black women enrolled in PWIs.  Thus, Black 

college women who collectively consume urban reality television may, in effect, be establishing 

a counterspace for themselves to offset the challenges associated with attending a PWI.  These 

women may be a few of many who identify with the broader culture of hip-hop.   

 Students identifying with hip-hop culture are expanse, diverse, and are observable in the 

media they consume and at times, their style of dress.  Students subscribing to hip-hop influences 

are also exposed to several social justice themes and are often able to clearly articulate and 

deconstruct societal issues (Evelyn, 2000; Kitwana, 2002; Rose, 1994).  Still, students of the hip-

hop generation–particularly those of color–may be stereotyped by their peers, faculty, and staff 

because of the negative imagery and messages spread in mainstream media about hip-hop culture 

(Baldwin, 2012; Baran, 1976; Gosa, 2013; Kistler & Lee, 2009).  These stereotypes may lead 

university personnel to perceive students identifying with hip-hop culture as violent, 

hypersexual, and focused on material gain.   

 In turn, students of the hip-hop generation may be targeted for additional stereotyping 

ranging in scope from academic performance concerns and their perceived lack of fit for 

membership in co-curricular activities, to racialized typifications and deviance (Kitwana, 2002; 

Lewis et al., 2000; Love, 2009; Rentfrow & Gosling, 2007; Russell, 2011; Watkins, 2012).  

Faculty, staff, and students who stereotype Black students associated with hip-hop culture may 

do so, in part, because of the behaviors and attitudes often presented in commercialized hip-hop 

media.  Each act of prejudice and bias is representative of social constructs and stereotypes 

prevalent throughout the broader society (Alim, 2006; Baldwin, 2012; Boylorn, 2008; Reid, 

2013; Stephens & Few, 2007; Watkins, 2012).  For Black college women who encounter 

stereotypes signifying hip-hop culture, the experience can have a devastating effect on their 
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scholastic achievement, self-conceptualization, and psychological development (Henry et al., 

2010; Patterson, 2013; Stevens, 2002).   

Oftentimes, institutional leadership attributes the racial grouping of college students to 

self-segregation rather than a symptom of poor race relations (Hurtado, 1992; Lewis et al., 2000; 

Solórzano, et al., 2000).  However, these clusters of women could be interpreted as cultural 

counterspaces.  Their feelings of exclusion are closely tied to a force known as academic 

colonialism, which is “the imposition of dominant ideologies and/or the uncritical acceptance of 

these ideologies by subordinate groups (Hurtado, 1992, p. 544).  Frequently, acts of self-

expression or counterspaces that exhibit an emphasis on race are perceived by White students, 

faculty, and staff as racial segregation while students of color experience them as spaces of 

cultural support (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; hooks, 1981; Patton, 2006; Solórzano, et al., 2000).  

Faculty, staff, and students point to the increased admittance of racial minorities as evidence that 

an institution is inclusive Yet, the necessity for racial counterspaces among Black college women 

continues, as the academy remains unsuccessful in socializing their marginalized population 

(Collins, 2000; Fleming, 1985; hooks, 1984; Howard-Hamilton, 2003; Hurtado et al., 1998; 

Solórzano, et al., 2000).  It is for these reasons that Black college women may use media and 

hip-hop culture as counterspaces on predominantly White campuses.       

 
Summary 

In researching the lived experiences of Black undergraduate women who consume urban 

reality television, highlighting the social construction of race, the challenges Black women face, 

and the facets of counterstorytelling will inform my findings in various ways.  First, Black 

feminist thought will assist in interpreting how Black college women perceive the cast members 

portrayed in reality television programming.  The majority of women that are cast in the shows 
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are Black, have recently experienced social mobility (Kitwana, 2002; VH1, 2012c; VH1, 2012d; 

VH1, 2012e), and have transcended low-socioeconomic status solely because of their affiliations 

with athletes, musicians, and business moguls.  Understanding how the lives of Black women are 

contextualized and analyzing how Black women are connected will assist me in gaining an 

understanding of what Black college women take away from urban reality and how they apply 

these messages to their lives, if at all.   

 Second, in collecting data on participants’ perceptions of authenticity, I will explore how 

Black college women interpret the behaviors and attitudes presented in urban reality television.  

As previously mentioned, urban reality television shows broadcast scripted performances of 

reality, which invoke historically nefarious typifications of Black womanhood.  Should the 

participants view these shows as venues of empowerment and an extension of reality–rather than 

a source of entertainment–their perceptions may influence their relationships, their campus 

interactions, and their psychosocial development while in the postsecondary setting (Evelyn, 

2000; Henry et al., 2010; Perkins, 1996).   

 Further, Black feminist thought will assist me in delineating if the behaviors in these 

shows perpetuate Sapphire/Jezebel mythology; that Black women are hypersexual and prone to 

barbaric violence (Caldiero, 2010; Keyes, 2012; Pough, 2004; Rose, 1994; Tate, 2003).  This 

portion of the analysis is relevant because the imagery portrayed in these programs are controlled 

by hegemonic institutions that are reinforced by capitalistic ideals (Watkins, 2012).  I intend to 

explore if Black undergraduate women attending predominantly White institutions recognize the 

context within which these messages are broadcasted, and how these meaning-making processes 

emerge for Black women in predominantly White environments.      
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Black feminist thought and intersectionality is instrumental in examining the shared 

experiences of Black undergraduate women who frequently consume urban reality television.  

Because Black women do not share a monolithic experience, it is important to establish the 

differences among women sharing similar cultural experiences.  These differences will impact 

how urban reality shapes the ways that each individual defines Black womanhood and constructs 

relationships.  Black feminist thought will aid me in understanding how meaning-making 

influences identity development, friendship ties, and intimate relationships (Henry et al., 2010; 

Lena, 2012; Love, 2009; Perkins, 1996).  Tying these connections together is a necessity because 

Black women are traditionally at risk for high attrition rates when compared to their White 

counterparts (Bozick, 2007; Carter, 2006; Erickson, McDonald, & Elder, 2009; Henry et al., 

2010; Jones, 2004; South & Crowder, 1997; Stevens, 2002).   

 To summarize, the processes of cultural and identity development are complex and are 

shaped by an individual’s society and background.  Black feminist thought indicates that race is a 

social construct and while racism is especially prevalent in contemporary U.S. contexts, acts of 

racism and prejudice are more subdued and are most recognizable in the form of 

microaggressions.  Within this same vein, Black feminist thought describes the sociohistorical 

impact that racism continues to have on Black women, and situates their encounters with 

hegemonic economies as a primary cause of the persistent psychological oppression and 

misrepresentation that they experience within institutional infrastructures, such as the media and 

the educational system.  These phenomena have shaped (a) how families within the Black 

community are formulated, (b) the cognitive and psychosocial development of Black women, (c) 

the disproportionately low levels of cultural capital among Black women and their lack of access 

to fundamental resources, (d) the ways that Black women are perceived in U.S. society (e) the 
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manner in which Black women are portrayed in the media, and (f) how Black women make 

meaning of these factors while selecting mentors, peer groups, and engaging in intimate 

relationships. 

 This study rests upon the convergence of these factors, but it also makes a substantial 

contribution to the literature.  In addition to developing a more comprehensive definition of 

urban reality television, this investigation utilizes hip-hop concepts that are most often applied to 

the study of music and imagery, and relates them to the urban reality genre.   Also, literature that 

discusses the implications of urban reality programming rarely emphasize its impact upon the 

postsecondary sector.  However, this study places great emphasis upon the consumption of urban 

reality television in the higher education setting and works to determine how the confluence of 

media effects and college environments influence the identity development of Black 

undergraduate women.  Finally, while the preponderance of research has focused upon the 

experiences of youth and adolescents who consume rap lyrics and imagery, this project is very 

specific in examining the experiences of traditional-aged Black college women.    
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 
Research is more than simply identifying a solution to some mundane problem.  One of 

the primary aims of research is to generate knowledge (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  For those 

choosing to engage in the exploration of qualitative research, the focus of inquiry is learning and 

understanding the world as it exists around us (Patton, 2002; Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  Human 

beings are extraordinary creatures with the talent to sense the space around them, to make 

cursory judgments about their surroundings and with situational encounters, and to construct 

their understanding of reality through the synthesis of all these observances (Groenewald, 2004).  

In other words, our realities are shaped by our senses and our experiences with the people, 

places, and things with which we come in contact.  The very nature of our lived experiences 

serves as sufficient material with which to examine the world, for we reduce the world to fit it 

into our construction of reality (Groenewald, 2004).  It is within this context that I have situated 

my study, where the purpose of my investigation is to gain an in-depth understanding of Black 

college women’s engagement with urban reality television, and to create knowledge that is 

grounded in my research findings.  In order to achieve this task, I required a design that allowed 

me to accurately explore, interpret, and portray the ways that Black college women make 

meaning of urban reality television. 

 
Research Design 

As researchers, a solid investigative design affords us the structure and function 

necessary to engage in credible and scholarly inquiry, and qualitative research provides an array 

of approaches from which to choose, including phenomenology (Patton, 2002; Rossman & 

Rallis, 2003).  The phenomenological method is a technique that explores the lived experiences 
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and realities of individuals and groups (Patton, 2002).  It is a design that calls for flexibility, the 

deferment of suppositions, and reflexivity on behalf of the researcher and participants in order to 

accurately describe the phenomena of study (Groenewald, 2004; Rossman & Rallis, 2003; 

Welman & Kruger, 1999).  According to Welman and Kruger (1999), “phenomenologists are 

concerned with understanding social and psychological phenomena from the perspectives of 

people involved” (p. 189).  In this regard, I seek to transform the abstract and complex 

experiences of Black college women into an accessible, tangible source of knowledge and 

concrete fragment of reality.      

My topic is deeply rooted in social issues that extend beyond higher education.  In effect, 

my work hinges on an interdisciplinary approach to interpreting my established research 

problem.  Though my research topic is interconnected with a variety of issues, the phenomena 

upon which I have chosen to study is narrow in scope.  For these reasons, I chose to conduct a 

phenomenological study, a method that has a sociological foundation and is a type of field study 

that emphasizes the exploration of specialized events (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  Those 

employing phenomenology seek to understand the essence of a lived experience (Patton, 2002; 

Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  Unlike many other qualitative methods, phenomenology does not rest 

upon a framework or theoretical construct because predictive measures are antithetical to 

phenomenological study (Groenewald, 2004; Welman & Kruger, 1999).  Rather, 

phenomenological studies work to allow themes and frameworks to emerge from the data, 

describing the phenomena of interest in a clear and accurate manner (Groenewald, 2004; Patton, 

2002; Welman & Kruger, 1999).  I therefore refrained from selecting a prescribed framework 

until I was able to clearly and accurately portray my participants’ realities.   
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Specifically, I used the following research questions to guide my exploration into participants’ 

experiences with urban reality television: 

1. What meaning do Black college women make of urban reality television?   

2. How do Black college women who consume urban reality television construct 

conceptualizations of self? 

3. How do Black college women who consume urban reality television conceptualize their 

interactions with others? 

 
Participants 

In order to acquire the data necessary to complete an in-depth analysis, I identified 12 

participants to partake in the study.  I concentrated on a minimum ten individuals because of my 

interest in gleaning information that will allow for a deeper, more involved analysis on the 

subject matter.  By limiting the number of individuals involved, I was able to devote more time 

to developing relationships and engaging in deeper conversations during the individual interview 

process.  Additionally, limiting the number of participants in the study increased the level of 

familiarity between the women during the focus group process.  

Participants were selected utilizing two purposeful sampling techniques, which involved 

selecting a sample with intentionality and reason (Patton, 2002).  This study applied criterion 

sampling and snowball sampling as a primary method for selecting participants because these 

procedures ensured that I selected individuals who were most representative of Black college 

women who consume urban reality television.  According to Patton (2002), criterion sampling 

entails “picking all cases that meet some criterion” and snowball sampling identifies “cases of 

interest from sampling people who know people...who know what cases are information rich” (p. 

243).  In order to determine whether participants were representative of the phenomena I chose 
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to investigate, I set specific criteria to select research participants. Criterion for participants 

included identifying as a Black female student enrolled in a predominantly White 4-year 

institution.  These women were 18-22 years old, the ages traditionally representative of 

undergraduates on college campuses.  These specifications were established to maintain the 

credibility of this research project, as the core focus of this work centers upon the experiences of 

Black college women.  These students will self-identify as individuals who watch RHOA, 

Basketball Wives, Basketball Wives: LA, Sisterhood of Hip Hop, LAHH, Love and Hip Hop: 

Atlanta (LAHHATL), Love and Hip Hop: Hollywood (LAHHH), R&B Divas, R&B Divas: 

Atlanta, and/or R&B Divas: LA, among other shows, at least two times per week.  These shows 

were selected for the following reasons: 

1. Each television show demonstrates characteristics prevalent in the urban reality 

genre, including violence, stereotypical female characters, and depictions of hip-hop 

figures (Mallory, 2011; Reid, 2013; Thompson, 2012). 

2. National primetime ratings indicate that these series are popular urban reality 

television shows among women viewers aged18-49 (Viacom, 2012; Zap2it, 2013), as 

well as African American households (Rap Rehab, 2012).  

3. Anecdotal observations through social media and campus dialogue appear to 

demonstrate that Black undergraduate women place more emphasis on these two 

series.     

Participants were recruited through Facebook, campus listservs, student organizations, 

and with the assistance of faculty and student services.  Upon identification, I provided 

prospective subjects with informative materials about the study, as well as the benefits to their 

involvement.  Although I presented the use of pseudonyms as a protective measure, each 
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participant indicated they were comfortable being identified by their given names.  Finally, two 

incentives were afforded to individuals who agreed to participate in my study.  First, the start of 

the focus group was fashioned as a meal, where individuals took part in an informal meet-and-

greet dinner.  Also, each participant received a $100 gift card after they successfully completed 

the requirements for involvement. 

 
Institutional Review Board and Informed Consent 

Prior to data collection, I secured Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval in order to 

protect the rights and privacy of my participants.  I submitted an application to the Florida State 

University IRB upon the successful defense of my prospectus proposal.  In addition to providing 

information on the background of my study, I elaborated on participant characteristics and 

submitted a copy of my informed consent documentation and the participant questionnaire.  

Also, I submitted my interview and focus group protocols, in addition to my journal prompts.  

Finally, I shared my intended participant recruitment methods.  Included in the informed consent 

documentation was a notation indicating how participants were compensated ($100 gift 

certificate), in addition to participant benefits.  The methods I used to ensure confidentiality 

included the voluntary use of alias names, and removing identifying characteristics from portions 

of the study that described the students.  There were no anticipated psychological risk involved 

in the participation in this study, but participants were given the choice to skip questions, opt out 

of certain aspects of data collection (e.g., focus group), or to leave the study at any time.  The 

participants had access to my contact information, and received a copy of the informed consent 

form that they signed. 
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Data Collection 

 
Table 1: Data Collection Process – Individual Interview and Focus Group Phases 
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According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), “language is viewed as the primary symbol 

system through which meaning is both constructed and conveyed” (p. 97).  Individual interviews, 

focus groups, and journaling require a great deal of meaning-making and were appropriate tools 

for collecting data in this study because phenomenological research seeks understanding through 

dialogue and reflection (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  Each one of these methods of data collection 

is designed to give participants space to talk through their perceptions of encounters with 

phenomena (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  Interviews, journaling, and focus groups also allow 

participants to reflect upon their experiences through continued dialogue with self and others.  

For these reasons that I have elected to integrate the use of focus groups, journaling, and 

individual interviews in my research design.   

Phenomenology requires intentionality, in-depth inquiry, and critical self-reflection 

(Groenewald, 2004; Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Tuffard & Newman, 2010; Welman & Kruger, 

1999), components which have informed the design of my study.  Qualitative researchers 

choosing to explore the perceptions and the culturally shared meaning of a phenomenon among a 

particular population are best equipped to do so when they elect to utilize data collection 

techniques that glean the most information about a respective research project.  In order to 

promote reflective praxis, participants received journal prompts after the completion of 

interviews and a focus group. 

Guest, Namey, and Mitchell (2013) indicated that interviews are the go-to method of data 

collection in qualitative research.  Interviews allow room for discourse that is conversational in 

nature, they are flexible within field environments, and they make space for a feedback loop that 

produces understanding and clarity (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2013).  Individual interviews 

have been selected for this study, as “the one-on-one format allows the researcher to focus 
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precisely on the content of the interviewee’s responses” (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2013, p. 

113).  Additionally, participants may be more inclined to share if they feel that the interviewer 

has created a space that encourages privacy and confidentiality.  Thus, I completed two, semi-

structured individual interviews.  Each interview was audio recorded to ensure that I accurately 

documented the data produced through the interview process.  In order to promote reflexive 

praxis, my first set of interview questions served as an introductory session, which provided me 

with medium-risk personal information and promoted trust and safety between myself and each 

participant.  Prior to the first interview, I provided each participant with a questionnaire to garner 

demographic information and to slightly shorten the length of the interview session.   

Another data collection method that I implemented was the focus group.  Focus groups 

are another tactic that encourage free-flowing conversation based on prompts and proper 

facilitation.  Because the phenomenon that I studied is complex and involved topics that were 

emotional, I facilitated a small focus group (Guest, Namey, and Mitchell, 2013).  Focus groups 

were also integral to the robustness of this study because the combination of discussion, coupled 

with reflexivity, yielded data that more accurately depicted insights held by members of the 

group (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2013).   

Finally, reflective journals were integrated into the study to provide textual support to the 

perceptions and ideas shared during the interviews and focus groups.  The journals provided 

students with an opportunity to think through their answers critically, without the call and 

response often required by interviews and focus groups.  Obtaining data in this manner also 

increased my capability to accurately assess and portray the experiences of each participant 

because their responses are collected on a verbatim basis.  During the initial interview I also 

introduced the concept of reflexive journaling and provided the women with their initial journal 
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prompts.  The first set of journal prompts focused on participants’ thoughts on family, Black 

womanhood, and experiences with urban reality television.   

As previously indicated, phenomenological research projects aim to explore the true, 

lived experiences of an individual or specific population of people.  In order to analyze these 

encounters, researchers must implement appropriate data collection techniques.  Utilizing 

interviews and focus groups was important in this study because both methods are effective in 

gleaning essential information from research participants.  Interviews and focus groups are 

useful because they promote self-disclosure in a safe environment where the facilitator refrains 

from making verbal and non-verbal judgments.  Focus groups are instrumental in coaxing 

participants to relinquish their public selves and share how they really feel about subject matter.  

In facilitating a group process, I was able to center the discussion on Black college women’s 

experiences with urban reality television and gain an understanding of their respective stories 

through inductive reasoning.  Prior to implementing the focus group protocol, I asked each 

participant to pinpoint episodes and characters of significance to them.  I specifically prompted 

each student to identify characters and interactions that were memorable or impacted them in 

some way.  I then collected video clips as determined by the participants and used them to serve 

as conversation prompts during the focus group.  I asked each woman to share their thoughts 

about the designated photos and video clips.  All of these techniques enabled me to collect 

information that encapsulated the essence of participants’ ideas, understandings, and interactions 

with urban reality television. 

 
Phase One 

The purpose of the first interview was to collect demographic information, to learn more 

about each participant’s personal development, and to engage participants in reflecting upon 
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their experiences with urban reality television programming.  After each individual interview 

was completed, I facilitated a focus group that posed discussion questions with components of 

reflexive praxis built-in to them and fostered a space where each participant could partake in a 

dialogue about their experiences with urban reality television.  The focus of this portion of the 

data collection process involved an intensive discussion on participants’ experiences with urban 

reality television, as well as themes centered on intimate relationships, friendships, identity 

development, and academic achievement.  The focus group also provided the participants with 

the space required to make meaning of one another’s experiences.  After the focus group was 

completed, participants received journal prompts that asked them to reflect upon their focus 

group experience and to critically engage their impressions of urban reality television.   

 
Phase Two 

The second set of individual interviews involved a segment of high-risk questions and 

also served as another reflective space for responses to the focus group experience.  These 

interviews dove deeper into participants’ perceptions of their self-conceptualization processes, 

their involvement in intimate relationships, and their experiences with urban reality television.  It 

is through the implementation of this narrative research that I concentrated on the substance of 

the women’s stories and constructed the essence of their lived experiences as Black college 

women who consume urban reality television (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  The final journal 

prompts encouraged the women to synthesize their overall experiences with college, Black 

womanhood, and urban reality television, and to summarize their involvement in serving as a 

participant in my study.    
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Data Analysis 

This research study included a phenomenological analysis that “seeks to grasp and 

elucidate the meaning, structure, and essence of the lived experience of a phenomenon for a 

person or group of people” (Patton, 2001, p. 482).  In order to sustain credible and accurate 

results, I used four strategies to enhance the validity of my study: (1) triangulation, (2) 

bracketing, (3) member checks, and (4) peer review (Groenewald, 2004; Patton, 2002; Rossman 

& Rallis, 2004; Tuffard & Newman, 2010; Welman & Kruger, 1999).  First, I used triangulation 

– or the use of diverse sources of data – to avoid brevity and to ensure data I collected was a true 

representation of my subjects’ experiences (Patton, 2002; Rossman & Rallis, 2004).  As 

previously indicated, I collected data by using individual interviews, a focus group, and 

reflective journaling.   

Next, while executing individual interviews and focus groups, I used four types of 

memos to bracket my experience and sufficiently analyze data: (1) observational notes, (2) 

theoretical notes, (4) methodological notes, and (4) field notes.  I utilized observational notes to 

describe phenomena and behaviors I observed during individual interviews and the focus group.  

My theoretical notes were used to make meaning of the participants’ respective experiences with 

reflexive praxis.  These memos were beneficial as I defined a theoretical framework built upon 

the themes that began to emerge from the data.  The content of my methodological notes 

consisted of constructive, consistent critiques of my methodological procedures and assisted with 

identifying ways to troubleshoot issues with my research design.  According to Patton (2002), 

field notes are inclusive of interpretation, and I used my field notes as summary memos to draft 

personal reflections at the close of the focus group and each interview.    
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I used open coding and axial coding to connect emerging themes from the data collected 

through reading and rereading the interview and focus group transcripts (Patton, 2002).  In 

categorizing the data, I utilized a constant comparative method by compiling relevant themes 

drawn from the literature (Patton, 2002).  Multiple reviews of interview and focus group 

transcripts allowed me to identify salient categories that informed the coding process.  My 

review of the literature informed the pattern analysis technique I used to construct a valid coding 

system (Patton, 2002).  Upon completion of the analysis, I reviewed the field notes again and 

performed member checks with interview and focus group participants to ensure validity.  

Participant validation, or member checks, involves the process of presenting the emergent 

themes to participants, who review and clarify preliminary research findings (Patton, 2003; 

Rossman & Rallis, 2004).  Within the context of this study, I conducted member checks through 

participants’ review of my final analysis, which was drawn from individual interviews, the focus 

groups, and reflective journals.  Finally, I implemented an external audit with an intellectual 

mentor as a concluding method of validity.  This individual sustained a substantial academic 

career as a faculty member, specializes in qualitative methods, and is familiar with hip-hop 

culture and Black issues.   

 
Role of the Researcher 

Qualitative research involves very intuitive data collection and analysis processes that 

can result in an intimate relationship between the investigator and the research topic (Rossman & 

Rallis, 2003; Tuffard & Newman, 2010).  In order for the researcher to fully capture the essence 

of someone else’s lived experience, one must move beyond personal assumptions and beliefs to 

really see the phenomenon for what it is, from the participant’s vantage point (Groenewald, 

2004; Tuffard & Newman, 2010).  In order to maintain the reliability of the research findings and 
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to protect the researcher from the adverse – and sometimes emotional – effects of the data 

interpretation process, investigators utilize bracketing to alleviate the integration of preconceived 

notions into the study.  Tuffard & Newman (2010) acknowledge that a lack of a concise and 

consistent definition of bracketing and its related procedures can make the task difficult to 

accomplish.  For the purposes of this study, I define bracketing as the delineation of “the internal 

suppositions of the researcher – including history, knowledge, culture, experience, value or 

academic reflections, such as orientation and theories – and external suppositions of aspects of 

the phenomenon under investigation, with both internal and external suppositions being 

bracketed concurrently” (Tuffard & Newman, 2010, p. 84).   

In chapter two, I was thorough in noting the external assumptions that have been 

previously published on the influences of mainstream hip-hop media and urban reality television.  

In this section, I negotiated my personal experiences and individualized presumptions of urban 

reality television in order to fully signify my role as a researcher.  The founding mothers of 

womanism, Black feminism, and intersectionality have been diligent in affirming that an overlap 

exists between our race, sexual orientation, gender, and socioeconomic status (Collins, 2000; 

Crenshaw, 1991; hooks, 1984).  The nature of our identities intersect and are inseparable, 

particularly in situations where we attempt to understand ourselves, our circumstances, our 

beliefs, and our values (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; hooks, 1984; Jones & McEwen, 2004; 

Love, 2009; McCall, 2005; Patterson, 2013).  I recognize the intersectionality of my own 

identities and understand the ethical responsibility I have in situating myself in my study.   

As a Black woman, I identify as womanist from the inner-city who is deeply entrenched 

in hip-hop culture.  I suppose that I am a member of the hip-hop generation, and while I am open 

to creativity, originality, and sovereign innovation, I maintain purist perspectives.  Though there 
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will be an approximate 10-year age gap between myself and my subjects, I suspect that racial 

and gendered commonalities will afford me a slight advantage in sustaining credibility with my 

participants.  Additionally, while I come from a working-class background, my educational level 

increased my cultural capital and enhanced my access to social and economic resources.  Though 

criterion for participant selection does not include socioeconomic status, the fact that each 

individual attends a selective, research-intensive institution affords each subject with a modicum 

of privilege, regardless of their economic background prior to enrollment.  Consequently, I do 

not expect latent differences in socioeconomic status to inhibit my ability to build rapport with 

each subject.  However, one potential barrier to participant selection involves regional 

differentiation.  I am from a major city in the Midwest, which may cause some participants to 

perceive me as an outsider. 

 In regards to the subject matter of my study, it is necessary to bracket my personal 

experiences with – and biases of – urban reality television in an effort to remain transparent and 

to further add to the credibility of my research.  My existential interest in urban reality television 

has always been based in informal, and now formal, inquiry.  In the past, I was an intermittent 

consumer of the Flavor of Love and Basketball Wives series.  Though I never quite earned “fan” 

status, I have viewed a few seasons of select television shows out of sheer curiosity.  I fell into 

the second season of Basketball Wives, simply because I watched television while on the 

treadmill and had worked my way through all of David Tutera’s wedding shows.  After watching 

the first two episodes of Basketball Wives, I was unclear as to why there was a following, partly 

because it was difficult for me to follow the plot or understand why the characters were involved 

in the show.  I didn’t recognize the names of any of the basketball players connected with the 

women featured in the show outside of Shaquille O’Neal, and it appeared to me that there was 



 
 

62 
 

only one legitimate wife on the show.  There also seemed to be a high degree of tension between 

at least two groupings of individuals, which didn’t appeal to me because I’ve never been tolerant 

of what I perceive to be illogical, blatant drama. 

 Still, I felt like I needed to see this show through, because the women looked like me and 

the behaviors were reminiscent of Flavor of Love, a show that I watched during my first stint in 

graduate school.  Honestly, I truly wished to understand the concept of Basketball Wives because 

I was bewildered by the fact that the majority of the women were not married, the show did not 

focus on many aspects of basketball, but more importantly, I wanted to understand what sort of 

conflict could have occurred that would lead to so much animosity between these women.  I was 

soon immersed by the storyline and eventually dragged a few of my friends and their parents into 

the mix.  I was most fascinated by Evelyn Lozada because I found her to be very beautiful, but 

someone who perpetually treated people with cruelty and disrespect.  I recognize that I was 

waiting to see if the show would eventually transition away from what I found to be superficial 

displays of affluence, race, and gender, and reveal stereotypes and exploitations as a societal 

lesson-learned. 

 I watched two seasons of Basketball Wives, but I decided that I could no longer support 

the series with the reveal of the fourth season.  I felt I had learned a very crucial lesson that was 

directly related to the initial reason for my patronage: the conflict and abusive behaviors 

prevalent in the show were not a result of misunderstandings gone wrong or deeply-rooted issues 

related to interpersonal discord.  As a woman who constantly uses a critical lens to make sense of 

the world around me, I felt the network’s quest for higher ratings seemed to create a machine 

where the interactions of women of color were scripted in a way that reinforced several racial 

and gendered stereotypes surrounding sex, appearance, language, and aggression.  In other 



 
 

63 
 

words, the women were fighting simply for the sake of fighting.  Their arguments and physical 

altercations seemed to be driven by the popularity of their behavior among audience members, 

rather than legitimate conflict between the cast members. 

 My interest in this topic was fueled by conversations I began having with undergraduate 

and graduate students on campus.  As an advisor, administrator, and supervisor of students, I 

started to notice a consistent trend while engaging in daily conversation with my students, 

particularly Black women.  At some point during our discussions, the state of an urban reality 

star’s current predicament was called into question.  For the most part, I would sit back, listen, 

and offer objective conjecture because I was no longer connected to the shows.  However, I 

noticed that the shows that seemed to cause the greatest angst and excitement were those 

subscribing to urban reality themes.  Still, I did not begin to take a substantial interest in 

exploring this topic until the issue of domestic violence was introduced to the dialogue.   

In August 2012, ex-NFL football player, Chad Johnson, head-butt his now ex-wife and 

Basketball Wives star, Evelyn Lozada (Hislop, 2012; Orfanides, 2012; Savali, 2012).  As 

someone who shares space on Facebook with my students, I grew concerned with the comments 

that this incident was garnering; comments that were noticeably increasing in popular newsfeed 

subject matter among my students.  The primary premise that surfaced in the digital dialogue 

involved what I believed to be victim-blaming.  Namely, several of my students – and for that 

matter, friends and colleagues – had determined that Evelyn’s prior behavior on Basketball 

Wives justified Chad’s act of assault (Hislop, 2012; Savali, 2012).  In some circumstances, I 

noted that members of my Black community elected to defend or applaud Chad’s decision 

because they found the culmination of Evelyn’s conduct to be deplorable (Hislop, 2012; Savali, 

2012).  Initially, I was disappointed in these reactions, but I soon began to wonder if consumers 
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of urban reality shows recognized that the shows were exhibitions of reality as a performance.  

More specifically, it appeared that people found difficulty in separating the cast member’s 

characteristics from the essence of that person’s true reality (Palmer-Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009; 

Reid, 2013).  As I continued to try and make meaning of this dialogue on perception, reality, 

domestic violence, and urban reality television, I grew increasingly inquisitive about my 

student’s perspectives about urban reality television and how they were coming to terms with the 

themes that were becoming increasingly prominent in the shows.  I also became interested in 

how this influenced their personal development and may influence their academic achievement 

and identity development.  More importantly, as a scholar who is invested in increasing 

completion rates among Black women, I am interested in exploring how these confluences of 

these phenomena contribute to their overall standing within higher education.                               

     
Limitations 

 This study focuses on the experiences of traditional-aged Black college women enrolled 

in predominately White, 4-year institutions.  The population observed in this project was very 

specific and narrow in scope.  Though institutional diversity may produce different results 

among this particular population, examining the influence of urban reality television among (a) 

women from different racial backgrounds, (b) women enrolled in a Minority Serving Institution, 

or (c) women encompassing a diverse age range would generate more robust findings.  

Currently, the results from this study lack comparative analysis, because this was not the focus of 

my research, nor is this the overall goal of qualitative research.       
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

STUDENT PROFILES 

 
In this chapter I provide profiles of the Black college women, and the meanings they 

formed of Black womanhood and urban reality television in relation to their undergraduate 

experience who participated in this study.  After contacting students from Private University, 

Public University, and City University, 12 Black college women agreed to participate in my 

study.  Ten of the students were enrolled at Private University and two were enrolled at Public 

University.  Unfortunately, I was unable to recruit participants from City University, a public 

mid-sized institution located in an urban area on the East Coast.   

Public University is a large, comprehensive research institution on the East Coast.  It is a 

moderately selective public school in an urban setting.  Public University serves almost 38,000 

students, with seven domestic and international campuses and sites.  Public University is a 

predominantly White institution where Black students comprise 13% of the student population.  

Public University also hosts a long listing of notable alumni and is an established institution 

within the community.  Private University is a mid-sized, research intensive institution on the 

East Coast.  It is a highly selective private school that is also in an urban setting.  With 

enrollment rates falling just short of 26,000 students, Private University touts an acceptance rate 

of 9%.  A predominantly White campus, Black students make up a little more than 10% of the 

student population.  Private University is known for its resources, traditions, and competitive 

environment.   

The following chapter briefly explores the background of each participant.  During the 

initial phases of the data collection process, I asked each student to share information about their 

status in college (including major, GPA, financial aid, and extracurricular activities), hometown, 
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Table 2: Participant-University Distribution 

 

Public University 
 
Acceptance Rate: 61.7% 
Number of Students: 38,000  
 
Desarae 
Kim 

Private University 
 
Acceptance Rate: 9% 
Number of Students: 26,000 

Allison 
Brittani 
Jazmine 
Leah 
Shaykhia 

Anastasia 
Georgie 
I’mani 
Olivia 
Victoria 

 
family structure, and racial/ethnic identity.  I also asked each participant to share examples of 

urban reality television shows they watched, and cast members of interest.  Finally, I began each 

individual interview with a prompt, providing each student with an in-depth understanding of 

what consent meant as an active participant in my research project.  Near the end of this prompt, 

I asked each woman to determine if they would like to use a pseudonym or their real name.  Each 

student opted to use their given names in the study.  The student profiles listed in this chapter 

provide insight into the information that each woman shared about her background.  For a brief 

overview of each student, which can be found in Table 3 in Chapter Five.     

 

Allison 

 
Allison was a sophomore from a community bordering of Washington, D.C. who was 

studying Nursing Science at Private University.  She stated that she enjoyed her family 

experience and valued the fact that she was raised in a two-parent household.  She had two older 

brothers and while she was familiar with the extended family on her father's side, she felt closer 

to her mother's side of the family because it was close-knit.  She described her father as quiet 

with several complicated layers.  He could be perceived as a grouch, but once he grew more 

familiar with people, they would recognize him as a humorous, outspoken man.  Allison’s 

mother was open, which made it easy to communicate with her.  Allison stated that her mother 
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was non-judgmental, outspoken, and confident.  The youngest of nine, her mother grew up with 

several strong women.  She described her mother as the “glue that holds everything together.”   

Her father drove for a printing company and her mother worked for the state department.  

Allison indicated that her family was middle-class because they were regular people.  

Additionally, Allison identified as middle-class because she needed to be mindful of how money 

was spent.  She worked during college to offset everyday expenses in an effort to relieve her 

parents of some financial burden.   

Allison identified as African American and Black, using the terms interchangeably, as 

she felt they possessed the same meaning.  She began observing racial differences in middle 

school – her school enrolled a diverse student population – but she never felt different.  While 

attending middle school, Allison did not recall encountering racially-motivated bias incidents.  

Still, she recognized that middle school was a pivotal time for her as she began to develop her 

racial identity.   

While Allison was not particularly active in extracurricular activities in college, she was 

especially successful in her studies.  Allison earned a GPA above 3.75, however her transition 

into college was rather challenging.  Though she was talented and skilled in nursing, she often 

felt isolated.  Peers outside of her friend group were not very welcoming and she talked about 

how the institution was not prepared to adequately support students of color:   

I also was not used to being one of few African American females in my classes.  Where 
I grew up in Maryland was a predominantly African American area.  As a result, [the] 
majority of my classmates in high school were African American.  Coming to college and 
being in classes with mostly White people was different and at times, made me feel out of 
place.  Although I have adjusted, at times I still do feel out of place in my classes. 
    
She also said she struggled with feelings of homesickness in college, primarily because 

she had never lived far from home and Private University did not feel welcoming to her.  Her 
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intelligence was often questioned by her White peers and she was often the only woman of color 

in several aspects of her academic program, including the classroom and faculty ranks.  Allison 

longed for home, where she felt safe and free to be herself.  She also had to make sense of living 

in an urban environment after being raised in a suburb.  Unfortunately, Allison was unable to tap 

into many of the networks and resources that could have supported her through her transition 

because her academic and clinical schedules were rigorous.  She was therefore not involved in 

identity-affirming extracurricular activities available to Black women on campus, including the 

Black Cultural Center; Black student organizations, such as the Black women’s student group, or 

living in the predominantly Black residence hall.       

Allison watched Atlanta Exes, Basketball Wives, Basketball Wives: LA, Hollywood Exes, 

Love & Hip Hop (LAHH), Love & Hip Hop: Atlanta (LAHHATL), Love & Hip Hop: Hollywood 

(LAHHH), Real Housewives of Atlanta (RHOA), R&B Divas, R&B Divas: Atlanta, and R&B 

Dives: LA.  Allison began watching urban reality television in the ninth grade because she liked 

the idea of seeing people that looked like her on TV.  She was interested in observing their 

behavior and how it differed depending upon the theme of the show.  For example, she noticed 

that there were attitudinal differences among the characters based upon the theme/title of the 

show.  While the cast members may have looked like her, they managed situations differently, as 

well.  What was perplexing to Allison was how some of the women cast members used physical 

violence as an option for conflict management.   

Allison enjoyed watching Kandi Burruss of RHOA for her realistic perspectives and 

Omarion and Apryl of LAHHH because she valued the cozy, loving family dynamic they 

displayed.  Still, Allison did not necessarily identify with any of the characters.  When asked 

how she might be portrayed if she were on a reality show, Allison stated that she would be 
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perceived as cold-hearted or mean because that was often how others viewed her before getting 

to know her.  Allison attributed this to the fact that she was shy and reserved.  In this way, 

Allison felt that her audience would not have full access to her story, as several integral parts of 

her life would be missing from what was displayed on the screen.  Allison felt that the producers 

would most likely manipulate situations, omit positive happenings, and focus on negative issues 

for ratings. 

 
Anastasia 

 
Anastasia was a senior attending Private University, pursuing an Economics degree with 

a concentration in Strategic Management.  Anastasia successfully attained a GPA over 3.0 and 

held a number of leadership positions in dance, mentoring, and ambassador initiatives.  

Additionally, she volunteered in local schools where she participated in several community 

service projects focused on supporting youth.   

Anastasia was from a city west of Norfolk, VA, but she also spent a significant part of 

her life in North Carolina.  Anastasia, the oldest of three children was raised by her maternal 

grandmother.  Her grandmother preferred to be called “Nana” she felt she was too young to be 

called Grandma.  Anastasia described her mother’s side of the family as tight-knit and young.  

Nana was 52, her mother 36, and Anastasia 22.  She described both women as incredibly strong, 

funny, self-righteous, and resilient.   

Anastasia believed that her family circumstances weren’t ideal.  Her mother was 

molested at a young age, which resulted in Anastasia's birth.  Her mother graduated from high 

school and recently returned to school to attain a higher education.  Anastasia observed – and 

survived – several acts of violence and assault in her home.  Anastasia said these incidents 

played a major role in shaping who she became as a woman because they made her more aware 
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of how the world works.  She was proud of her family’s ability to withstand their past hurts, 

move forward in life, and successfully work towards achieving their goals.  In the end, she was 

able to rely on her mother and Nana for emotional support, and felt safe talking to them about 

anything.    

Anastasia identified as Black or African American, and had done so her entire life.  

Anastasia grew to understand Black and African American as interchangeable terms.  She 

became aware of what it means to be Black in America around middle school.  For example, 

Anastasia participated in summer programs and was often the only Black person, which she said 

enriched her understanding of Blackness.   

Upon entering college, she indicated that there were salient differences between her life 

at home and her life at school.  Due to her student status, Anastasia felt she had more financial 

and personal stability.  She did not worry about finances as much, she had access to adequate 

nutrition, and she lived in a stable environment.  She recognized that many of her peers were 

affluent, which was “abnormal” for her, but she felt that she was able to adjust rather quickly to 

her social environment.  Anastasia appreciated that her transition to college increased her 

exposure to different types of people.  Still, the majority of her social interactions involved Black 

students because of repeated negative interactions with her White peers.  Anastasia preferred to 

only interact with White students in academic settings because “several boundaries had been 

crossed [with] racial slurs, ignorant comments, [or] classist comments.” 

Anastasia watched a variety of shows including Flavor of Love, Real Chance of Love, I 

Love New York, For the Love of Ray J, Brandy and Ray J: A Family Business, Keyshia Cole: The 

Way It Is, Tiny & Toya, T.I. & Tiny: The Family Hustle, Braxton Family Values, Atlanta Exes, 

Basketball Wives, Basketball Wives: LA, Hollywood Exes, LAHH, LAHHH, LAHHATL, RHOA, 
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Chrissy and Mr. Jones, and La La’s Full Court Life.  Anastasia began watching urban reality 

shows in response to a lack of Black entertainment on television.  She felt that many of the Black 

sitcoms that she frequently watched (All of Us, One on One, etc.) were being canceled, but she 

was still compelled to watch shows that featured people who looked like her.  She therefore 

turned to urban reality television.  Anastasia recalled watching urban reality television as early as 

middle school.  From the list above, it is clear that Anastasia was an avid consumer.  She enjoyed 

gaining an insider’s perspective on celebrities’ personal lives; she noted “it made me feel like I 

was there with them…these real things [happen] in their lives.”   

Anastasia was particularly drawn to individuals who were real, or presented as their 

authentic selves.  She looked to individuals who were slightly rough around the edges, who 

seemingly responded to conflict and life circumstances genuinely.  Anastasia identified with 

those who lacked polish because she also experienced difficult challenges throughout her life; 

she appreciated that they would respond true to the moment, as she also communicated her 

feelings in truthful ways.  For instance, Anastasia often heard from her peers that she was 

intimidating and aggressive.  From her perspective, she was just responding to their attitudes by 

matching their energy or using an assertive tone and words.   

Women like R&B singer/reality star Keyshia Cole represented survival and successfully 

pushing through some very complicated and serious struggles.  For women who felt wronged or 

hurt and actively demonstrated their pain by way of violence, arguing, or yelling/screaming, 

Anastasia was able to look past their delivery and focus on the reasons why situations escalated.  

When asked how she might be portrayed if she were on a reality show, Anastasia said that she 

would be viewed as the “loud, angry Black woman” with “anger management issues.”  She 

indicated that she would be triggered by cast mates who were disrespectful, or dismissive of 
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others’ life circumstances.  While she believed she wouldn’t be involved in conflict on a daily 

basis, Anastasia indicated that she was prone to address problems as they occurred; she felt these 

cases would be the locus of her narrative if she were an urban reality cast member.        

 
Brittani 

 
Brittani was a non-declared sophomore attending Private University.  She was not 

involved on or off campus and had earned over a 2.5 GPA.  Originally from Philadelphia, 

Brittani was the second oldest of five girls.  Brittani’s mother and father were married and 

remained together for a brief period after Brittani’s birth, but the two divorced soon afterward.  

Both parents were integral to Brittani’s life and while she lived with her mother, she often visited 

with her father on weekends.  Brittani described her family as close-knit with “a lot of 

personality.”  She was the oldest of three for her mother; her father also had three other children.  

Both parents came from working-class backgrounds and emphasized education as a priority, 

understanding the opportunities that schooling could afford their children.  Her father attended 

Private University, but stopped out.  Her mother, however, went to college after she had her 

children and attained her bachelor’s and master’s degrees.  While her father challenged Brittani 

to think before she acted, her mother was more short fused and wished for Brittani to stand up 

for herself, especially during moments of conflict.   

At a young age, Brittani was able to observe how one’s environment impacts how an 

individual is socialized, first-hand.  Brittani identified as Black or African American, and chose 

to use the words interchangeably.  However, her oldest sister resulted from her father’s union 

with a White woman during his years at Private University.  Her half-sister grew up as a biracial 

woman living in a predominantly White suburb.  Her father’s younger daughter, Brittani’s 

second youngest sister, grew up in a similar environment.  She was home schooled and lived a 
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rather sheltered life.  Brittani recognized the differences between their households and 

neighborhoods, in that she lived in a predominantly Black environment while her sisters lived in 

predominantly White neighborhoods.  She also observed distinctions in socioeconomic status 

between her circumstances and her sisters’.  These contrasts played a major role in her 

understanding of how her sisters could use Whiteness to their advantage, even though they were 

Black.   

Brittani felt that her mother’s side of the family was slightly closer than her father’s side.  

Her mother was in the process of completing her doctorate when she died in 2013.  Then a senior 

in high school, Brittani lost her mother during some of the most formative years of her life.  

Although she was able to connect with her family after the untimely loss of her mother, being 

slightly far from her father’s family made adjusting that much more difficult.  She was 

challenged to make sense of both what it mean to be a Black woman and her undergraduate 

experience without her mother.  Brittani described her mother as resilient, strong, tough, 

approachable, and loving.   

Brittani completed her secondary education at a boarding school.  It was a positive 

experience where she grew rather close with her friends.  She felt that she graduated with “54 

more brothers and sisters” who shared similar experiences and were predominantly Black.  

Between her family and secondary school influences, Brittani grew proud of herself, her cultural 

background, and what she had overcome.  For Brittani, being a Black woman represented 

strength, pride, intelligence, and resilience. 

Brittani watched Basketball Wives, Basketball Wives: LA, LAHH, LAHHATL, LAHHH, 

RHOA, T.I. & Tiny: The Family Hustle, Tiny & Toya, and Tiny & Shekinah’s Weave Trip.  

Brittani and her friends began to watch reality television as a social activity in boarding school.  
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It was a special treat for the youth because they were not allowed to watch the shows, but would 

access programs such as the Bad Girls Club.  She enjoyed urban reality television for 

entertainment purposes, but she also reveled in the access to celebrities’ lives and people living 

under the spotlight.  She pointed to RHOA, a show she began to watch with her mother.  She was 

interested in this show because she viewed the cast members as high society and wanted to see 

how they lived.  Simultaneously, they felt relatable; she acknowledged “they had money, they 

had riches, they had diamonds…nice clothes, but at the same time, they still act like me.”   

She connected with Phaedra Parks of RHOA, because Phaedra pursued a terminal degree, 

was a mother, and while her marriage did not end well, it appeared that she married for love 

rather than social status or money.  Brittani appreciated Phaedra’s work ethic and ability to 

balance her family responsibilities with her career pursuits.  For more controversial and 

aggressive characters like Jocelyn Hernandez of LAHHATL, Brittani felt she could understand 

their life circumstances and that if she were placed in similar situations, she would respond 

likewise.  Still, Brittani didn’t completely identify with any one character.  When asked how she 

might be portrayed if she was a reality show character, Brittani indicated that she would be quiet, 

nice to others, but wouldn’t allow other cast members to disrespect her.  She stated that she was 

aware of how television may portray reality show stars, so she would be cognizant of her 

delivery to avoid being viewed as outrageous.     

 

Desarae 
 

A senior pursuing a degree at Public University, Desarae majored in Public Health and 

successfully attained a GPA over 3.0.  She claimed she was not as involved in Public 

University's community, but she did serve as a peer educator for the institution’s resource center 

and also tutored local youth.  Desarae indicated that she was from, a community 30 minutes 
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south of Cherry Hill, NJ.  Desarae indicated that her family was close.  She grew up in a two-

parent household with her mother, father, and younger brother.  Desarae stated that she felt a 

closer connection with her immediate family than with her extended family.  They spent a lot of 

time together and engaged in activities as a family.  Desarae stated that her family was funny and 

goal-oriented.  Education was a top priority, to the extent that they moved to a predominantly 

White suburb in order to enroll the children in a high-performing public school. 

Her mother was enrolled in college at the same time as Desarae, and her brother was 

gearing up to enroll in college at the start of the Fall 2015 semester.  Desarae described the 

women in her family as independent, motivated, and accomplished.  Though her father owned a 

successful business, her mother pursued independent ventures while raising a family.  Her 

mother was biracial, identifying as Black and Ukrainian.  As a result, Desarae mettled through 

the complexity of race and family, where her cousins appeared White with blue eyes and blonde 

hair.  Growing up with brown skin, she recognized physical differences in her family’s 

phenotypes, but didn't necessarily attribute these characteristics to racial differentiation.   

Because of her cultural background, Desarae alternated between identifying as African 

American, Black, and biracial.  She didn’t consider her mother biracial for quite some time, 

stating that her “perception was always off…it wasn't until about three, four years ago that I 

really started to say, ‘Okay, I am Black.’”  Desarae began to emphasize her identification with 

Blackness because she began fielding questions in college from other Black students about her 

ethnic background: “It was never, ‘Okay, you’re Black,’ it’s always, ‘What are you?  What are 

you mixed with?  Where are you from?’ [I] really began to identify that I am Black.”  She didn’t 

feel different than other people in the Black community until college because she had never been 

questioned about her authenticity, ethnic background, or nationality prior to college.  She 
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attributed some of this to the fact that her previous school environments had all been 

predominantly White.  Desarae estimated that her peers’ lack of exposure to other cultures may 

not have prompted questions, because they may have assumed that the Black community was 

monolithic.      

Desarae described herself as shy, which she pointed to as one of the reasons why she did 

not immerse herself in the campus community.  Rather, she focused on developing intentional, 

genuine connections with a few people that she could trust and get to know on a deeper level.  

She said that the people she surrounded herself with at Public University were instrumental in 

helping to formulate her worldview and that she learned a lot about herself through her 

interactions with them.  At times, she wished she had worked to be more outgoing so that she 

could have developed relationships with more people, but she was also satisfied with her campus 

experience.  In sharing more about her academic history, Desarae indicated that she was an 

honors student in high school that took advanced courses and graduated at the top of her class.  

Unfortunately upon entry to college, she felt that her prior experiences had not adequately 

prepared her for tackling a college education.  Desarae found herself struggling with subjects that 

she previously thought she had mastered.  Desarae felt that she did not find her stride until the 

spring semester of her sophomore year, where she identified a subject of interest that she could 

successfully matriculate through and was attractive to her.   

Desarae watched Flavor of Love, Hollywood Exes, Basketball Wives, Basketball Wives: 

LA, LAHH, LAHHATL, LAHHH, RHOA, T.I. and Tiny: The Family Hustle, Tiny & Shekinah’s 

Weave Trip, Bye Felicia!, and K. Michelle: My Life.  Desarae began watching urban reality 

television at a young age.  She was changing the channels when she stumbled across the Flavor 

of Love.  Since that time, she remained tuned-in for its entertainment value, but would only 
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watch shows with which she was familiar.  Desarae used urban reality as a mechanism for 

escaping her daily responsibilities; saying “When you’re studying all day and doing all these 

things, it’s a nice way to just get a good laugh in.”  What resonated with Desarae the most in 

urban reality TV were the behaviors she observed among the women cast members.  She couldn't 

understand why they would resort to violence, but was fascinated enough to continue to consume 

these displays.  Desarae was most familiar with individuals starring in the LAHH franchise and 

the Basketball Wives series.  She was drawn to these cast members because many of them were 

in the music industry.   

She enjoyed getting an insider’s perspective on people who were hoping to rekindle a 

career in music.  Because they weren’t active in the industry, Desarae was curious to know more 

about how they were spending their time.  She was drawn to characters that were more reserved, 

like Jennifer Williams of Basketball Wives or Apryl Jones of LAHH.  She also liked Chrissy 

Lampkin of LAHH who was well-known for violence, though Desarae did not perceive Chrissy’s 

behavior as too hype.  When asked how she might be portrayed if she were on a reality show, 

Desarae said, “I could say I probably would be closest to Apryl because she was the most calm, 

she didn't really do much.  That would be me.  If I was ever on a show, I would be very boring.”  

She couldn’t identify with any cast members, and because many women in these shows garnered 

ratings through their involvement in their respective industries and the social scene, Desarae felt 

her personality would sharply contrast the behaviors traditionally observed on urban reality TV.   

 
Georgie 

 
Originally from Philadelphia, Georgie was a sophomore pursuing a degree in Nursing 

Science at Private University, where she earned a GPA above 2.0.  Georgie came from a very 

close family.  She indicated that she was closer to her mother’s side of the family because they 
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lived close to her home.  She had three siblings through her mother and five siblings by way of 

her father.  In this regard, she was closer to her mother’s children.  Georgie’s experience was 

slightly different than her peers because her parents were older than her peers’ parents.  Though 

she was nineteen, Georgie’s mother was 62, her father was deceased but had he lived, would 

have been 70.   

Georgie was the youngest among her siblings.  Because of the difference in her parents’ 

age, some of her brothers and sisters were slightly younger than her mother; her nieces and 

nephews were slightly younger than Georgie.  Her mother’s oldest son, age 45, lived in a group 

home due to his diagnosis with severe autism.  Her second oldest sibling, a sister, was 37 and 

despite their age gap, Georgie expressed that she appreciated their sisterly bond: “It was just like 

having a fun, older like, mentor…So I guess she is.  She acts like a sibling…she’s a mentor in a 

way…like I can follow her example…she went to school.”  Georgie described her mother as 

eccentric.  Her mother grew up a Jehovah’s Witness and became more acclimated to expressing 

herself after she left the religion.  Georgie also inferred that her mother was rambunctious and 

did not censor her thoughts. 

Her family came from a working class background, and Georgie was appreciative of her 

beginnings.  She enjoyed her neighborhood and valued the closeness of her family; Georgie 

connected these two experiences with her socioeconomic status.  Her mother was a teacher’s 

assistant, but then went unemployed for an extended amount of time due to a disability.  The 

family lived on social security income, as well as her father's social security after his death.  

Georgie fondly recalled her childhood, and described the children that lived in her neighborhood 

as a tight-knit group and that like an extension of her family.  The neighbors came together to 

host block events, sponsor trips, hold neighborhood clean-up activities, and hand out free 
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lunches.  Eventually, the children grew older and the dynamics on the block changed.  Georgie 

felt that the community atmosphere had declined since her youth. 

Georgie completed her schooling in a boarding school that was 98% African American.  

Georgie’s school instilled in her the importance of image, behaving like a young lady, and being 

mindful of what being Black means; she said, “You all need to realize that you are African 

Americans…it was kind of always in our minds…since we had role models…I know how like, 

being a confident African American woman is supposed to look.”  Georgie considered the terms, 

Black and African American, interchangeable.  For Georgie, the words involved the idea of 

being fabulous and fierce; she envisioned imagery of Beyoncé, Solange, and Michelle Obama: 

“You gotta be…classy, but know how to like--but still have fun. [It’s] just…a sense of 

confidence and presence.”          

Georgie experienced some degree of culture shock after enrolling at Private University.  

While she was originally from an urban center, the people she was exposed to in school were 

quite different from those at home.  Georgie said that she felt sheltered once she was on her own, 

because she had never been around so many people that were so different from her.  What made 

the transition easier was the fact that a core group of her friends from high school were also 

admitted to Private University.  She leaned on her circle of friends for comfort and support while 

becoming more acclimated to the institution.  Georgie indicated that she had yet to find her way 

in college, though she was able to make new friends within her first two years of college.  She 

was not actively involved in student activities, but she was interested in participating in 

extracurriculars.  While she identified an after school mentoring program that she could 

volunteer with, her schedule would not allow her to actively serve as a mentor. 
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Georgie watched Flavor of Love, I Love New York, Real Chance of Love, T.I. & Tiny: 

The Family Hustle, Run’s House, Basketball Wives, Basketball Wives: LA, LAHH, LAHHATL, 

LAHHH, and RHOA.  She began watching reality television as a middle schooler in boarding 

school.  She and her friends turned to the shows as a source of entertainment and a space for 

socializing.  Georgie found urban reality television interesting because of the drama displayed by 

cast members.  She relished that she could partake in drama that wasn't her own.  Georgie also 

felt like she could relate to some of the situations that occurred on the shows, including conflicts 

with other women.  Infidelity stood out to Georgie, particularly because some of her friends were 

wrestling with that issue.  She pointed to some of the responses she had observed among the 

women cast members, stating that she may have gotten upset or argued if she found herself in 

similar circumstances.   

Though she was drawn to Soldier Boy and Rashida Ali of the LAHH series, Georgie 

identified with Hazel E. of LAHHH.  She felt that Hazel E. was sensitive and while it appeared 

that Hazel E. was not an antagonist, she was involved with people that mistreated her.  From 

Georgie's perspective, Hazel E. was a supportive friend, but she often went unsupported by her 

friends.  Georgie empathized with her because Hazel E. was also involved with someone who 

did not respect her feelings and eventually left her in a negative, emotional state.  Georgie said 

she could understand what that may have felt like after supporting friends who had gone through 

similar circumstances.  When asked how she might be portrayed if she were on a reality show, 

Georgie stated there was a possibility that she would be perceived as rowdy, confrontational, or 

argumentative - though she was typically reserved - because she understood that she could be 

placed in situations where other cast members might provoke her: “Sometime, they…show you 
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in like, your worst moments…they show you in the height of like, the drama…They never going 

to show you on a regular day just relaxing and hanging out because, like that’s not interesting.” 

 
I’mani 

 
A sophomore at Private University, I’mani majored in Biological Basis of Behavior.  

I’mani was originally from a suburb in Illinois, located just north of Chicago.  I’mani’s parents 

had I’mani and her younger sister, then divorced when she was five-years-old.  I’mani and her 

sister lived with their mother and when she was about nine years old, her younger brother was 

born.  The dynamics between I’mani’s family and her sister were strained for a time.  Her sister 

felt mistreated by her father and often acted out as an expression of her frustration.  I’mani felt 

like she acted as an older sister and buffered her sister from their parents when she was not 

making responsible decisions.  As the pair grew older, they grew closer.  I’mani never addressed 

her father’s treatment of her sister with him because he had “weird anger problems.”  I’mani 

explained that her father was considered the black sheep of his family; militant, smart, and 

athletic.  She described him as a man who seemed unmotivated to complete his goals, and she 

didn’t speak with him often.  He lived in Chicago, but did not put forth an effort to be active or 

present at integral points in her life, including prom, graduation, and leaving for college.  

Though I’mani’s father was rather inconsistent, her mother was a constant in I’mani’s 

life.  They grew close; I’mani relied on her mother as a confidante.  I’mani described her as 

smart, talented, and reserved unless provoked.  Her mother’s family lived in Chicago, but 

I’mani’s extended family didn’t visit her often.  Her mother made an effort to visit them, but she 

began to notice that her attempts to connect went unreciprocated.  Visiting with family began to 

feel like a frustrating process because her family could not live up to her mother’s expectations 

for demonstrating care and concern. 



 
 

82 
 

I’mani stated that her family’s socioeconomic background was lower-middle class.  

While I’mani was motivated to change her financial situation, she appreciated the perspective 

she developed as a woman growing up in a lower-middle class environment.  She related 

privilege to the accessibility of material goods, including name brand clothing.  I’mani 

recognized that brands were important to her, because they symbolized status: “I can get this 

type of thing and…I am like, privileged to have it because some people’d just be happy to have, 

like more boots and I’m just like, ‘No, they have to be Uggs’.”   

In regards to Black womanhood, I’mani identified as both Black and African American; 

she used these terms interchangeably.  She felt that Black womanhood represented oppression, a 

lack of credibility, and a lack of voice.  When she was in high school, she worried about being 

affiliated with other Black girls because she recognized that the majority of groups associated 

Black girls with negative stereotypes.  I’mani’s struggles with stereotype threat were two-fold: 

(1) she didn’t view herself as a person that carried herself similarly to the Black girls around her 

and (2) she was concerned that others would be unable to detach their biases when interacting 

with her.  I’mani saw herself as intelligent and goal-oriented, and often encountered White 

people who were surprised by these attributes.  Similarly, she interacted with other Black women 

who did not share a similar socioeconomic background, and disregarded her because of her 

upbringing.  I’mani indicated that class was a particular challenge at Private University because 

Black students with higher socioeconomic status rarely intermingled with individuals of lower 

status, regardless of race.  I’mani shared stories of differential treatment by other Black students 

with higher socioeconomic status.  Her interactions with upper-class Black students elaborated 

for her how the intersections of race, class (and gender) can shape how minorities view their 

standing in the world.  In talking about a situation where she was snubbed by a woman on 
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campus, she elaborated that these viewpoints may influence the ways upper-class people of color 

interact with othered groups, such as people of color of low socioeconomic status.     

She was involved on campus, holding several leadership positions within one of the 

student-led advisory boards out of the Development Office.  She was also active in the 

surrounding community where she volunteered with Big Brothers, Big Sisters.  While she was 

active in the Private University community and engaged a number of people, I’mani was highly 

selective in choosing companions.  This was a trait that followed her to college from high school, 

where it took her almost four years to establish close friendships.  She found it challenging to 

solidify her friend group, because she took friendship seriously and held high standards for 

people she allowed into her circle.  It was difficult for I’mani to make sense of the cultural 

dissonance she encountered in her new environment.  While she was able to make friends with 

people from diverse backgrounds, she found that the majority of her friends at Private University 

were Black.  Imani indicated that she did not intentionally seek out Black friends, and actively 

worked to avoid a group of popular Black college students because she did not enjoy their 

company.       

I’mani earned above a 2.5 GPA, and successfully matriculated through her courses with 

an emphasis on improving her grades.  While participating in this study, she was also working to 

find her niche on campus.  When discussing comfort level at Private University, I’mani stated:  

Although I am [in] many different groups on campus, I do not feel 100% comfortable in 
any of those groups.  I still feel like an oddball or separated from the group.  This does 
not alarm me though, because I felt this way in high school…I can never put my all into 
everything to make it ‘my place’ or ‘my thing’ on campus.  I still do not think I have 
found my way, because I am still trying to find people I feel completely comfortable with 
and I am still trying to find academics that I feel I can excel in and say this is my skill and 
what I am supposed to be doing. 
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I’mani watched Basketball Wives: LA, LAHH, LAHHATL, RHOA, R&B Divas, R&B 

Divas: Atlanta, R&B Divas: LA, Sisterhood of Hip Hop, Real Hair: LA, Flavor of Love, Toya & 

Tiny, T.I. & Tiny: The Family Hustle, Keyshia Cole: The Way It Is, and Brandy and Ray J: A 

Family Business.  She began watching these shows while bonding with her mother.  Some of the 

shows were only watched by I’mani if she could join her mother in viewing them.  She continued 

watching reality TV as a young adult for entertainment purposes.  I’mani found the behavior of 

urban reality stars ridiculous, but she also found value in the ways the shows aired stories about 

cast members’ families and philanthropies.  When asked how she might be portrayed if she were 

a reality show character, I’mani indicated that she would be depicted as “boring but like, a 

ticking time bomb…who [holds] in a lot and like, lets it build…and it just tumbles.”  She 

inferred that the producers would place her in a situation where she would have to address 

confrontations and conflict because she would otherwise lack entertainment value.    

I’mani was drawn to the Joe Budden and Teairra Marí story on LAHH, and felt she could 

relate to Teairra because she was devoted to Joe, though he did not place much weight in their 

relationship.  I’mani felt that Teairra demonstrated loyalty to a person who was unable to do the 

same, and she could relate to that because she had several friends who behaved in the same 

manner.  I’mani stopped interacting with some of her friends from high school because they did 

not reciprocate the affection and care that I’mani expressed towards them.   

 
Jazmine 

 
Jazmine was a freshman at Private University, where she expected to declare a major in 

Biology on a Pre-Med track.  She was a member of Private University’s Cheerleading Team, and 

was especially involved in the community surrounding her institution.  She was an active church 

member, founded a mime ministry, and volunteered at the local children’s hospital.  During her 
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first semester as a college student, Jazmine experienced some academic and social challenges 

related to her transition.  She earned above a 2.5 GPA during her first semester. 

Jazmine was originally from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and indicated that she shared a very 

close relationship with her mother.  She was raised by a single mother and felt as though they 

could have almost been best friends.  While she was close with her mother and believed she 

could tell her everything, Jazmine’s mother was still careful to maintain appropriate boundaries 

with Jazmine: “I live in a household where it’s like, you can express how you feel, but in a 

respectful way…I feel safe talking to my mom, like there’s nothing that I would keep from her or 

hide from her.”  She was also close with her maternal grandmother, and depicted her extended 

family as loving, caring, and supportive; saying, “I love them to death.”   

Jazmine indicated that her grandmother was wise, funny, sweet, and affectionate.  She 

could rely on her grandmother to give her perspective and advice that was balanced and helpful.  

While she had two younger siblings by way of her father and was close with her brother, there 

wasn't much interaction between Jazmine and her father, who had recently had another daughter.   

Her mother and father were married for a brief time, but soon divorced due to his 

infidelity.  Jazmine had always known her father as a person who was in and out of her life: “My 

dad’s very consistent with being inconsistent.”  He would often exclude Jazmine from 

momentous events, such as his second wedding or the birth of her younger sister.  Jazmine 

indicated that she was included as an afterthought, evidence that she was not a priority to him.  

She believed that his behavior was connected to the fact that his father was absent, however, 

Jazmine felt that this should have motivated her father to be a better parent.   

Jazmine’s mother was also raised by a single mother because her grandfather had enlisted 

in the service.  While Jazmine’s grandmother was pregnant, her then-fiancé was shipped off, 
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only to return combatting mental illness.  Jazmine stated that her mother had daddy issues, 

though they both agreed that Jazmine’s were more severe.  She described her mother as “giving, 

loving, stern yet sweet, hilarious, and real.”  She admired her mother’s tenacity and willingness 

to protect others, even if they were strangers.  Jazmine recognized and appreciated the way her 

mother gave of herself, particularly because they lived a middle-class lifestyle.  Even though 

they weren’t wealthy, her mother demonstrated generosity towards those around her.  In this 

way, Jazmine learned to balance a strong work ethic with showing care and concern for others. 

 She also developed her understanding of Blackness and identity from her grandmother 

and mother.  Jazmine often recalled words like power, strong, and beautiful when prompted to 

describe Black womanhood.  She turned to recollections of her mother and grandmother as a 

basis for her definition of Black womanhood.  They were two of the most prominent figures in 

her life, and they actively assisted Jazmine in making sense of Blackness in different ways.  For 

example, because Jazmine’s eyes were bright green, she drew criticism from her Black peers.  

Her grandmother and mother emphasized that Black women are unique because they are born 

with different hues, shapes, hair textures, and eye color: “Granny’s like…‘you’re not mixed 

Jazmine, you’re Black.  Don’t let people say…you must be mixed.  No, you’re Black.  Black 

people can have gorgeous eyes.  What is gorgeous anyway?  Who’s to say that someone with 

brown eyes doesn't have gorgeous eyes?’”   

Jazmine shared that there was a time when she was not comfortable identifying as a 

Black girl, which was interesting to her because she attended predominantly Black schools as a 

youth.  Still, Jazmine's exposure to Blackness was robust and multi-faceted.  She was able to 

formulate her understanding of race and gender from a variety of sources, including her family 

and pre-college courses in Africana studies at City University.  As Jazmine grew older, she used 
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negative encounters in school and the media to confirm what her mother told her in regards to 

the ways microagressions and overt racism manifest in the lives of people of color.  Eventually, 

Jazmine accepted her mother’s influence and began to internalize the idea of possessing a strong 

self-image and self-worth.     

Jazmine watched Atlanta Exes, Basketball Wives, Basketball Wives: LA, LAHH, 

LAHHATL, LAHHH, Kimora: Life in the Fab Lane, and RHOA.  A reality television enthusiast, 

Jazmine exclaimed the following as reasons why she enjoyed the shows: “I promise I’m not 

ratchet.  I just like ratchet TV.”  She began watching them in middle school as a social activity 

with her friends.  Jazmine found herself drawn to several characters for a variety of factors, but 

the fundamental reason was that they were relatable.  For instance, she felt a connection to 

Basketball Wives cast member, Evelyn Lozada because she had an interesting storyline, wore 

trendy fashions, owned her own shoe store, and struggled with daddy issues.  Jazmine was able 

to draw divisions and parallels in how her life experiences compared and contrasted with 

characters.  For instance, while Jazmine felt both she and Evelyn struggled with daddy issues, the 

ways that they worked to address these issues differed.  In Jazmine's eyes, Evelyn became 

violent and promiscuous while Jasmine sought professional counseling services to mitigate the 

effects of having an inconsistent, unreliable parent.   

She favored RHOA characters, Phaedra, Cynthia, and Kandi, because they were 

unrelenting in achieving career success and chose to continue to pursue other passions, rather 

than grow complacent.  These women represent the strengths that Jazmine has observed in her 

own mother and Godmother, where both women continued to pursue other interests after 

achieving substantial goals and pressing through challenges.  When asked how she might be 

portrayed if she were on a reality show, Jazmine indicated that she would aim to show how 
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successful Black women balance their careers with their family obligations.  She would work to 

be authentic so that others who felt they could relate to Jazmine, might also learn something.  

 
Kim 

 
Kim was a senior attending Public University, majoring in Public Health, where she 

earned a GPA above 3.5.  Originally from Baltimore, MD, Kim was involved in extracurriculars 

offered by her institution and the surrounding community.  In addition to serving as a peer 

advisor in her academic program, a tutor, and a member of the National Council for Negro 

Women, Kim was also a research assistant for a community study conducted by Public 

University.  Kim indicated that one of the draws of her institution was the fact that she was 

exposed to diversity in a way that she had never experienced before.  Though she lived close to 

an urban center, she grew up in a suburban environment.  After becoming a college student, she 

took advantage of the public transportation and community activities that the city had to offer.  

And while she had an appreciation for the richness of her community, Kim admitted to spending 

the majority of her time with other African American students who shared similar experiences 

and were from suburban environments, as well. 

Kim described her family as close, and while she was raised in a two-parent home, her 

mother and father divorced during her final years in college.  Both of Kim’s parents immigrated 

from Ghana prior to Kim’s birth; her father went to school in New York and her mother joined 

him shortly after his arrival.  Kim had a younger brother and she indicated their relationship was 

close.  She acknowledged different strengths in her relationships with her parents.  She 

considered her connection with her mother one that was nurturing, while she viewed her father as 

more of a disciplinarian.  As she matured, Kim came to appreciate her father's disposition and 

frequently turned to him for structure, school-related issues, and financial advice.  Kim perceived 
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her father as sociable and her mother as introverted.  She also implied that her mother was “less 

confrontational” than her father.  She indicated that her mother was a very sensitive person and 

placed the needs of others before her own.  According to Kim, her mother “[wore] her heart on 

her sleeve.” 

Kim identified as African American, because both of her parents emigrated from Ghana.  

Culture was a principle value in their household, and Kim benefited from gaining an in-depth 

understanding of the richness and importance of her ethnic background.  Her father actively 

demonstrated a commitment to his cultural ties through frequent trips home to Ghana to visit his 

family.  Kim’s parents engrained in her the significance of hard work, dedication, and focus, 

values that she felt her Black American-born peers took for granted.  

Kim watched Basketball Wives, Basketball Wives: LA, Hollywood Exes, LAHH, 

LAHHATL, LAHHH, RHOA, Sorority Sisters, Tiny & Toya, Flavor of Love: Charm School, T.I. 

and Tiny: The Family Hustle, Real Chance of Love, and Tiny and Shekinah’s Weave Trip.  An 

avid consumer, Kim began watching urban reality television in middle school.  Likening the 

shows to a schoolyard fight, Kim was drawn to the shows because of the drama and 

entertainment value they provided.  RHOA was Kim’s favorite show, partially because it was 

something she could enjoy frequently with her mother when she went home for visits.  She also 

suggested that she preferred to watch it because it was less catty and while it felt staged, the cast 

members were portrayed as successful women.   

Phaedra Parks stood out to Kim because she was an established lawyer with a family, 

though she recognized that Phaedra was in the middle of a divorce.  Kim believed Phaedra 

carried herself like a lady.  Most prominent to Kim was the fact that Phaedra was cast on the 

show due to her own merit and credibility, rather than her reliance on a well-known husband or 
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partner with celebrity status.  When asked how she might be portrayed if she were on a reality 

show, Kim stated that she would hope to be viewed as supportive and as successful in avoiding 

drama and being in the mix.  She simultaneously recognized that one’s persona may change once 

in front of the camera.  Still, Kim didn't think that she would be portrayed differently and that her 

personality would not lead her to behave in a confrontational or violent manner.  

 
Leah 

 
While Leah initially agreed to participate in the study, she chose to stop out prior to the 

completion of the first journal entry.  However, she provided some insight into her experiences 

as a Black woman and her perspectives on urban reality television.  Leah was a Communications 

sophomore at Private University, where she earned above a 3.0 GPA.  While she was unable to 

commit much of her time to extracurricular activities, Leah was a member of the softball team 

and participated in local community service efforts with the team.  

Originally from a town 40 minutes west of Baltimore, MD, Leah suggested that she was a 

very intense kid.  She shared that she had a lot of energy, was easily angered, and found it 

challenging to channel all of her feelings.  This caused strains in her small family of four.  She 

attributed some of her frustration to the fact that her parents chose to adopt her younger brother 

when she was five years old.  She was grateful that her parents took a vested interest in her well-

being, as they sought family counseling, which effectively addressed their situation with Leah.  

Her family remained close, and they frequently engaged in family-oriented activities to reaffirm 

their bonds. 

Both of Leah’s parents were police officers, which influenced the ways they instilled 

ethics and respect for authority in their children.  They also role modeled responsibility and 

financial wellness for Leah.  She stated that she came from an upper-middle class background 
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and attributed her status to the fact that her parents spent in a conscientious manner.  For Leah, 

the indicators for upper-middle class were based upon income and possessions: “We have nice 

cars, we live in a very well-off and established area in our community…the median 

income’s…six figures, the houses are worth a million dollars.”   

In addition to financially savvy, Leah described her parents as very laid back, loving, 

caring, and invested in their children’s best interest.  She indicated that her mother was intense, 

fun-loving, caring, outgoing, loving, and “just a fun person all around.”  She was very close to 

her mother and two of her aunts.  These three women, in addition to student groups in high 

school, helped Leah to formulate her understandings of Black womanhood. 

Leah began identifying as a Black woman around her senior year in high school.  The 

area where she grew up was predominantly White, but she had experiences living in a 

predominantly Black neighborhood while in elementary school.  Her recollections of the Black 

girls in this environment were negative.  She described the girls as “loud…obnoxious [and] 

always getting in trouble [and] suspended.”  Concerned that she would be associated with these 

stereotypes, Leah began “acting White…I was quieter because I didn’t want people to think that 

I was just a loud, obnoxious Black person.”  Leah’s mother took notice and discussed with her 

the various dimensions of Blackness.  Her mother emphasized that Blackness was more than just 

a person’s behavior and in addition to that, people identifying as Black may also behave in many 

different ways. 

Leah began to actively seek out ways to affirm her identity.  She joined the Black Student 

Union in high school and later became involved in the student organization for women of color, 

Sisters, at Private University.  While she largely associated Black womanhood with the notion of 

overcoming stereotypes, Leah indicated that her definition of Black womanhood was slowly 
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developing and had improved since her enrollment in college.  Though being the only Black 

person in some of her classes felt isolating, groups like Sisters empowered Leah and helped her 

to embrace the concept of powerful Black woman. 

Leah watched T.I. and Tiny: The Family Hustle, Flavor of Love, I Love New York, Flavor 

of Love: Charm School, Basketball Wives, Basketball Wives: LA, LAHH, LAHHATL, RHOA, 

R&B Divas, and Sisterhood of Hip Hop.  Leah began consuming these shows when she was 

about 8-years-old, indicating that she didn't really understand what she was watching.  Her 

parents would often tell her to change the channel when they caught her watching them, but she 

enjoyed watching the shows because she thought the cast members were silly.  As she grew 

older, Leah would occasionally enjoy watching Basketball Wives and RHOA with her father.  As 

a Communications major, Leah appreciated the act of deconstructing the shows, in addition to 

watching them for entertainment purposes.   

She was drawn to NeNe Leakes because she found her behavior comical, but she didn’t 

feel that she could identify with any of the cast members.  When asked how she might be 

portrayed if she were on a reality show, Leah estimated that she would be quieter and remain on 

the sidelines.  Leah stated that she didn't like sharing too much about her personal life, so while 

she would be portrayed as the dopey, comic relief, people wouldn’t gain a full sense of who she 

was as a person.  In describing herself as a potential TV personality, Leah stated, “I’m not a 

confrontational person so I wouldn't be the one starting issues…I’d probably have fun, but I just 

wouldn't be like, up and yelling and starting something evil.” 

 

Olivia 
 

Olivia was a sophomore studying Marketing at Private University, where she earned 

GPA above 3.5.  She was involved in her campus community, where she served in several 
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leadership capacities in the pre-law honor society and the business school’s ambassador 

program.  She felt adequately prepared to engage in college life, and indicated that the skills she 

used in high school to manage her time and finances were transferrable to her collegiate 

experiences.  Olivia indicated that she had always been independent, and had learned critical life 

skills prior to her enrollment at Private University.  It is for these reasons that Olivia believed she 

had been able to navigate her new environment with ease.  She felt that coming to Private 

University was more of a social transition than an academic one.  Growing up in a suburb 30 

minutes South of Newark, NJ, Olivia was raised in a predominantly White community.  She 

stated that she was unaccustomed to seeing and meeting people with such diverse backgrounds 

and life experiences.  An introvert, Olivia leveraged the relationships she formed in her residence 

hall to form connections with her peers throughout campus.  She felt very close to the students 

she met on her floor and considered them an extension of her family.  When attending social 

functions, she was more comfortable when her friends introduced her to new people, though she 

would also approach people if she thought it was absolutely necessary.  

Olivia, who identified as Jamaican American, was born of immigrant parents from 

Jamaica.  They moved to the US in 1992 and remained together throughout the years.  She had 

two older half-sisters, one older half-brother, and a younger sister.  Her older siblings were born 

in Jamaica, while she and her younger sister were born in the US.  Olivia pointed to their 

demonstration of grit, ingenuity, and hard work as some of the reasons why she was able to 

attend Private University.  Olivia came from a very tight-knit family, and she acknowledged the 

influence and sacrifice that her parents made in order to ensure that Olivia had access to 

educational opportunities.  She recognized differences between her parents’ ethnic background 
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and the environment in which she was raised that informed her understanding of the variances 

she felt in her experience and her parents’ life experiences. 

Olivia watched LAHHATL, LAHHH, and RHOA.  Olivia began RHOA in the eighth 

grade.  She stated that once her schedule began to pick-up during her sophomore year in high 

school, she began to cut out TV time.  She would later tune-in to the LAHH series while 

attending Private University, but usually only when she had an extended break or holiday.  When 

asked how she might be portrayed if she were on a reality show, Olivia indicated that she would 

not be viewed as outgoing, but because she values direct communication over back-biting and 

passive-aggressiveness, Olivia felt she would be perceived as confrontational, “Warped in a 

made for reality TV” storyline.  She recognized that while she would do her best to address 

conflict in a mature manner, producers and TV editors could manipulate footage to escalate 

prospectively minimal conflict.  When asked how she would respond if she were misrepresented 

on television, Olivia stated:  

The people closest to me, I would assume would know that that's not who I am  
and know it's really just for the purposes of like, fabrication and making it an interesting 
show…in terms of other people who don't know me as well, I'll kind of still stay true to 
myself even though there would be…that discrepancy between who I am…in real life, 
who I am on TV.   

 
As for the women cast in urban reality television shows, Olivia could not name anyone with 

whom she could identify. 

 
Shaykhia 

 
A sophomore attending Private University, Shaykhia was pursuing a degree in Nursing 

Science.  Shaykhia was from a large family in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, so she was 

accustomed to living in large urban centers.  Shaykhia earned a GPA over 3.0, but had yet to find 

a way to balance her academics with extracurricular activities, on or off campus.  Shaykhia 
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attended boarding school from 4th grade through high school graduation, and she attributed her 

educational background as a primary factor for the ease in transition that she experienced at 

Private University.  She recognized that other students struggled with acclimating to being away 

from family and dealt with feelings of homesickness, but her boarding school experience offset 

most feelings of homesickness she may have experienced.  In fact, Shaykhia felt a sense of 

freedom once she arrived on campus.  She relished in the fact that she had her own room, less 

oversight, and was moving forward in achieving her goals.   

Still, Shaykhia contended with other nuances of Private University.  She was used to 

small class sizes, as she graduated from high school with a class of 54 students.  The idea of over 

100 people in her nursing classes was therefore slightly overwhelming.  Additionally, her high 

school was predominantly Black, so she also had to adjust to the idea of being one of few Black 

women in class.  However, she did not feel out of place and made friends of other races and 

ethnicities.  Due to her course load, clinical responsibilities and two jobs, Shaykhia had yet to 

find her niche on campus.  She expressed that she was motivated to join a student organization 

and was interested in pursuing sorority membership, but she was unable to commit much time to 

these activities because her schedule was inflexible.    

Shaykhia shared that she had a rough start as a child.  Her mother gave birth to Shaykhia 

and her brother in her late teens/early 20s; her father was in his late 20s/early 30s, but 

experienced frequent brushes with the law.  Her mother dropped out of community college in 

order to support her family, but began to struggle with mental illness, which threatened the 

stability of Shaykhia’s home life.  Shaykhia and her family would intermittently live with 

Shaykhia’s grandmother, her mother’s mother.  Overall, Shaykhia has five brothers and four 

sisters, two brothers of which were her mother’s children. 



 
 

96 
 

By the time she was in the third grade, Shaykhia had been enrolled in nine different 

schools.  Over time, she and her brothers entered into her Grandmother’s custody.  Her mother’s 

health was beginning to deteriorate and her father was not a reliable source of care.  In recent 

years, her mother’s health had improved and her mother’s relationship with Shaykhia’s 

grandmother had also gotten stronger, but her father’s relationship with the majority of his 

children was strained.  Shaykhia was one of the few of his children that was still willing to reach 

out to him.  Even still, he remained absent during some of the most critical times of her life, 

including high school graduation where she graduated salutatorian.  It seemed that her father still 

had a lot of growing to do, and while she felt the need to maintain a strong relationship with him 

as a child, she no longer felt it was necessary as a young adult.  

Shaykhia watched Flavor of Love, I Love New York, Real Chance of Love, Flavor of 

Love: Charm School, Atlanta Exes, Basketball Wives, LAHH, LAHHATL, LAHHH, RHOA, and 

Sorority Sisters.  Watching reality television became a communal activity for her and her friends 

while she was in boarding school.  They would frequently pile together in the lounge and watch 

Bad Girls Club, which was an exciting activity for them because they knew they were not truly 

permitted to watch the show.  Shaykhia saw a lot of her truths in these shows, particularly in 

relation to issues pertaining to men.  Stevie J, one of the more popular characters on LAHHATL, 

reminded Shaykhia of her father because he manipulated women and struggled to remain faithful 

to his long-time girlfriend, Mimi Faust.  Shaykhia related to women who were involved with 

men who found it difficult to commit to them, because she experienced a comparable 

circumstance with an ex-boyfriend.  Shaykhia longed for a relationship that demonstrated 

fidelity, care, love, and mutual respect, however, she had yet to experience this sort of 
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relationship.  She observed several cast members who experienced similar situations with their 

love interests, which made them and their situations more relatable to Shaykhia.   

Of all the shows Shaykhia consumed, she identified most with Yandy Smith of LAHH. 

For Shaykhia, Yandy represented a working woman who had successfully balanced her personal 

life with her professional obligations; a woman with ambition who pushed forward, even when 

facing difficulties.  When asked how she might be portrayed if she were on a reality show, 

Shaykhia said that viewers might perceive her as a person who was capable of taking control 

during challenging times and demonstrating leadership within her circle of friends.  She felt that 

she would be a good character, but that she would be in the mix, most likely because of the 

drama she experienced while dating.  More often than not, she entered into situations where a 

prospective love interest was unknowingly involved with someone else.  Oftentimes, when the 

situation came to light, the other woman became upset with Shaykhia, rather than addressing the 

man.  In this way, Shaykhia’s life mimicked some of the themes that were present in urban 

reality television.   

Victoria 
 

Victoria was a sophomore at Private University, where pursued a double major with a 

degree in Psychology and in Gender Sexuality and Women’s Studies.  Victoria earned a GPA 

above 3.75 and was relatively involved in her campus community, as well as the community 

surrounding Private University.  She worked within her residence hall as an office assistant and a 

program coordinator for a living-learning community.  She also served on a consortium for 

women and as a swim instructor at a local school.     

Victoria was originally from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and came from a tight-knit 

family.  She was one of two daughters raised by two parents who were married for over 26 years.  
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She attributed their close bond to the fact that they lived in close proximity to several extended 

family members, including her father’s sisters and mother.  Familial bonds significantly 

influenced Victoria’s values, world view, and perception of self.  Victoria’s parents placed their 

family, interests, passions, and regard for civic responsibility at the forefront of their belief 

system.  These fundamental ideals helped to shape familial interactions and expectations.  

Victoria indicated that her parents espoused open dialogue and communication.  Both of her 

parents received higher education degrees, which allowed for her mother to pursue a career in 

both education and business, and for her father to secure a position as a public defender.  Their 

educational backgrounds and career paths influenced the ways that they allowed Victoria and her 

sister to explore their interests.  According to Victoria:  

It’s always been acceptable to change or stop what you’re doing in my house.  It’s never 
been really acceptable, to just like sit by…I think my family structure has influenced me 
tremendously…into following my dreams and passions and not being afraid to stand up 
and say…‘this is what I'm feeling, this is what I’m thinking.’ 

  Her parents’ backgrounds also afforded Victoria and her sister with the ability to attend a 

P-12 private school, which was predominantly White.  Though Victoria’s family was categorized 

as wealthy, she felt her family fell within the range of middle to upper-middle class.  Victoria 

recognized that she often operated within spaces of privilege, acknowledging the fact that she 

was able to enter these spaces because of the status her parents had earned through education.  

Victoria relayed that because her parents emphasized quality of life, she was enrolled in a P-12 

private school.  She asserted that her ability to access resources came as a result of sacrifices 

made by her parents, who wished for their children to focus on taking advantage of their 

opportunities, rather than consume themselves with the logistics of making opportunities come to 

fruition.  While her family experienced financial challenges, her parents made strategic, 

calculated decisions as it pertained to financial choices.  Of all the participants, Victoria was the 
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only woman who experienced a decrease in financial aid after her older sister graduated from 

college.  She respected her family’s decisions to sacrifice and support her with a quality 

education because they valued a strong academic background.   

In emphasizing the value of relationships, respecting the opinions and experiences of 

others, and determination, Victoria’s family provided her with experiences that informed her 

identity as a Black woman, tying together several intersecting social identities.  For instance, as a 

result of her father’s lineage research, her family was able to trace their heritage to West Africa.  

For Victoria, the interchangeable use of African American and Black was acceptable because she 

saw Blackness as a symbol of strength and felt an affinity towards the West African region due 

to her lineage.  Both terms represented her ancestry and signified positive imagery for her, so her 

ability to identify as both Black and African American was an act of empowerment.  Victoria 

embraced her gender inasmuch as she did her race.       

Based upon years of observation, Victoria believed that her parents were effective in role 

modeling how to move forward through life with grace and to engage in healthy relationships.  

Her parents frequently demonstrated care and compassion towards one another, maintained clear 

boundaries, made time for one another, and sustained a reciprocal relationship.  Victoria watched 

as her parents supported each other, particularly when processing difficult decisions.   

Victoria watched several shows including: Atlanta Exes, LAHH, LAHHATL, RHOA, and 

Sisterhood of Hip Hop.  She began actively watching the shows when she was 15 years-old.  

Victoria indicated that in addition to watching the shows when trying to relax, she was able to 

share the time with family.  Her grandmother began watching RHOA, so Victoria would go over 

to her house to watch it and subsets of RHOA, such as Kandi’s Wedding.  Victoria felt that she 

best identified with Kandi Burruss because she viewed Kandi as a neutral party, mediator, and 
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source of good advice.  When asked how she might be portrayed if she were on a reality show, 

Victoria predicted she would be perceived as a nosy person because she did not like surprises.  

Victoria also indicated that she might be perceived as wishy-washy because she would try to stay 

neutral and serve as a mediator, but her persona would parallel who she was in reality. 

 
Summary 

While I initially entered into the data collection stage with 12 participants, Leah decided 

to exit the study after her first individual interview.  Still, I incorporated her questionnaire entry 

and the data collected from her first interview because the information was rich and offered a 

perspective unique to the other participants.  Additionally, she was the only participant that 

actively connected in-class material with her out-of-class experiences.  Each of the remaining 11 

participants completed a questionnaire, three reflexive journals, and two individual interviews.  

Of the remaining 11 participants, 10 were involved in the focus groups.  Although Jazmine was 

unavailable for the focus group, I provided her with access to the Powerpoint slides and the 

program clips that participants watched together as a group.  She was then able to respond to 

some of the discussion prompts included in Journal Two.  The following chapter examines the 

expressed narratives of these 12 women, and the experiences they shared in engaging in 

individual interviews, reflexive journaling, and the focus group. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

FINDINGS 

 
As discussed in Chapter Three, this project was exploratory, seeking to understand the 

lived experiences of Black college women who consume urban reality television.  In electing to 

use a phenomenological approach, I created a semi-structured interview protocol centered on 

investigating the following research questions: 

 1.  What meaning do Black college women make of urban reality television? 

2.  How do Black college women who consume urban reality television construct 

conceptualizations of self? 

3.  How do Black college women who consume urban reality television  

conceptualize their interactions with others? 

 After completing two individual interviews with each participant, and conducting a focus 

group with 10 participants, I also collected data from three strategically staggered reflexive 

journals.  Journaling took place: (1) after Interview One, (2) after the focus group, and (3) after 

Interview Three.  I was sure to ask some of the more pertinent questions repeatedly using 

different syntax throughout the project to ensure that I was receiving an accurate portrayal of 

their understandings on Black womanhood, the media, and college life.  A variety of themes 

surfaced as a result of my data collection process.  The following describes the findings that 

emerged from the data. 

In this chapter, I explore and interpret data from the 12 Black college women in my 

study.  Each woman possessed a unique perspective, even though they shared life experiences 

among them.  Though I started the initial study focused on a small window of themes and shows, 

my conversations with the women allowed for a fluid examination of their interactions with 
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additional shows and ideas including: managing conflict with friends, navigating difficult 

situations with significant others, and making meaning of negative encounters with Black peers 

on predominantly White campuses.  All of the women were thoughtful and practiced a high 

degree of mindfulness and reflexivity throughout the course of the study.  Their stories were 

often interwoven, while simultaneously independent of one another.  Each of the women then 

contributed.   

The ways that they chose to provide input varied.  Some were more vocal and processed 

externally.  Others were internal processors who provided in-depth answers with additional 

encouragement.  Still others preferred to observe and focused on sharing their perspectives only 

when they noticed that their viewpoints were absent from information that had already been 

shared.  For some of the students who were more introverted, it appeared that the journaling 

option was a useful and comfortable way to share information after the focus group and initial 

interview.   

To gather data, I disseminated one questionnaire and asked participants to complete two 

individual interviews, three reflexive journals, and one focus group.  As previously mentioned, 

Leah submitted her questionnaire and completed the first individual interview, but chose to 

discontinue participation in the project soon afterward.  Additionally, Jazmine was able to 

engage in almost every method of data collection with the exception of the focus group.  Though 

their lived experiences were briefly discussed in Chapter Four, Table 3 illustrates an abridged 

synapsis of each student profile.  While the questions asked in the journals, interviews, and focus 

group were different, similar themes began to emerge.  I therefore chose to present the findings 

by theme, rather than by data collection method.   
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Table 3: Student Snapshots 

 

 
 The following chapter explores emergent themes and offers my analysis of the data.  I 

write in the first person, not as an active player in the research, but as evidence of the emotion 

and connection that naturally takes place between people.  I wish to record these interactions in 

their truest and most raw forms, which is why I have selected to follow the narrative tradition.  In 

Name University Class Standing GPA SES Family Structure Ethnic 

Identity 

Hometown 

 
Allison 

 
Private 

 
Sophomore 

 
Above 3.75 

 
Middle Class 

2-Parent Household 
 

2 Siblings 

 
African-
American, 
Black 

 
Washington, 
D.C. 

 
Anastasia 

 
Private 

 
Senior 

 
Above 3.0 

 
Lower-Middle 
Class 

Single-Parent 
Household 
 

2 Siblings 

 
African-
American, 
Black 

 
Norfolk, VA 

 
Brittani 

 
Private 

 
Sophomore 

 
Above 2.5 

 
Working 
Class 

Single-Parent 
Household 
 

4 Siblings 

 
African-
American, 
Black 

 
Philadelphia, PA 

 
Desarae 

 
Public 

 
Senior 

 
Above 3.0 

 
Upper-Middle 
Class 

2-Parent 
Household 
 

1 Sibling 

African-
American, 
Black, 
Biracial 

Monroe 
Township, NJ 

 
Georgie 

 
Private 

 
Sophomore 

 
Above 2.0 

 
Working 
Class 

Single-Parent 
Household 
 

8 Siblings 

 
African-
American, 
Black 

 
Philadelphia, PA 

 
I’mani 

 
Private 

 
Sophomore 

 
Above 2.5 

 
Lower-Middle 
Class 

Single-Parent 
Household 
 

2 Siblings 

 
African-
American, 
Black 

 
Chicago, IL 

 
Jazmine 

 
Private 

 
Freshman 

 
Above 2.5 

 
Middle Class 

Single-Parent 
Household 
 

2 Siblings 

 
Black 

 
Philadelphia, PA 

 
Kim 

 
Public 

 
Senior 

 
Above 3.5 

 
Middle Class 

2-Parent 
Household 
 

1 Sibling 

 
African-
American 

 
Baltimore, MD 

 
Leah 

 
Private 

 
Sophomore 

 
Above 3.0 

 
Upper-Middle 
Class 

2-Parent Household 
 

1 Sibling 

 
Black 

 
Baltimore, MD 

 
Olivia 

 
Private 

 
Sophomore 

 
Above 3.5 

 
Middle Class 

2-Parent Household 
 

1 Sibling 

 
Jamaican-
American 

 
Newark, NJ 

 
Shaykhia 

 
Private 

 
Sophomore 

 
Above 3.0 

 
Working Class 

2-Parent Household 
 

9 Siblings 

 
African-
American, 
Black 

 
Philadelphia, PA 

 
Victoria 

 
Private 

 
Sophomore 

 
Above 3.75 

 
Upper-Middle 
Class 

2-Parent Household 
 

1 Sibling 

 
African-
American, 
Black 

 
Philadelphia, PA 
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using this technique, I am given the ability to preserve the original voice of my research 

participants and capture the essence of their lived experiences by providing readers with my 

interpretations of the phenomenon explored.  

 
The Meaning of Urban Reality Television 

 
Among all the shows that were broadcast on the air–past and present–Love and Hip Hop: 

Atlanta (LAHHATL) and Real Housewives of Atlanta (RHOA) were the two most popular series 

consumed by the women involved in this study.  On a national scale, the Love and Hip Hop 

(LAHH) series ranked number one among all televised programming on April 20, 2015, tying 

with the NBA Playoff game between New Orleans and Golden State (Zap2it, 2015).  LAHH 

generated over 3,545,000 viewers in its 4th season premiere.  Similarly, RHOA outranked all 

other Real Housewives syndicates, garnering a substantial viewership nationally.  For instance, 

RHOA yielded 3.737 million live viewers on March 1, 2015 (Hinckley, 2015).  According to 

recent Nielsen reports, African Americans watch 37% more television than any other race or 

ethnicity (Nielsen, 2015).  This equates to more than seven hours of consumption each day.  

Further, Black women watch almost eight hours of TV each day, which supersedes all other 

demographic groups (Nielsen, 2015).  Black women watch twice as many channels as their 

peers, averaging 20 channels, and they prefer to consume content that reflects their culture and 

lives (Umstead, 2015).  Among primetime viewers, Black women aged 18-49 generate 24% of 

television ratings compared to similarly aged White women, who generate 16% of primetime 

ratings (Umstead, 2015).  Many of the shows included in this time block are of the urban reality 

genre, most popular among them, RHOA and LAHHATL.   

RHOA first aired in October, 2008.  A spin-off of the Real Housewives franchise, RHOA 

was set in Atlanta, Georgia and centered on the professional and personal lives of a majority 
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Black cast.  While the cast saw several shifts over the years, the only woman that remained on 

the show since its inception was NeNe Leakes (former stripper).  Kandi Burress (singer, 

producer, songwriter) replaced DeShawn Snow in 2009 and Phaedra Parks (lawyer) entered the 

cast in 2010; both remained constants in the show after they were cast.  The major premise of the 

show was to depict the lives of prominent women living in the South.  Though RHOA began as 

an extension of the Real Housewives sequence, it became the source of several spin-offs of its 

own, including The Kandi Factory, Don't Be Tardy, I Dream of NeNe: The Wedding, Kandi's 

Wedding, and NeNe and Kim: The Road to Riches. 

LAHHATL first aired in June 2012 after the successful production of LAHH, which was 

set in New York City.  Similar to its LAHH counterpart, LAHHATL followed the stories of men 

and women who were trying to navigate the rap game while balancing their personal lives.  The 

cast was often altered between seasons, but the more well-known cast members included Lil' 

Scrappy (rapper), K. Michelle (singer), Kirk Frost (entertainment company owner), Rasheeda 

(rapper), Stevie J (producer), Joseline Hernandez (rapper), and Mimi Faust (ex-girlfriend of 

Stevie J).  LAHHATL was later followed by Love & Hip Hop: Hollywood (LAHHH).  

There were a variety of television shows discussed during the interview process, though 

RHOA and the LAHH series were most frequently mentioned.  Table 4 demonstrates which 

shows were discussed and the number of participants that watched each show.   

As previously mentioned, LAHHATL and RHOA were the most popular shows among the 

students.  LAHHATL usually aired during primetime hours on Monday evenings on VH1, 

whereas RHOA was placed in the Sunday evening slot during primetime hours on Bravo.  Both 

programs showed cast members who had successfully secured career pursuits, were involved in 

positive and negative romantic relationships, and/or engaged in violent behavior.  When taking  
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Table 4: Urban Reality Television Viewership Among Participants 
 

Show Name Year Aired Station Participant 

Viewership 

Love & Hip Hop: Atlanta (LAHHATL) 2012 – current  VH1 12 

Real Housewives of Atlanta (RHOA) 2008 – current  Bravo 12 

Love & Hip Hop (LAHH) 2010 – current  VH1 11 

Basketball Wives 2010 – 2013  VH1 9 

Basketball Wives: LA 2011 – current  VH1 9 

Love & Hip Hop: Hollywood (LAHHH) 2014 – current  VH1 9 

T.I. & Tiny: The Family Hustle 2011 – current  VH1 7 

Flavor of Love 2006 – 2008  VH1 6 

Atlanta Exes 2014 – 2014  VH1 5 

Tiny & Toya 2009 – 2010  BET 4 

Hollywood Exes 2012 – 2014  VH1 4 

I Love New York 2007 – 2008  VH1 4 

Real Chance of Love 2008 – 2009  VH1 4 

R&B Divas 2012 – 2014  TV One 3 

Tiny & Shekinah’s Weave Trip 2014 – 2014  VH1 3 

Sisterhood of Hip Hop 2014 – current  Oxygen 3 

Flavor of Love: Charm School 2007 – 2009  VH1 3 

Run’s House 2005 – 2009  MTV 3 

R&B Divas: Atlanta 2012 – 2014  TV One 2 

R&B Divas: LA 2013 – current  TV One 2 

Brandy & Ray J: A Family Business 2010 – 2011  VH1 2 

Keyshia Cole: The Way It Is 2006 – 2008  BET 2 

Sorority Sisters 2015 – 2015  VH1 2 

For the Love of Ray J 2009 – 2010  VH1 1 

Kimora: Life in the Fab Lane 2007 – 2011  Style 1 

Braxton Family Values 2011 – current  WE tv 1 

Chrissy & Mr. Jones 2012 – 2013  VH1 1 

LaLa’s Full Court Life 2011 – 2014  VH1 1 

Bye Felicia! 2014 – current  VH1 1 

K. Michelle: My Life 2014 – current  VH1 1 

    * For more information on each show, see Appendix F. 
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other shows into account such as Sisterhood of Hip Hop or R&B Divas, the women chose not to 

watch them due to (1) a lack of interest in the storyline or characters, (2) a lack of familiarity of 

the storyline, characters, or overall theme of the show, (3) inconvenient air times, and/or (4) 

inaccessible premium networks (including TVOne, Bounce, WE tv, and Oxygen).   

The following segment reviews how the participants made meaning of urban reality 

television.  Specifically, this section covers the emergent themes derived from the participants’ 

perspectives about urban reality TV shows.  When discussing their interpretations of urban 

reality television, the women made statements surrounding (1) reality as television, (2) reality as 

fiction, (3) making meaning in social media, (4) making meaning in community building, (5) 

making meaning in representations of Black womanhood, (5) making meaning in connecting 

reality and reality television, (6) making meaning in storytelling, (7) making meaning in 

disassociating with stereotypes (8) profiting from reality, and (9) influencing of young Black 

girls.  Section one outlines the ways the respondents made meaning of urban reality television.    

 

Reality as Entertainment 

In the case of these 12 participants, urban reality television shows were primarily 

consumed for entertainment purposes.  The respondents cited a variety of reasons for watching 

urban reality television, including (1) the entertainment factor, (2) broad exposure to people of 

color, and (3) increased access to successful people of color.  When specifically asked to discuss 

why the shows were entertaining, the students centered on observed behaviors and aspects of 

drama that appealed to them.  They also shared alternative perspectives on the benefits of urban 

reality television, where the presence of people of color in mainstream venues were viewed as an 

accomplishment.  Finally, the women enjoyed watching urban reality TV because the shows 

gave them added access to the personal lives of prominent people of color.   
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The entertainment factor. 

All of the participants reported that they viewed urban reality television as a source of 

leisure that was funny, possessed fascinating storylines, and as something they could relax to 

after a long day.  While these shows may have served as a reminder of day-to-day life for some 

viewers, the women in this study utilized the shows as an escape from reality.  During interview 

one, Victoria explained: 

These shows are entertaining so we watch them.  [I] watch it because it’s an escape from 
having to think about things.  I call it mindless television.  Like, I don’t have to think 
about anything when I’m watching it.  I just am entertained (Victoria, Interview One, 
2014). 

 
Olivia agreed the shows were entertainment.  She said, “It’s just like, entertainment…when I’m 

like busy studying and everything and want a break, I just find that it’s, you know, like a TV 

show that I can watch and…not have to focus on like, my studies” (Olivia, Interview One, 2014).  

Leah echoed these sentiments, sharing that the entertainment factor was the primary reason she 

chose to watch urban reality television: “I feel like the entertainment aspect is like a big reason.  

[Entertaining] and analyzing people and seeing how they act” (Leah, Interview One, 2014).   

Additionally, Shaykhia described LLAH as a break after work: “It’s like, a break [from] my day 

after work, watch Love & Hip Hop” (Shaykhia, Interview One, 2014).  Allison identified the 

shocking nature of the shows, and acknowledged the excitement she felt while watching them: 

A lot of them are just like, kind of funny, like kind of shocking…on a daily, day-to-day 
basis…my life is nowhere near as crazy or exciting as theirs, it seems.  So I think that’s 
like…my fix of excitement (Allison, Interview One, 2014). 

 

In their journals, both I’mani and Olivia described how the shows allowed them to take a break: 

“I really appreciate [that] it allows me to take a break from the demands of college and other 

aspects of life” (Olivia, Journal Three, 2015).  I’mani continued:  

They are just pure entertainment, and they allow you to just relax, laugh, and feel 
[somewhat] connected to someone you don’t know.  They give you a chance to feel 
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separated from your reality, while feeling connected to someone else’s reality (I’mani, 
Journal Two, 2015). 

 
 
Reality as Fiction 

 
From their reflections, the women used urban reality television to escape their realities, 

because the storylines were relatively far removed from their daily existence.  To this end, the 

majority of the women recognized that while this genre of television programming claimed to 

display people’s realities, the narratives were either edited, altered, or otherwise scripted.  

Allison had doubts about the images and conflict she observed on-screen: 

The conflicts could be real but I think sometimes it’s like, staged…you had this problem 
so we’re going to put you in this setting and have you try to solve your problems like, 
‘go!’…camera’s on now, so do what you have to do…in real life, like some of these 
things just like wouldn't happen (Allison, Interview One, 2014). 

 

To her, it seemed that the problems made prevalent in the shows were calculated.  Though the 

interactions may have appeared to be casual get-togethers or conversations, Allison felt there was 

an added element of preparation in the conflict resolution activities she watched on urban reality 

TV. 

I feel like normal people do have scheduled lives, but it’s not like a whole like, ‘lights, 
camera, action’…I feel like they’re scheduled…even though like, I’m solving a problem 
with someone, this is work…even though [they] say like, they’re followed around…it’s 
probably moreso in production that they like, zone-in on a certain thing and then like, 
once it happens, they might like set something up so that [the] problem can be like 
extended or [the] audience sees a certain part of the problem (Allison, Interview One, 
2014). 

 
Similarly, Victoria lamented that the ways relationships were framed on-air were linked to profit 

and ratings: 

That doesn’t mean that the relationships that they have on those television shows are 
actually accurate…Like I laugh and I think…I can’t believe someone said that and [then I 
think] ‘Wait a minute…is it because…if ratings go up, profit goes up’…I think a large 
part of it is drawn by that factor or changed by that factor (Victoria, Interview One, 
2014).  
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Victoria continued, acknowledging that while certain aspects were unrealistic, she still had an 

interest in watching the shows: 

I know that I can look at these and…just kind of like roll my eyes and be like, you know, 
yes, I’m going to continue to watch it but…I am watching it with the understanding that 
this is not a depiction of reality, even though it may say reality television in the title 
(Victoria, Interview One, 2014).   

 
Olivia added that there were also varying degrees of reality between the shows.  She felt that 

some shows were more skilled at portraying reality than others: 

At least with [Love & Hip Hop] Atlanta, for some periods, you can like, think that it 
might be real but, I just feel like Hollywood is so like, far-fetched and they’re really just 
like doing it for the cameras (Olivia, Interview One, 2014).  

 

Olivia indicated that the vacillations between reality and fiction were the features of the show 

that she reveled in: 

A lot of people ask me like, why do you watch these shows?  [I] just think it’s funny how 
I know that that's not real life.  Like, I think I'm a naturally skeptical person so I 
automatically don’t believe it’s like real, reality TV…I find it pretty funny and like 
amusing…the warped perceptions they either really have or that they like to [make] us 
think they have…I get a kick out of it, I'm not going to lie (Olivia, Interview One, 2014).  
 
The women recognized the paradox of reality as performance that permeated the shows.  

They noted that there was an added component of staging that seemed to make the television 

programs more palatable, as the primary draw for consumption was the drama that typically 

riddled urban reality television shows.  For some of the respondents, acknowledging that the 

arguments and fights were staged made it easier to rationalize using the programs as 

entertainment.   

All of the women participating in this study utilized urban reality television as a source of 

entertainment.  Each woman articulated the draw of drama as the main focal point for their 

consumption.  In relation to urban reality television, the women’s definitions for drama included: 

situations that involved love triangles, arguments (including those among perceivably close 
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friends or associates), physical violence, domestic disputes, being in the mix and other sorts of 

relationship conflict.  At times, collateral issues stirred the drama that cast members experienced, 

including illegal activity, incarceration, child custody issues, entrepreneurial success and 

disputes, and philanthropic efforts.  Overall, watching drama unfold with each passing episode 

kept the women engaged and interested in tuning-in. 

Kim highlighted the concept of drama as entertainment when she discussed some of the 

reasons she enjoyed watching urban reality television:  

It’s entertaining.  [A] lot of times it’s funny…I don’t look at [it like] I would do this.  It’s 
moreso…just something funny or just something to talk about, it’s just some drama.  Not 
necessarily the fighting…a lot of times, that stuff is just stupid.  But sometimes…what 
they’re talking about like, it might just be funny, like even if they’re just making fun of 
one of the girls like, being blonde or being a little stupid.  Like, for example, in Real 

Housewives…Porsha…She’s a little blonde…like that’s funny to me (Kim, Interview 
One, 2014). 

 
Kim continued, sharing her thoughts on how our fascination for drama is innate and possibly 

linked to our childhood: 

A lot of people talked about them like just in class and it was just really interesting to 
watch drama unfold on TV and you see like different perspectives of it.  Even like when 
we were younger, like say there’s a fight in school or something, people always go 
running towards it so they can watch.  So I guess it was something really interesting 
about being able to just turn on the TV and watch the same thing unfold and you see the 
background and what happens after (Kim, Interview One, 2014). 

 
 
Jazmine’s interest in drama appeared to stem from a lack of drama in her own life:    

I’m so…not into, like drama, I don’t have drama in my life.  My life is boring and I’m 
not going to say that drama brings entertainment, but like I cheerlead…I find it hilarious 
that people fight over such stupid things (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014). 

 
In fact, Jazmine asserted that it was drama that kept her interested in the shows, rather than the 

characters themselves: 

From the outside looking in, everybody is so shallow and so they don’t even have true 
interactions or true personalities whereas, if there was no drama we wouldn't watch it 
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cause, honestly, if Kenya didn’t taunt Porsha and if Kenya wasn’t trying to sleep with 
Apollo, I wouldn't watch Real Housewives of Atlanta (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Leah was more fascinated with their behaviors, actions, and attitudes.  These three factors gave 

her and her friends something to talk about: “It’s more of just like watching how they 

act…watching their attitudes…I don't really like, look for much in it, aside from like, after we’ll 

talk about it” (Leah, Interview One, 2014).  Shaykhia’s thoughts on character behavior aligned 

with Leah’s sentiments.  She indicated that she liked watching the shows because the cast 

members were petty, and because their behavior was funny to her.  For example, during 

interview one, Shaykhia talked about rapper Yung Berg, a LAHHH cast member who was 

frequently entangled in domestic disputes with his then-girlfriend, Masika Tucker: 

[They] were still doing the little petty high school stuff.  [It] was funny.  It was funny.  I 
don’t know.   I just liked to watch it.   There was no particular reason…And then just the 
funny stuff in the show is funny to watch.  I mean, like Yung Berg, he is so crazy.  He 
was funny to me.  But he was disrespectful (Shaykhia, Interview One, 2014).  

 
  

 Broad exposure to people of color. 
 

Some of the participants implied the greatest benefit to broadcasting urban reality shows 

was their ability to provide the masses with a more well-rounded view of Black women.  In 

addition to airing images of women frequently engaged in conflict, urban reality TV also showed 

women concentrating on building their careers, tending to their families, and engaging in 

community service.  The students believed it was important for other cultures to understand the 

complexity of Blackness, especially from a woman’s point-of-view.  In emphasizing this point, 

Allison said, “Urban reality television allows for other cultures, as well as our own [to] gain 

better insight into the issues and day-to-day life of African Americans” (Allison, Journal Two, 

2015).   
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Jazmine stated airing urban reality television was beneficial because it gave majority 

populations some insight into how Black Americans live and the issues they contend with.  She 

thought it was also important for Black Americans to see that they deal with similar challenges 

and life experiences as successful people of color: 

I don’t just watch it for the entertainment that comes from the drama.  [I] also watch it to 
see the lives of women who have become successful like Kandi Burruss-Tucker and 
Phaedra Parks.  I completely engulf myself in the lives of these women, so much so that 
you would think that I knew them personally.  I find myself voicing my opinions on 
Phaedra and Apollo’s marriage, or on the way I view Kenya Moore as extremely messy 
(Jazmine, Journal One, 2014). 
 

The participants also considered the entrepreneurial success and philanthropic activities 

of the cast members, pointing to these efforts as examples on how the shows could also serve as 

platforms for sharing positive messages or for inspiring growth in a cast members’ career.  

Namely, the participants mentioned how Mona Scott-Young, a prominent manager of musical 

artists and the producer of several urban reality television shows, was able to catapult her career 

by capitalizing on the drama often instigated in her television programming.  Additionally, the 

participants felt cast members were able to use the shows as a forum for marketing their business 

pursuits.  From Kandi Burruss’ (RHOA) line of adult toys and Jen Williams’ (Basketball Wives) 

lip gloss to Evelyn Lozada’s (Basketball Wives) shoe store and Phaedra Parks’ (RHOA) funeral 

service, the women believed that their endeavors were popularized by being featured on urban 

reality television.  In Journal Two, Allison talked about the ways reality TV stars promoted their 

brand to further their careers in business: 

This show [allows] for African Americans to promote their businesses and talents to 
eventually lead to some form of success for them after the show.  Many men and women 
have started small businesses from the fame they have gained on the shows, such as 
clothing boutiques and Brazilian hair companies (Allison, Journal Two, 2015).   
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Allison expanded, stating that urban reality TV was a mode entertainers could use to revitalize 

careers in show business, in addition to serving as a vehicle for operating capital endeavors 

outside of the entertainment industry. 

Urban reality shows…can be entertainment, and they allow celebrities to gain popularity 
in order for them to go on and do other business ventures.  [They] can be a good platform 
for old celebrities or people who are trying to become celebrities because they allow 
these people to gain popularity (Allison, Journal Two, 2015).  

 
Also, Victoria posited the popularity these shows brought afforded cast members a platform to 

advocate for community service efforts: 

A lot of them do a lot of good in the community.  [They] have their own charities…and 
make appearances…obviously to make money but…there is power in being one of these 
reality TV stars because you can get attention for things and you can use that attention to 
bring attention to things that otherwise people wouldn't think about (Victoria, Interview 
One, 2014). 

 
 
Increased access to successful people of color. 
 

From the participant’s perspective, urban reality TV gave viewers a glance into the lives 

of successful people of color.  For all of the women in this study, a successful person was an 

individual who attained their academic, personal, and professional goals, recognizing that these 

components are individualized and may differ from person to person.  The women distinctively 

valued individuals who were able to demonstrate balance (career, life, school), maintain healthy 

relationships (familial, romantic, fictive kinship), exhibit resilience through life’s challenges, 

pursue professional interests and passions in a manner that produced tangible results, and who 

emanate resolve.  Within the context of this study, cast members were perceived to have been 

successful if they were able to effectively navigate these themes in the public eye.  In fact, what 

appeared to be another one of the most enjoyable aspects of consuming these television shows 

was the perceived feeling of intimacy and access to the personal lives of successful celebrities, 

moguls, and athletes.  For Kim, watching the characters develop over time and understanding 
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who they really are was important.  Like Allison, Kim valued the fact that cast members had 

businesses and supported different philanthropies.  The shows gave Kim a more intimate look 

into the stars’ personalities, personal lives, and career-related activities. 

I’ve seen the characters change [on RHOA], I’ve seen some grow as people…it’s not all 
just like, cattiness…these people actually have lives, too.  [Some] of the stuff…isn’t 
necessarily the most real.  A lot of it is like, kind of staged but, overall is entertaining 
and…it’s not all senseless.  Like people on the show have a purpose too.  Like they have 
their businesses and they have things they're doing for themselves (Kim, Interview One, 
2014).   

 
Olivia was also interested in learning more about the cast members’ personalities.  When 

speaking about LAHHATL star and rapper, Waka Flocka, she discussed her surprise when 

noticing the difference between Waka the rapper, and Waka the person: 

It’s actually surprising…knowing Waka Flocka as a rapper, I [was] not expecting him 
to…portray as like a calm [person and be in a] pretty steady relationship situation, so it’s 
interesting…his music is just like, really crazy.  Um, so it’s interesting to kind of see 
another side which is also like an aspect of…why I continue watching, ‘cuz it’s kind of 
interesting to see like an artist’s personal life…separate from their music life (Olivia, 
Interview One, 2014).   

 
Allison watched urban reality TV to access the personal lives of the characters, as well.  She 

became actively engaged with the circumstances the women in the shows lived through: “Also, it 

allows us to see how famous people, such as those on Love and Hip Hop deal with situations that 

we go through, as well” (Allison, Journal Two, 2015).   

The women either preferred full exposure, or desired limited access to intimate life 

events.  For those favoring limited access, they reasoned that not all aspects of someone’s life 

should be shared, regardless of their celebrity status.  The women who preferred full exposure 

suggested that in agreeing to broadcast intimate moments alongside those that focused on their 

careers or beefs, reality stars would benefit because it provides viewers with a more balanced 

perspective of their personas.  Using the example of Omarion Grandberry and Apryl Jones’ 
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childbirth scene in LAHHH, in the focus group, the women discussed the issues of privacy 

related to sharing one’s narrative on television: 

Kim:  “I just think it’s interesting that they decided to…televise [child birth].  [Obviously] you 
didn't see the baby coming out…it’s like, very intimate and it’s interesting that--like, most 
celebrities try to keep stuff private, but they wanted like, everyone to see.” 

 

Anastasia:  “You could also tell…this whole thing wasn’t…like VH1 televised.  Some of it was 
home videos, and so they like, you could tell when it was clips, of like, the VH1 cameras were 
actually there, versus…this is Omarion’s phone and like, this is the videos that they’re letting--
clips of the videos that they’re letting [us] see.  So, it wasn’t that…public, either.” 

 

Kim:  “But like, I'm just sayin’…now, everyone can see, you know what I mean?  Now, it’s like 
a part of the show.  [I] just find that interesting.” 

 

Brittani:  “This may be me being a creep, but I actually like…when the celebrities, like I know 
Tamar Braxton, um, I saw her when she was havin’ her baby…I saw…Kourtney [Kardashian] 
when she was pullin’ out her baby or whatnot.  I don’t like when celebrities try to like, hide their 
babies.” 

 

Victoria:  “Kourtney Kardashian.  Like, she pulled it out herself.” 

 

Brittani:  “I like when they like, let us in.  [I] get to see you argue and fight with people, like, I 
wanna see your intimate moments, too.  No, not like that, but…I think it’s nice (laughs).  I think 
it's nice.” 

 
In the focus group, the students noted the shows increasingly included personal moments 

as evidenced by the frequent wedding and birth specials, however, the lack of discretion was not 

appreciated by all students.  For some, showing intimate clips encapsulated the entire purpose of 

reality television–to document and broadcast the lives of celebrities and people striving to 

succeed in their respective industry.  For others, reality TV was primarily contrived and the 

inclusion of private moments were out of place among concocted scenes.  When the camera 

focused its gaze on the perceivably private encounters of urban reality stars, it added a layer of 

authenticity to the show by centering on real moments in a cast members’ life.  However, the 

vacillation between performance and reality made identifying fabrications more challenging.  
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Private moments added a component of realness that seemed displaced amid the multiple series 

of implausible situations.    

 
Meaning Making: Social Media 

Urban reality television shows used other media platforms in efforts to provide viewers 

with various ways to interact with cast members and access different aspects of the programs.  

For instance, LAHHATL saw an increase in its social media reach upon the season four premiere.  

The LAHH Twitter handle, @LoveHipHopVH1, attracted over 319,000 followers and the show’s 

Facebook page garnered over 3.9 million Likes (Nielsen, 2015).  In addition, the LAHH 

Instagram account gained 180,000 followers (Nielsen, 2015).  Furthermore, Yandy Smith of 

LAHH participated in the series’ first live wedding on May 25, 2015.  Fans were encouraged to 

assist Yandy in selecting a wedding dress on social media.  They also Tweeted 

#LHHWeddingRSVP for a chance to attend her wedding as a guest.  Finally, TV engagement 

specialist, Telescope, was solicited to allow fans to ask questions in real-time via Twitter on the 

LAHHATL Afterparty. 

With myriad options for engaging in the shows, the women in this study acknowledged 

that they utilized different media platforms in order to remain current on show happenings.  One 

reason why the women elected to follow the shows and cast members through social media was 

to track fashion trends and to review commentary that took place after an episode was broadcast.  

Another reason why the participants used social media was to connect with other friends who 

were consuming similar shows.  The women also used social media to supplement their 

television consumption as a way to connect with characters.  They enjoyed observing how cast 

members functioned off-screen, perceivably gaining glimpses into characters’ lives.  The 

participants often found themselves navigating reality through different platforms, including 
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television broadcasting, online streaming, Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram.  These forums 

shared information about the characters’ lives and gave fans the ability to access intimate details 

that weren’t readily available in television episodes.  For example, Shaykhia used television 

broadcasts and Instagram to triangulate reality and piece together stories of interest to her, 

including the childbirth of LAHHH cast members Omarion and Apryl.  Other participants also 

pieced together different fragments of media together to create a larger picture of cast members’ 

lives.  For instance, Georgie followed cast members on Twitter to get more information about 

on-air drama:     

A lot of stuff happens off camera, like people will Tweet things to each other and have 
arguments over Twitter or through texts or something, then they come to reunion shows 
already upset with each other and the audience does not have detailed background 
(Georgie, Journal Three, 2015).  

 
Jazmine was also attracted to the drama, finding different ways to keep up with the characters: 
 

You want to keep up with each individual character in their life.  You want to keep up 
with the beef that she has with somebody else, regardless if you think it’s stupid or if you 
think that it’s a legit beef (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Making meaning of urban reality television was a complicated process for the women 

involved in this study.  As the study progressed, the students identified a connection between 

supply (Black women’s portrayal, drama) and demand (high ratings, saturated market).  They 

tapped into several media outlets to consume programming and gather information about the cast 

members.  Finding ways to digest the information was just as multi-faceted.  The respondents 

would process with their friends and family members, comment on social media, read blogs, and 

apply in-class theory to the themes they observed in the shows.  Still, they rarely had an 

opportunity to come together with a larger group of Black women to deconstruct the programs 

and discuss the issues and situations that were of importance to them.  Leah, however, compared 

the existence of urban reality stars with communications theory through the benefit of a 
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University communications course.  She indicated that she would process the content broadcast 

in the shows, using themes she reviewed in class:   

I watch it just like, ‘Wow, how...do people end up acting like that?’  [They’re] pretty 
cultured women…They have that stereotypical like, attitude of Black women and…it 
kind of confuses me how people can have the…culture but, at the same time, they still 
seem to lack it.  [I] don’t know how their personalities disagree with their situations...it 
kind of intrigues me and I’m actually in a…com class right now, Pop Culture, so we’re 
talking about like high and low culture…it confuses me ‘cause it seems like sometimes 
they’re high culture…it’s interesting to watch it from like a scholarly point, [and] seeing 
how it relates to what I’ve been learning (Leah, Interview One, 2014). 

 

 For Leah, it was difficult to define Black women cast members’ place in the media 

because their lifestyles did not appear to fully align with their career choices, particularly in 

instances where the character’s on-air persona conflicted with the woman’s background.  In this 

way, Leah asserted that women with high socioeconomic backgrounds, who possess strong 

business acumen and have access to higher education (high culture) should be less inclined to 

place themselves in low culture circumstances.  Although the other participants did not articulate 

the differences between high culture and low culture media as innately as Leah, they did make an 

earnest effort to differentiate lived experiences, projections of reality, and viewership.  Further, 

many of the women had not processed the shows beyond their opinions of story lines until their 

participation in the study.   

 
Meaning Making: Community Building 
 

More often than not, the women of this study consumed urban reality television as a 

means to socialize.  They enjoyed reviewing the comments and pictures posted online after a 

show.  If they didn’t have the opportunity to watch a show in the physical presence of their 

friends (and sometimes family), they would text or call to share commentary during the show, or 

as a follow-up to the show.  Some women admitted that they would watch the shows because 

they did not want to feel left out of the conversation.  While the content itself was often not 
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directly relatable, watching television with friends and the subsequent discussion offset some of 

the isolation they felt in class.  For Shaykhia, urban reality TV was something she could bond 

over with her friends.  Because so many of her friends watched it and came together to discuss it, 

watching urban reality television became an integral fixture in her social life:  Reality TV is 

“something to talk about with my friends that’s not here with me, like when we all watch it…and 

talk about social media, social networks.  [I] feel if you don’t watch it, like you’re out the loop” 

(Shaykhia, Interview One, 2014).  Kim also enjoyed watching the shows for the social factor, 

however the draw was more focused on familial bonding.  She continued, adding that her 

conversations and opinions surrounding the shows centered less on the implications of the 

material, and more on the drama frequently broadcast on urban reality TV:    

Before participating in the study, I did not really think about all the cons that surround 
Black reality TV.  I was just moreso into watching the shows and talking with my friends 
and people on social media networks about the show and not look into it in a more 
analytical sense (Shaykhia, Journal Three, 2015).  
 
For Kim, urban reality television was a social activity she shared with her mother: “Real 

Housewives of Atlanta.  Me and my mom watch that when I go home all the time” (Kim, 

Interview One, 2014).  Jazmine also enjoyed watching urban reality television, and was 

prompted to continue consuming the shows because of her friends.  During Interview One, she 

mentioned how she was one of the first people in secondary school to begin watching urban 

reality TV: “I was one of the first people watching them, me and all my friends.  ‘Girl, you got to 

watch it.’  ‘Okay.’  So since like, the beginning.  Season one of everything” (Jazmine, Interview 

One, 2014). 
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Making Meaning: Representations of Black Women 

 
Although they each watched these programs for entertainment purposes, the women’s 

opinions on the overall concept of urban reality television varied.  At times, participants even 

held sentiments that contradicted their own perspectives.  They enjoyed the fact that they could 

watch women that looked like them and believed that cast members’ performances of Black 

womanhood were either contrived or a reflection of the stars’ lived experience.  Even if they 

were watching the shows in solitude, they enjoyed the exposure to others of African descent.  In 

either case, the respondents agreed that the narratives and actions prevalent in the shows should 

not be applied to the broader Black community.  Brittani was glad to see the shows on the air 

because she was able to watch lead characters that shared her ethnic and racial identity:   

I am happy to have television shows that have women that look like me as lead 
characters.  We may be from different walks of life, and are going down different paths, 
but at least I see that there can be successful shows where Black women are the focus 
(Brittani, Journal Three, 2015). 

 
However, she emphasized that while the cast members may be people of color, they were not 

representatives for their race.  Rather, urban reality television was a means of entertainment that 

should not be taken too seriously: 

If people look at the shows for what they are supposed to be and don’t personify 
them…the shows are a great source of entertainment, which for some people are 
relatable, or close (and definitely not exact) to situations they…may experience.  [I] just 
want people to enjoy the shows for what they are, and be entertained, and not take them 
too seriously (Brittani, Journal Three, 2015). 

 
I’mani disagreed.  While she also viewed urban reality television as a source of entertainment, 

she believed that the negative behaviors perpetuated stereotypes widely held about people of 

color.  From I’mani’s perspective, the messages conveyed in urban reality TV shows were just 

another barrier for Black women: 
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I do believe that the cons outweigh the pros…the pros come more for the watcher than 
anyone else.  They get entertained and of course, the networks and the sponsors get paid 
from the views…the cons affect many more people.  The cons in a way, affect a whole 
race and group of people, because of the negative stereotypes that develop because of the 
show.  The cons are [more] detrimental because now this is just another battle for Black 
people, and Black women more specifically (I’mani, Journal Three, 2015). 

 
Kim also indicated that the representations of Black women in urban reality television could be 

problematic, however she posited the shows only impacted certain populations rather than Black 

women as a whole; that people only felt stereotypes were detrimental when they felt directly 

targeted by the shows: 

When the characters identify with you more, you see the representation of you and your 
group much more clearly.  It is not enough to just be Black to identify.  A Black Greek 
would feel attacked by Sorority Sisters or a Black single woman in entrepreneurship may 
feel more attacked by Basketball Wives.  Black people need to recognize that they are 
part of a bigger whole than their organization affiliation or occupation in order to see the 
negatives of urban reality TV (Kim, Journal Three, 2015). 
 
Some women indicated that their consumption of urban reality television was a guilty 

pleasure, while others were unapologetic about their viewing habits.  While all agreed the shows 

were created for entertainment purposes, their thoughts on the quality of the shows differed.  For 

instance, Georgie was one of the participants who took a no-nonsense approach in her decision to 

watch urban reality TV.  She stated they served their purpose and while they were reality shows 

featuring people of color, she also watched several other reality shows that supported a non-

Black cast: “I enjoy watching the Black reality TV shows.  I think they are funny and 

entertaining, but I have also enjoyed watching reality TV that is not Black” (Georgie, Journal 

Three, 2015).  In Journal Two, Desarae supported Georgie’s sentiments.  From Desarae’s 

perspective, urban reality TV was just entertainment.  The women in the shows did not represent 

her or her peers; instead, cast members simply profited from the shows:  

I do not view urban reality television as a good or bad thing; it is simply entertainment.  
At the end of the day, we all watch it and therefore are putting more money into the 
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pockets of those who are involved in the show.  The people on reality television are not 
representative of myself or the people I surround myself with (Desarae, Journal Two, 
2015). 

 
Leah also found it difficult to relate to the women cast in urban reality television.  She could not 

envision herself responding to situations like the cast members because she felt she was different 

from them: 

I don’t want to say that they’re low culture…and I’m like, higher than them…I can never 
see myself, I guess, in the ways that I see them and like their situations…I just feel like 
I’m different.  [Maybe] that’s their being in the South and it’s simply like, being in 
different location makes me different…I can never see myself acting like that…I just feel 
like there’s no one I can really like, identify myself with (Leah, Interview One, 2014).   

 
Allison also stated that behaviors made it difficult to relate to some of the women cast in urban 

reality TV.  She specifically discussed their violent behaviors, indicating that it was shocking to 

see adult women fighting: 

The violence and stuff you see with these women…that’s shocking because I feel like as 
a grown woman, you’re supposed to handle yourself a certain way...you should never 
have to like, physically fight somebody just to solve a problem ‘cause that doesn’t really 
solve the problem anyway…fighting with something…I don’t think that should carry 
over into like, your more adulthood ages.  [Every] show there’s always like, the good 
people that like, balance it out and they like, make you laugh (Allison, Interview One, 
2014).  

 
Victoria saw her urban reality TV viewership as a guilty pleasure, despite the fact that the shows 

were really bad television: 

Sometimes I do have the thoughts that are really, this is just really bad television…if this 
is society’s standard, what have we come to?  But at the same time…it’s necessary to 
have those things that are just there, that you can just like sit down and entertain or be 
like guilty pleasure entertainment (Victoria, Interview One, 2014).   

 

 

Making Meaning: Connecting Reality and Reality TV 

Many of the women indicated that they seldom considered the implications of their 

viewership for themselves, the urban reality television stars, other consumers, or for the Black 

community as a whole.  It was not until their involvement in this study that the participants 
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began to ask themselves critical questions about their television consumption.  Some continued 

to frame their experience from the perspective of a participant, where they watched television 

and imagined what it would be like if I were asking them questions related to what they were 

watching.  Other times, the women asked themselves how their experiences related to the cast in 

a way that they had not yet considered.  For instance, Allison began to think about the impact 

urban reality television shows have on White consumers’ perceptions about Black women and 

the broader Black community.  Allison also began to look past her immediate experiences with 

urban reality TV:     

There are things that I hadn’t [thought] about before participating in this study.  I never 
thought about the fact that White people even watch urban reality television shows.  I 
also never thought about the impact that urban reality television shows have of dating and 
how African American men view African American women (Allison, Journal Three, 
2015).  

 
She continued, stating her involvement in the project led her to reflect on things she had not 

considered before: 

I feel like this has made me think a lot about stuff that I’ve never thought about before.  
Like even beyond like, the reality TV shows, like…me as a person and…relationships or 
my lack thereof…since you're asking me questions, I’m actually forced to sit down and 
think about this stuff which I might not necessarily do on my own.  [I] find it kind of hard 
to answer the questions about myself sometimes.  So I think like this helped a lot with 
that.  But overall, I think it was a good experience.  Especially, I really, really, really, 
liked the focus group…You talk about this stuff with your friends and like you talk about 
the show, but…you don’t really bring like, the bigger issues or the bigger picture into 
your discussion (Allison, Interview Two, 2015). 
 

 

Influences of environment on consumption. 
 
 Shaykhia began to consider context in viewership, as she noticed that who she chose to 

watch urban reality TV with, as well as the physical space where she consumed the shows, 

influenced the ways she thought about the programs.  In addition to following the storyline, 

Shaykhia started to think about the ways the Black community was portrayed.  She found some 
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of the scenarios to be relatable, but she also started to see past her personal connections with the 

plots.  Shaykhia began to process how issues covered in urban reality TV may also frame the 

broader Black community: 

I was surprised at my thoughts and reactions while watching [the shows in the focus 
group].  When I watch them at home with my roommates, I don’t have the same thoughts 
as I did in the focus group.  At home, I would never think about how the things displayed 
on the show downplay Black women or men.  I do however, relate to situations that have 
to deal with relationships in the same manner in both settings.  I think the setting while 
watching these shows really can change the way you view them (Shaykhia, Journal Two, 
2014). 

 
Though Shaykhia often spoke about the plots broadcast on urban reality TV, her participation in 

the focus group was the first platform that encouraged her to connect the shows with current 

social issues: 

It was interesting to have dialogue…I don’t think we ever really stopped to talk about 
what we’re doing and like what our actions mean when we’re watching certain things.  
So, I mean, we talk about like, ‘Oh, like that’s not right, she shouldn’t have did that,’ but 
we’re…never really trying to get into the issues of like, why there’s so many shows that 
portray us in this way or in this light and the shows where it could potentially portray us 
in a better light, it still ends up reverting back to this drama, catty type of scenario…It 
was good to see the different views and opinions come out (Shaykhia, Interview Two, 
2015). 
 
Similar to Shaykhia, Allison observed parallels between cast members’ dating encounters 

and her own experiences with men.  Still, she acknowledged that previous conversations with her 

friends did not provide her with the space she required to discuss how these shows portray or 

impact the Black community.  At home with friends and family, the women found enjoyment in 

focusing on the plot and hashing out the storyline.  A change in setting refocused the 

conversation to also include the deconstruction of the shows from a macro level.  The research 

process gave participants the opportunity to draw more informed comparisons between the 

shows and their own lived experiences.  During Interview Two, I’mani talked about her 

experiences with the reflection exercises: 



 
 

126 
 

Oddly enough, I found out a lot about myself from like answering questions and doing 
journals…you know these things but having to explain them to someone else makes it 
totally different.  [I] thought we were going to like focus just on the shows again.  I didn’t 
think we were going to get into like, how I chose my friends and stuff.  It was like 
questions I actually had to sit back and be like, ‘I never thought about that before.’  So 
that was a nice experience (I’mani, Interview Two, 2015). 

 
Brittani also became more introspective when comparing her reactions to situations she and cast 

members shared: 

When you asked…questions like, ‘Who do you like relate to, or who would you compare 
yourself to?’…I kind of found traits in me [with]…some characters [that] I didn’t like 
that much.  But I’m like, ‘Man! I guess I would kind of be like them…I probably would 
have did that, too.  [Let] me…look at myself too…I would have reacted that way, too.’  
[Pairing] like, everyone’s opinion [at] the focus group…the situations maybe aren’t like, 
the most important per se but…they’re relatable to like situations that we’re in now, um, 
hearing everyone else’s like, opinions of them and like the reason why they felt the way 
they felt…they are like relatable to…similar situations that I could be put into or have 
been put into, it kind of makes you think like, [let] me consider their opinion on it.  [The 
research study] kind of just opens your eyes to other things that you didn’t think about 
before in reference to the shows and real life (Brittani, Interview Two, 2015).   
 
Overall, participation in my project encouraged the women to ask deeper questions about 

the material presented on-air.  The different data collection methods gave them space to 

formulate questions, challenge previously held beliefs, and/or learn from their peers.  Again, the 

women generally viewed the shows for the entertainment value, therefore, they had not 

considered the other issues associated with the broadcasting of urban reality television.  For 

example, Desarae began to watch the shows with a more critical lens near the end of the research 

project:   

I’ve noticed I look at some reality shows different now.  [Something] will happen, ‘Oh, 
like I wonder…how might Shawna question us like, in this scenario?’  So I notice I have 
looked at reality TV more or in a different light…It was cool hearing other people’s 
perception of things.  And then just being able to talk about something that I like 
(Desarae, Interview Two, 2015). 

 
On the other hand, in hearing the perspectives of her fellow research participants, Georgie was 

more privy to how other people may view the shows.  While completing Journal Three, she 



 
 

127 
 

wrote, “I guess I never really thought about how seriously people can be offended by some of the 

shows” (Georgie, Journal Three, 2015).  Olivia always looked to urban reality television for 

entertainment, emphasizing that consuming urban reality TV did not shape the character of the 

consumer.  Still, prior to her involvement in the project, she had not yet considered how the 

shows could influence the ways minorities are perceived: 

Watching these shows does not say anything negative about your character…if you can 
watch these shows as a Black woman and realize that they are dramatized and simply for 
entertainment, it shows that you have common sense and you have your head (at least 
somewhat) on straight, since you are not aspiring to be like the characters in these shows. 
I hadn’t thought about how these shows can influence peoples’ perceptions of minorities 
in everyday life, but I now see how that is possible and that it does indeed occur (Olivia, 
Journal Three, 2015). 
 
 

Connecting to the cast. 
 
While some of the participants indicated that they did not identify with any of the urban 

reality television stars, there were others who felt connected to the cast members and found them 

relatable.  Oftentimes, the women indicated that a cast member was relatable because they lived 

through situations that were similar to those displayed on the air.  At times, the women on the 

shows also possessed characteristics that the participants believed they shared.  Once more, 

another reason why the respondents were drawn to the shows and cast members was because 

they appreciated the fact that the cast members were Black.  In this way, the women of my study 

followed market trends, because they found value in watching TV that was reflective of their 

social identities.  Jazmine identified with Evelyn Lozada of Basketball Wives because she 

believed her to be authentic and rough around the edges:  

I feel like I most identify with Evelyn even though she brings a lot of drama and I don’t 
have drama.  I’m not a fighter…I’m more of a talker.  I’ll talk it out with you.  I’m a little 
rowdy at times…we’re rough around the edges.  [I] feel like she breaks down and cries 
on camera and she’s the only person that cries and I don’t think that it’s fake.  Like it 
seems completely genuine.  [I] feel like we’re both probably rough around the edges 
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because of life…And like stuff with my dad.  So that’s why I identify most with Evelyn 
because like our daddy issues.  I just feel like we’re both hard and like rough around the 
edges and everybody just probably thinks that we’re so mean (Jazmine, Interview One, 
2014). 

 
Victoria respected NeNe Leakes of RHOA because Victoria cared how others perceived her, 

whereas NeNe appeared not to care at all: 

In some ways, I identify with NeNe.  I’m very bad at stopping myself when things are 
already like, on my tongue.  It’s gotten me into some trouble sometimes but I’m learning 
to control it a little bit more now.  But I also kind of just respect NeNe’s complete, almost 
lack of caring when it comes to what others like think of her.  [And] I think I respect that 
because I know I don’t have that.  I’m very always like much aware of how others 
perceive me so I think I can just respect that (Victoria, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Victoria also shared respect towards Kandi Burruss of RHOA for her business acumen and her 

strong family values:  

I respect what Kandi has done for herself as like, a business and creating her, like her 
business [acumen].  I respected her ability to stand up to her mother…I respect people 
who do that because…as much as your family is there and…they want the best for you, at 
some point, there will be a time when you have to say like, I have made my decision, I’m 
willing to live with it (Victoria, Interview One, 2014). 

 
In total, Victoria was drawn towards cast members who stayed true to themselves: 
 

The people who I have an affinity for on the show, they have a quality or a trait…I 
admire and within the whole drama that the show is, you know, their ability to stay true 
to who they are, whether it’s a fictionalized version of who they are because of the TV 
show or just…an overdramatized version of who they are, I think is something admirable 
and respectable (Victoria, Interview One, 2014).  

 
Conversely, Kim was drawn to Malaysia Pargo of Basketball Wives because of her relatively 

low-profile and ability to avoid drama: 

I think [I identify most with Malaysia Pargo] because she kind of isn’t really in the mix 
of things and she’s more like, just there.  She…is doing her own thing while also making 
her role on the TV show…maybe her because she’s not like, too much in the mix (Kim, 
Interview One, 2014). 
 

As someone who identified as straightforward and abrasive, Georgie appreciated the ways urban 

reality stars addressed conflict: 
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I actually like the way that reality TV shows handle problems better in some cases, or I 
resonate more with how the reality stars handle problems.  I like to be straightforward 
and abrasive.  I like to get right to the point instead of being soft-spoken and mild 
(Georgie, Journal One, 2014). 

 
The students could also relate to cast members who reminded them of their significant others.  

For instance, Shaykhia had an appreciation for Stevie J’s: 

…personality, he just like a funny person.  And just the way he thinks is funny to me, like 
how he thinks…it’s okay for him to be with Jocelyn and Mimi and for them to not 
know…he always trying to get away with everything and that’s just funny to me.  He 
kind of remind me of my dad (Shaykhia, Interview One, 2014). 

 
In addition to character traits, some of the participants also identified with cast members who 

shared similar life experiences.  Shaykhia could relate with some of the women who encountered 

relationship problems with their romantic interests and partners: 

All the relationship problem stuff [is relatable].  And it’s crazy ‘cause I thought…these 
type of things would stop once you get older.  And it’s just interesting to see…the same 
stuff with adults like with grown women, like married women…it’s just amazing to see.  
And it's just funny…some men grow up eventually but then some don’t.  [Just] to see that 
it happens to like famous people or rich people (Shaykhia, Interview One, 2014).  

 

More specifically, she discussed a situation she experienced that was similar to one broadcast on 

LAHH.  Peter Gunz chose to marry a woman rather than his ex-girlfriend, Tara Wallace, despite 

Tara’s apparent commitment to Peter: 

Peter and his baby mama.  They went through a lot of stuff and like they was having a 
scene where she was talking to him about how…he would marry this other girl that he 
had only been with for a year [and the two of them had previously] been together for like, 
13 years.  And that just took me to a situation…my first boyfriend…we was like in a 
unofficial thing for a long time and then when he did want our relationship, he did it with 
another girl and that hurt me…I don’t understand how you going to give her that 
relationship that I wanted…you did it for her but, for me, like I had to go through all this 
crazy stuff with you…So I related to that part a lot.  Like I felt bad for her (Shaykhia, 
Interview One, 2014). 
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Making Meaning: Storytelling 

 

Some of the participants believed that the shows offered women cast members 

opportunities to recreate themselves.  From the perspectives of these respondents, urban reality 

television provided cast members with the opportunity to shape their own stories and build their 

identities on-screen.  According to the women in this study, the aspect of storytelling on the 

Black woman’s behalf was absent from the media.  Urban reality television provided these 

women with a space to share their voices and experiences where there otherwise would be none.  

The participants believed that this was important because these counternarratives provided Black 

women with an additional outlet to demonstrate for the masses what life for a Black woman 

could look like.  Some of the students felt increased opportunities to share Black women’s stories 

provided all viewers with a more balanced perspective and added dimension to what would 

otherwise be a flat depiction of Black women.  In Journal Three, Shaykhia wrote the shows 

highlighted issues that Black women face.  For her, urban reality television:   

…allows other to be exposed to Black culture and it allows for Blacks to expand in the 
entertainment world…As a Black woman, I like reality TV regardless of the few cons 
that are included with it.  I feel that it shines a light on issues that Black women go 
through and allows for everyone to see that we all go through the same things even at a 
higher financial bracket or status (Shaykhia, Journal Three, 2015).  

 
In Journal One, Shaykhia also made mention of the lived experiences of the women on the 

shows.  She connected cast members’ struggles with those everyday Black women contend with 

in society: “I think that these women on the show portray the various struggles that women today 

go through in relationships.  There are a mix of women on the show which I think portray the 

various personalities of Black women” (Shaykhia, Journal One, 2014).  Brittani also believed 

urban reality TV aired Black women’s experiences.  She indicated the shows aired cast 

members’ realities, which made the shows interesting: “I would keep it the way it is…it is 

supposed to be their reality, so if I change anything, it wouldn’t be interesting” (Brittani, Journal 
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Three, 2015).  Allison also saw urban reality television as a form of storytelling.  She believed 

this facet of the shows allowed viewers to get to know cast members: “I would keep the aspect of 

storytelling that urban reality television shows have. I like the fact that we get to see into 

people’s lives on a more personal level” (Allison, Journal Three, 2015). 

Georgie furthered, writing that follow-up shows gave audience members insight into why 

cast members reacted to certain situations; that because the shows offered different avenues of 

expression, reality stars were not exploited but rather, chose to share their realities on-screen: 

I like how they are and I especially like the part when [they] let the people have their own 
chance to talk.  I think that it gives people a chance to explain their actions that people 
may not initially understand.  It also gives them a chance to not be a victim to a certain 
kind of portrayal because they can explain themselves.  I also really enjoy the reunion 
parts, as well for the same reason…if I could add anything, I would add maybe 
sometimes a narrator to give some background.  The narrator could be the reality stars 
themselves and to a certain extent, this already [exists] (Georgie, Journal Three, 2015).  

 

Georgie reiterated that urban reality television is TV and the shows do not target certain 

populations: 

I think when we watch reality TV show, we understand that it’s a TV show, and this is 
their personal story.  And plus, it’s not like they pointin’ reality shows out just for Black 
women…it’s not just singled out for Black people.  It’s what you choose to watch and 
what you can relate to, that what you’re gonna watch (Georgie, Focus Group, 2015). 

 
Saving spaces for the Black woman's voice led to a broader conversation about 

representations of Black women in the media, specifically in urban reality television.  Much like 

the differing opinions on the overall productiveness and value of the shows, the participant's 

viewpoints on how Black women are portrayed in urban reality television also differed.  There 

were participants that found value in the fact that Black women were making headway on 

television and were garnering a large following.  During Interview One, Victoria posited that the 

mass popularity of urban reality television was a source of empowerment:     

I think that there’s some positive ones as well that aren’t really addressed.  And, you 
know, some people say that historically Black women would be so sad to see these shows 
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on TV, which I think they’d be sad at some of the aspects but sometimes I think that 
they’d be proud because I think it’s an amazing fact that we can have so many shows that 
feature African American women as either the main focus or one of the prominent 
focuses and have such a viewership.  Now, I bet part of the viewership comes from the 
fact that what they are doing on the shows but, you know, I think of history and who 
controls the media and I think it’s a very telling story of the power that African American 
women have to have a show that’s just about African American women and the 
relationship between them.  So I think that knowing the positive connotations or what 
positives come from these type of shows is also important (Victoria, Interview One, 
2014).   

 
Brittani also found value in the shows because she found them relatable: 
 

I think it is good that those who may somewhat experience similar situations as those on 
the show have someone like [them] to watch.  It is relatable and to me, that is what makes 
it so popular in the urban communities (Brittani, Journal Two, 2015). 
 

Additionally, Georgie said most people tuned-in to urban reality TV because of the drama 

portrayed on the shows.  Georgie contended that if they improved the images of the cast 

members, people would still complain about the ways they are portrayed: 

Other points was the representation in the media.  People want representation, but there 
will always be a problem with the kind of representation.  If Black people are represented 
accurately people will complain, and when Black people are represented in reality TV 
then people complain that it is adding to the stereotype (Georgie, Journal Two, 2015). 

 
However for some, the manner in which Black women cast members were portrayed in 

urban reality television was a detriment to the ways that majority populations perceived Black 

women as a whole.  For these participants, the imagery and behaviors depicted by the programs 

were reminiscent of historical caricatures of Black women, which typified Black women as loud, 

emasculating, sexual deviants.  Loud, ghetto, and angry were the terms that often reverberated 

throughout the research project.  Notably, the respondents were concerned that (1) they would be 

associated with prominent stereotypes, (2) the depictions of Black womanhood were narrow, and 

(3) these narrow portrayals would be applied to the entire Black community, further 

complicating the thesis that the Black experience is monolithic.  Leah seemed especially 

sensitive to both encountering and being associated with prominent stereotypes against Black 
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women.  She described the frequent arguments and fights among Black women on urban reality 

TV as typical:   

Nothing stands out moreso than just like, yelling.  [The] yelling always gets to me…that 
typical attitude.  [I] hate saying that’s like typical of what people think of Black women 
but all I can think about is like living up to the stereotype of what people have for Black 
women so nothing really like stands out in particular but just…how they kind of 
perpetual, like they just make it seem like that’s how Black women are (Leah, Interview 
One, 2014).    
 

Anastasia also described the women on the shows as loud, inferring that they could be superficial 

and seemed uneducated at times: “The women in reality TV shows tend to be portrayed as loud, 

superficial, and most times uneducated women.  Black women are judged and stereotyped by 

these portrayals” (Anastasia, Journal One, 2014).  Allison also zeroed-in on the prominent 

conflicts most prevalent in urban reality television.  In Journal Two, she wrote about the ways 

urban reality TV was more likely to air stereotypical and degrading behavior instead of focusing 

on success and positive happenings: 

The show tends to highlight the stereotypes of African Americans[;] loud, cat-fighting 
women and unfaithful men who perform illegal acts and land in jail.  Although some 
shows highlight great things like marriage and successful careers, more of them show 
Black men and women degrading each other and working to tear each other down instead 
of build one [another] up (Allison, Journal Two, 2015). 

 
She continued, expressing concern that the shows may lead people to believe the stereotypes are 

true and that it is acceptable to behave similarly to urban reality stars: 

I do not believe that the pros outweigh the cons of urban reality television shows.  I think 
that overall, urban reality television shows are one of the many reasons that people have 
such negative views [of] African Americans.  I also think that urban reality television 
shows make people think that they can be like the people that they see on television and 
sometimes urban reality television stars aren’t the best examples. Urban reality television 
shows also play into stereotypes that people have about African Americans (Allison, 
Journal Three, 2015). 

 
Allison concluded that stereotypes are not valid and should not be applied to Black women 

choosing to consume urban reality television: 
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I think that people should know that being a Black woman who watches reality television 
does not mean that I act like the [women] who are on urban reality television shows. I 
also think that people should know that the stereotypes that they form based on what they 
see on urban reality television shows are not valid (Allison, Journal Three, 2015).  

 
Conversely, Jazmine believed the behaviors on the shows reaffirmed stereotypes: “They already 

think that Hispanics and Black people ratchet and you all are just proving it on there” (Jazmine, 

Interview One, 2014).  She furthered that urban reality television is a detriment to the value of 

Black women, limiting the ways Black women are portrayed and perceived: 

I feel that the way we are portrayed in the media is a detriment to our value.  We are 
worth more than the twerk videos and the scenes of pettiness shown in reality television. 
Our value should not be equated to the way we are portrayed on television shows 
(Jazmine, Journal Three, 2015).   

 
I’mani indicated that if minorities did not choose to be cast in the shows, urban reality television 

would not contribute to already existing stereotypes: 

I do not want to put the blame on the White people who watch these shows.  I thoroughly 
believe that if the minorities did not sign up for these shows and portray or allow 
themselves to be portrayed in this way, the television networks would have to develop 
new ideas for things to show on television.  White people would not be able to develop 
these ideas from the shows because the shows would not be displaying this behavior…I 
believe there can still be good reality television (that would actually be more realistic and 
would still be entertaining) without people agreeing to sign up and act in such ways 
(I’mani, Journal Three, 2015).  

 
Kim built upon I’mani’s observations, stating that producers targeted individuals that would 

cause drama.  She identified drama and fighting as the primary focus of the shows; behaviors 

that further complicated the stereotypes of Black women on television: 

The producers choose characters that will cause drama in order to boost ratings.  
Although these characters may have personal accomplishments and may serve their 
communities, these characteristics are hardly recognized.  Rather, drama between people 
and fights are the focus of these shows.  Therefore, there is an overall negative portrayal 
of Blacks in these shows despite their pros (Kim, Journal Three, 2015). 
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Making Meaning: Disassociating from Stereotypes 

 
For others, the ways that Black women were characterized may have been negative at 

times, but these displays were unrepresentative of the participants’ personal experiences.  

Although the cast may have engaged in arguments and acts of violence, there were participants 

who felt that the behaviors of cast members did not impact who they were, how they were 

perceived by others, or how they were treated by their peers, faculty, or staff, because they held 

themselves to a different standard.  While recognizing that negative stereotypes exist, the 

students indicated that perpetuating and applying stereotypes is a choice.  In actively choosing to 

remove themselves from stereotypes through monitoring their own behavior, language/diction, 

and sometimes appearance, they implied that they were able to avoid bias incidents and 

prejudicial attitudes.  As I mentioned in previous commentary, some participants essentially 

wished to clarify that while they were consumers of urban reality television, their consumption 

was not a reflection of their lived experiences.   

Desarae did not believe she was directly impacted by urban reality television because she 

did not associate with women similar to those portrayed in the shows.  She also felt that while 

the women encountered life experiences the situations aired on the shows were exacerbated for 

the benefit of the camera: 

I think majority of the women on urban reality television are completely inappropriate, 
but make for great entertainment.  Reality television is my guilty pleasure, and I enjoy 
watching it.  I do not associate myself with women who act similar to the characters that 
some of the women play.  I use the word character because I do think people tend to act 
different once the cameras are on.  However, the women on these shows are still real 
people who deal with real issues; they just choose to share it with the world.  For 
example, I know women who deal with domestic violence just like Evelyn of Basketball 

Wives and I also know women who deal with infidelity issues just like Emily B. of Love 

and Hip Hop (Desarae, Journal One, 2014). 
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In Journal Three, Victoria mentioned that the shows are a hobby and her consumption should not 

be used to measure her character: 

I think the most important thing to note is that as a Black woman who watches reality 
television, it does not make me any less of a supporter of Black women, or the Black 
race.  It doesn’t mean I hate Black men, it says nothing about the type of person I am.  It 
solely is a hobby of mine, something I engage in for me and me alone. I believe that 
whether you agree with the premise of urban reality television or not you should be able 
to respect that fact. Everyone has things they do for themselves as a part of their self-
care: this is mine; please just try to respect it. I’m not asking for you to agree with it – 
just due respect (Victoria, Journal Three, 2015).  

 
Desarae did not believe people should apply stereotypes to others, especially if those stereotypes 

were based on the content of the shows people watch.  From Desarae’s point-of-view, people 

choosing to stereotype due to television were ignorant: “People who apply stereotypes based off 

of reality shows are just ignorant.  I try not to pay them any mind because I know the women on 

these shows are not a representation of me” (Desarae, Journal Three, 2015).  Finally, Olivia 

recognized multiple perspectives in why people may choose to watch or avoid urban reality 

television.  Though she took issue with the negative stereotypes perpetuated by the shows, the 

negative imagery was not drastic enough to persuade her from consuming urban reality TV:   

I think the biggest [issue] is the negative stereotypes and perceptions that these shows 
perpetuate. However, [the pros] balance each other out, which results in me watching 
these shows but not allowing them to affect my personal life in any way. For others, the 
cons may outweigh the pros, which results in them refusing to watch. And for others, the 
pros may outweigh the cons, which may result in people really liking urban reality TV to 
the point where it affects their personal lives (Olivia, Journal Three, 2015). 
 

The students often reacted one of three ways when discussing the representations of 

women in urban reality TV.  The women were either (1) in full support of the cast and their 

behavior, (2) admonished the ways the cast performed, or (3) vacillated between supporting cast 

performances and questioning the manner in which characters behaved.  Leah served as an 

example of a student who did not approve of cast members’ attitudes and behaviors, but found 

the shows to be entertaining enough to continue watching them:   
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They do give the stereotype for Black women, I guess.  And I feel like I shouldn’t think 
it’s funny but I do think it’s funny…I feel bad saying that almost because I’m saying that 
she’s carrying on a stereotype of people but, at the same time, I’m laughing at it for 
entertainment purposes…I don’t want to say [NeNe’s] the least ghetto out of all 
them…She’s real at least if that…counts for anything and even if it is kind of 
perpetuating that stereotype, she’s funny.  [Now] that I’m thinking about it, I feel really 
bad saying she’s funny and saying that I like her for how she acts.  [It’s] like, hard 
because…I haven’t been brought up in the way that they have so it’s like, odd seeing 
Black women act that way and like part of me is like, ‘Oh, they shouldn’t be acting like 
that,’ but it’s still entertaining…I feel like it shouldn’t be funny…I can’t help but like 
laugh at how people act.  [Maybe] ‘cause it’s just so ridiculous and so out there (Leah, 
Interview One, 2014). 

 
Respondents’ decision to watch the shows led to conflicted feelings on whether the 

entertainment value of the shows outweighed the implications of the shows.  At times, the 

women of this study probed deeper by making mention of the historical context of Black actors 

existing within White-dominated spaces.  Those that discussed the performance of Blackness 

using this lens considered how a multicultural audience may perceive Black women as a result of 

urban reality TV consumption.  Allison expressed concern for how people would internalize the 

behaviors surrounding issues of domestic violence, especially children or men: 

[The] cons of urban reality television shows are that they sometimes promote violence, 
and they make men think that it is okay to treat women with disrespect…both women and 
men fight over issues that seem so trivial.  [It] seems like the repeated appearance of 
violence on these shows makes people - especially children - [think] that violence is okay 
to handle issues that could be solved through talking (Allison, Journal Two, 2015).  

 
Kim made mention of how the individuals choosing to star in these shows may not realize how 

majority populations might compile everyone’s experiences together, and perpetuate stereotypes 

about the Black community: 

Black people fail to realize that [Whites may develop ideas based upon the behavior of 
cast members].  Rather, Black people feel that they can distinguish themselves as an 
individual from these portrayals but in reality, we all get lumped as one stereotype 
regardless.  By Blacks supporting these shows, we feed into these negative portrayals 
which in turn, exacerbate the potential situation (Kim, Journal Three, 2015). 
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Victoria also stated the conflicts in urban reality television contributed to the perception that 

Black women cannot get along: 

These shows primarily focus on Black women, and therefore the depictions are primarily 
of Black women.  I think these shows are part of the reason why people believe when you 
have groups of Black women that are hanging out they have all of these underlying issues 
with one another.  I hear far more often that Black women are in competition with one 
another: for men, jobs, and just in general than I do with Black men.  It is my belief that 
these shows have something to do with that (Victoria, Journal Two, 2015). 

 
I’mani added that she had not even realized how she might be supporting ideas that do not align 

with her belief system: “I…did not realize that I am kind of a hypocrite, because of some of the 

things I believe in, these shows go right against those beliefs” (I’mani, Journal Two, 2015).  

Olivia suggested that if more cast members acquired a realization similar to I’mani’s conclusion, 

they might be less inclined to perpetuate negative behaviors and empower themselves to 

systematically address common criticisms of urban reality TV: 

When they’re casting for these shows [that are] trying to exploit another group.  [Then], a 
couple weeks later, we’re watching them just like, make fools out of themselves on the 
TV screen. Life, if people start realizing that that’s not a good look, they don’t wanna be 
portrayed [negatively], then if there’s no one to exploit like, they can’t have a TV show.  
[There] will always be people to watch.  Like we all said, we want a break from what 
we’re doing, it’s entertaining, like we’re not gonna go out and…act like this in the world, 
but we just like, wanna watch it because it’s cool, or entertaining.  But like…if you don’t 
have people who are signing up to be the people on these shows, then [you’re] gonna 
detract power from it (Olivia, Focus Group, 2015). 
 

Allison added an alternative perspective, writing that while there were negative aspects of urban 

reality TV, the masses were also exposed to positive stories: 

Television companies capitalize on the drama and the negative aspects of reality 
television and they tend not [to] focus on the positive.  I understand that the drama 
presented by urban reality television shows is what gets ratings and makes money, but I 
do think that it is refreshing to see people who are doing positive things because they 
allow for a break from the drama (Allison, Journal Two, 2015). 
 

Other times, they mentioned that watching the shows was bad for them.  Victoria frequently 

questioned her decision to watch urban reality television, despite the fact that she really enjoyed 
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them: “Sometimes, I’m like, ‘Why am I watching this?’  But other times…it’s entertaining…to 

see, like, these women act like 13- and 14-year-old girls.  And you’re just like, ‘Is it really worth 

it?’” (Victoria, Interview, 2014).  The LAHH series was one of Shaykhia's favorites.  Still, she 

said it was bad that she watched the show:  

Really like, it’s so bad.  And my uncle gets mad when I tell him I like that show.  And he 
like, ‘You too smart to be watching it.  I’m like, ‘No, I’m not’.  [It’s] relatable to me…I 
like all of them, like the New York one, Hollywood, Atlanta.  They’re all funny 
(Shaykhia, Interview One, 2014).  

 
There were even situations where the shows were a point of frustration for the students, yet they 

continued to watch.  For instance, Shaykhia admitted that Sorority Sisters made her mad, 

however, she continued to watch the show, most likely because of her interest in Greek life: 

I watched [Sorority Sisters] and it made me mad but I feel like I’m going to still watch it.  
I don't know why, just to see the bad…it just makes me mad ‘cause I’m actually like 
interested in…Greek life and…they show like the…bad stuff on national television to 
organizations.  That made me mad.  [I] probably am still going to watch it (Shaykhia, 
Interview One, 2014).   

 
Jazmine alluded to the fact that while she would not associate with women like those portrayed 

in urban reality TV, she could not stop tuning-in: 

It’s like, you want to stop watching, ‘cause I really shouldn’t be supporting this, like I 
identify with strong Black women who don't do crap like this.  [You] watch one 
episode…then they show you previews of the next week, ‘Oh, I’m not going to watch it.’  
And it’s just one of those things where once you watch one episode, you can’t stop.  
You’re not going to stop (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Additionally, she described the shows as trashy and disagreed with the ways cast members were 

portrayed.  Still, she continued to watch the shows:  “They’re all trashy so I don’t even want to 

say this is my favorite ‘cause it’s so bad, because I really shouldn’t like these shows, because I 

hate the way Black people are portrayed” (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014).    

The women expressing guilt for their urban reality TV consumption contributed their 

feelings to the fact that they shared similar racial and gendered social identities.  Some women 
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even acknowledged that they may have benefitted from a psychologically (and sometimes, 

financially) safe upbringing, where several cast members did not.  Contrasts in family and 

economic background led some participants to the conclusion that observing the lived 

experiences of marginalized women for the sake of entertainment created tensions between their 

personal identities, their belief systems, and their feelings towards Black women solidarity.  

Rather than sharing a mutual understanding of an issue or encounter, some of the participants 

benefitted from maintaining a voyeuristic role.  Cognitive dissonance resulted from the 

recognition that they were Black women objectifying the experiences of other Black women.  

For example, Leah began to process her feelings about laughing at the women on-screen.  As she 

continued to talk through her feelings during Interview One, she admitted that she should spend 

more energy uplifting other Black women:    

I feel like I shouldn’t be laughing at other Black women for how they’re acting…it’s 
almost like we have to stick together…we should have each other’s backs.  But here I am 
laughing at someone who maybe isn’t like me, but I shouldn’t be laughing at them, but I 
can’t help laughing.  [I] feel like I should be like having their backs, like defending Black 
women.  [Maybe] it’s ‘cause I have a different upbringing and maybe it’s because I 
haven’t grown up in the way that they have…sometimes I feel like I shouldn’t laugh at 
what I’m laughing at…Maybe I should think differently next time I’m watching. (Leah, 
Interview One, 2014).   
 

 Still, Georgie disagreed.  She felt that people in open opposition to urban reality 

television were simply a symptom of conservative subscriptions to political correctness.  From 

her perspective, consumer’s active consumption of urban reality television conflicted with the 

belief that women cast members were victimized by a predominantly White, male system, or that 

cast members’ behavior was a poor reflection of the Black community.  Georgie often asserted 

that her enjoyment and the continued presence of urban reality television were indicators that the 

broader audience found pleasure in the broadcasting of these shows, rather than offense: 
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I think one of the most interesting things that people said was that they took some offense 
to the way that reality TV portrayed Black people.  I think that this thought is interesting 
to me because when I watch TV, I do not have those same feelings, and I wonder if 
people actually feel that way when they watch TV or if they just know that they should 
feel that way (Georgie, Journal Two, 2014). 

 
 
Profiting from Reality: Television and Consumerism 

 
Some of the students recognized urban reality television as a business, associating the 

issues often tied to capitalism with urban reality TV.  They felt that the cast members had a 

choice in how they behaved on camera and that the personalities they constructed through the 

media was a result of their decision-making.  Some respondents liked the ways that the women 

portrayed themselves because it felt genuine and authentic.  They valued these traits, particularly 

because the cast members may have responded to situations in ways that the participants would 

prefer, but could not due to societal norms, specifically institutional expectations at their 

respective University.  Leah highlighted how urban reality television is a business, stating the 

cast members were paid for appearances on TV.  She gathered that if their behavior was 

contrived, it was only for purposes of making more money: 

They’re making a lot of money out of that so I don’t know if they’re really feeling that 
bad about having their personal lives thrown on TV…I guess they wouldn’t put 
themselves up for it if they thought they were being exploited…I feel like it almost is 
and…maybe they act up more because they’re on camera and because they know that…if 
they do stuff like that, more ratings, more viewers, more money (Leah, Interview One, 
2014). 

 
Desarae’s thoughts paralleled Leah’s ideas on urban reality TV as a source of jobs and 

entertainment: 

I think some people look too much into urban reality TV.  I think people need to just take 
them for what they are - entertainment, and not worry about the positives and negatives.  
They create jobs for people, and keep people entertained.  Yes, they create stereotypes, 
but so do many other things (Desarae, Journal Three, 2015). 
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Kim agreed that the goal of urban reality television is to make money, asserting that urban reality 

TV is a popular source of revenue: 

It is a business, like, the goal is to make money…I just feel like the whole reality TV 
industry is not going to stop, because it’s such a cash cow, like, everyone is watching, 
they’re making so much money off of it (Kim, Focus Group, 2015). 

 

Victoria asserted that urban reality stars were making the most out of the roles available to them: 

“They’re making money.  They’re going to do what they can to make money.  The media outlets 

are going to give us what they want so that they can make money.  It’s all about making money” 

(Victoria, Interview One, 2014).  Georgie also talked about urban reality television as an avenue 

for Black business.  She went on to say that urban reality television is bad because people choose 

to believe it is bad; viewers may choose to stereotype others because of the images prevalent on 

urban reality TV, rather than viewing the activity as isolated, individual behavior:   

It is also Black business in a sense because the Black reality TV stars often benefit.  A 
con for reality TV is that the stars from reality TV often don’t get a lot of respect like 
other celebrities do.  I do not see many cons with reality TV because it is a choice.  The 
people that choose to watch it, want to watch and those that do not like it do not watch it.  
[I] think cons of reality TV come from people that make it bad.  It comes from people 
that choose to be offended by it, or people that choose to let that represent all Black 
people for them (Georgie, Journal Two, 2015). 

 
From Georgie’s perspective, drama was a large component of the business aspect of urban reality 

television, exclaiming urban reality TV would not be attractive if the drama was removed: 

I never heard someone say that they wanted less drama in a TV show.  I think one of the 
debates that we were having was the point of reality TV.  Some people were saying that 
they wanted a show where [there] was positive Black people doing positive things 
without so much drama.  The other side of the argument was that the show would be 
boring, and that defeats the purpose of the TV show.  It goes back to the point of reality 
TV being a business (Georgie, Journal Two, 2015). 
 

Georgie also contended that the messaging broadcast in urban reality television was accurate.  

She indicated that the behaviors were realistic: 

Reality TV is a business…it should not be offensive to the Black community because 
these people are not representing every Black person.  They are simply telling their 
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stories and living their life…if reality TV was representing Black culture, [it] is not 
completely inaccurate.  The things that people do in [these] reality shows are not 
unrealistic (Georgie, Journal Two, 2015). 

 
Brittani also agreed that urban reality stars made money as a result of their behavior on the 

shows.  She posited that cast members act out on their own accord in order to sustain their 

income: 

[Mona Scott-Young] doesn’t control them.  They act the way they act because they 
wanna act the way they act…maybe she does do, like, the scripting.  Sometimes, some of 
the stuff is scripted, but they also sign-on…they also collect their check at the end of the 
day…I don’t know if it’s right to like, point fingers at producers…and at the people who 
maybe make up the shows, because [they all] decided to do it (Brittani, Focus Group, 
2015). 

 
Overall, the respondents understood urban reality television to be a source of 

entertainment, which was particularly significant in a system where Black women were 

underrepresented.  Urban reality television provided the women and their friends with material to 

commiserate over.  They enjoyed talking about the circumstances that were revealed in the show, 

especially when it felt as though they were dealing with similar situations.  This was a practice 

that helped them to relax and take a step away from their daily obligations and responsibilities.  

It felt good to immerse themselves in an activity that didn’t require a great deal of energy or 

mental space. 

 For some women, not only were the storylines relatable; they also felt a connection to the 

cast members.  Relationship issues involving inconsistency and infidelity highlighted areas of 

contention for the women, whether it was in the context of romantic relationships or 

relationships with fathers/father figures.  Although some respondents believed that the negative 

behaviors exhibited by cast members reified stereotypes, others felt that the shows were simply 

portraying the individual realities of TV stars and that their stories ought not be applied to the 

entire Black community.  In voicing their lived experiences, the participants believed that urban 
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reality television stars were creating a space in the media for Black women to discuss issues that 

affect them, while also giving viewers the opportunity to see how celebrities live.  The 

participants also argued that urban reality stars had a choice in determining the direction of their 

careers.  The personas of urban reality stars were shaped by the media, thus they were prone to 

embody stereotypical subscriptions of Blackness.  However, viewers were left to believe that 

their performances were of their own devices. 

 
Influencing Young Black Girls 

 
With consideration for the messages that infiltrated urban reality television, the women 

showed concern towards young Black girls.  They believed that girls were more impressionable 

than older women and they worried that girls would look to the lifestyles exhibited by reality 

stars and attempt to apply false ascriptions of reality to their lives.  In other words, the 

participants wondered if young girls were more susceptible to aspirations of living like urban 

reality television cast members or mimicking what they observed on television.  During 

Interview One, Jazmine stated that she did not want to be like Basketball Wives’ Evelyn Lozada, 

although she identified with her.  Jazmine stated that she did not want to encourage girls to 

become bullies: 

I don’t want to be like Evelyn [Lozada].  I wouldn’t want…everybody scared of me and 
then kids watching me on TV and they go to school and become…little girls are going to 
school bullying people and it was a big thing against Mona…She ought to be ashamed 
for hooking me and all these other Black kids on TV shows (Jazmine, Interview One, 
2014). 

 
She continued, stating that urban reality stars were poor role models for Black youth: 
 

It is bad that these women are potential role models for young girls and their behavior 
isn’t always positive.  I’m quite sure that these shows are partly scripted to keep viewers 
watching, but are ratings worth more than the well-being of today’s youth? (Jazmine, 
Journal One, 2014). 
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Victoria shared that at times, she did consider the implications of urban reality television for 

young girls.  She acknowledged that for those lacking access to educational outlets, the media 

served as a source of information, and contributed to the creation of societal standards: 

[Sometimes] I do wonder what the implications of these shows are.  I often think that like 
if I had a daughter, I would not want her to see this as like, acceptable behavior…I know 
how effective media is and how pervasive media is…in our culture and I know that a lot 
of people who can’t get like the formal education…rely upon the media to give them 
accurate depictions of what’s going on in the world or what is the societal standard.  And 
so when I watch these shows, sometimes I wonder if I’m contributing to part of the 
problem because, you know, the more people that watch them, the more that they will 
continue (Victoria, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Victoria was left wondering if young girls would aspire to be like the women they observed in 

the shows: “I mostly just think about people who are younger, especially younger girls, who are 

watching these shows and think that this is something to aspire to be” (Victoria, Interview One, 

2014).  Georgie also mentioned that the shows could be damaging to children.  However, she 

estimated the shows were not meant for children and it was problematic youth had access to 

urban reality TV: “I think it could be damaging maybe to children if some of the behaviors from 

reality TV influences them, but most reality shows are not made for children so that is another 

problem” (Georgie, Journal Two, 2015).  Olivia agreed youth may be influenced by the 

glamorous, extravagant lifestyles they observed on the shows, inevitably mimicking attitudes and 

behaviors of reality stars in an attempt to acquire those lifestyles: 

For people…if they don’t have the same idea where this is like, completely fake, they 
[might look to the shows as] pretty interesting…‘maybe if I was famous, [I could] have a 
life like that.’  [Maybe to] inspire…younger generations…probably my generation…if 
they’re not as like, skeptical as I am or like maybe if they don’t think that this is very far-
fetched, especially for celebrities, ‘cause like, I’m not a celebrity so I don’t really know.  
Maybe this is their real life (Olivia, Interview One, 2014).  

 
Kim admitted she watched the shows at a young age and was grateful she did not attempt to 

emulate urban reality stars as a result of her consumption: 
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I was at a very young age when I began watching reality TV, about 11 to 12 years 
old.  Fortunately, I did not attempt to replicate or idolize what I saw; but I still was not 
old enough to form my own opinions.  At this age, I do watch certain reality shows, but I 
take it with a grain of salt because what they label as reality is not actually that (Kim, 
Journal Three, 2015).  
 

Anastasia also watched urban reality TV as a young teen, but commented youth watching the 

shows are becoming increasingly younger: 

Participating in this study made me think about how many young viewers there are of 
these shows.  I was 12 or 13 years old when I began watching urban reality television.  
The younger generations are watching these shows earlier and earlier.  This early 
exposure can shape and easily influence how the youth behaves (Anastasia, Journal 
Three, 2015). 
 
Many of the participants began watching urban reality television at some of the most 

formative stages in their lives and although they felt that they were not influenced by the imagery 

and messages transmitted through the shows, the respondents recognized the messages could 

have an impact on the ways people think or experience the world, whether it be Whites 

misconstruing the Black experience, or young Black girls aspiring to become reality stars, urban 

models, video vixens, or the wives of athletes and celebrities.  To this end, some of the women 

viewed urban reality television as a detriment, dangerous, and harmful, especially for youth.  

Although several of the students began watching urban reality television as youth, they did not 

appear to connect their early experiences with urban reality television to those of their 

contemporaries.  They seemed to infer that current youth were susceptible to urban reality 

television imagery in ways that they themselves were not.  While each woman’s background was 

unique, they shared some similarities, such as having exposure to positive role models, being 

members of tight-knit families, and being affirmed in their social identities by multiple external 

sources.  The following section details some of the indicators that led to the respondents’ self-
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conceptualization processes; functions that guarded each woman from internalizing the images 

that they were exposed to at a young age.   

 
Conceptualizations of Self: Defining Black Womanhood 

 Though African Americans may share some experiences and perspectives that are 

similar, the Black community is not monolithic.  Constructing Blackness is an individual 

process, though it connects individuals to a broader community and requires communal 

meaning-making.  African American culture is intricate, complex, and multifaceted.  Each 

person develops distinctive beliefs and values, and are motivated for different reasons.  Family, 

friends, and significant others enrich our lives, but each person’s experiences with peers and 

loved ones differs.  Our interpretations of cultural norms, expectations, values, and identity vary 

and each person interacts with these themes within the schema of Blackness in diverse ways.   

The participants seemed to have grasped this concept, which influenced how they defined 

Black womanhood.  For them, Black womanhood represented who they were, where they came 

from, and how they fit into U.S. society.  This section reviews the respondents’ interpretations of 

Black womanhood and how they made sense of their identities as Black women.  When 

discussing their interpretations of urban reality television, the women made statements 

surrounding (1) interpretations of Blackness/womanhood, (2) characteristics of Black 

womanhood, (3) family influences, (4) friendship, (5) role models, and (6) community.  Section 

two outlines the ways the participants made meaning of Black womanhood.       

Many of their definitions centered on key words like strength, beauty, struggle, power, 

and resilience.  I’mani waxed poetic in describing her personal definition of Black womanhood.  

She combined beauty with strength during difficult times: 
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I do not know what it means to be a Black woman just yet…Black is beautiful and 
melanin just glows in the sun…it has something to do with being strong because the 
world is going to try to know you down the hardest, just because: one, you’re a woman, 
but on top of that, you are also Black.  [It] means, sometimes you’re gonna hurt and 
sometimes you’re gonna cry, but you’re also going to come out strong and beautiful.  The 
world helped me realize this because I have seen them try to knock down me and other 
Black women around me.  I believe my mother, grandmother and my two bosses at the 
campus recruitment program have shown me also what it means to be a Black woman 
(I’mani, Journal Three, 2015). 

 
Victoria also connected the color of her skin to strength and resilience, saying “I look at [my] 

skin and I see strength, I see resistance…endurance…people are afraid of Black people because 

they’re afraid of the power that we can possess and have demonstrated in the past” (Victoria, 

Interview One, 2014).  For Leah, Black womanhood was tied to persistence and purpose in order 

to push past stereotypes.  Leah said, “I think it’s just like a very driven woman…It’s having the 

drive to overcome what people don’t think you can do and…representing yourself [in a way that 

overcomes] stereotypes” (Leah, Interview One, 2014).  Olivia used terms like perseverance and 

determination to support her definition of Black womanhood: 

Hard work and like, perseverance…I’ve been taught to, when you have a problem, like 
you don’t run away from it.  You face it and you get through it and then you can look 
back and say, ‘Wow, like I was able to…accomplish this.’  So I think definitely 
perseverance and determination…the value of education (Olivia, Interview One, 2014).  
 

Olivia continued to expand on her definition, writing about the ways Black women must be 

strong because they were born into two social identities that are minoritized in U.S. society: 

To be a Black woman means being a figure of strength and perseverance. I say this 
because, especially in spite of all the racial injustice currently taking place, there are so 
many people against Black people, and even more people against Black women. We have 
to deal with being a double-minority, and I believe that you have to be strong in order to 
do so. You also have to show perseverance since so many people will be against you, just 
by the nature of you being a double-minority (Olivia, Journal Three, 2015). 

 
Victoria also connected her identity as a minority to strength; that strength was a 

necessary character trait for minority women.  She wrote, “To me, being a Black woman has just 
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meant being an ‘other,’ a minority and consequently being strong in everything that you do, in all 

facets of your being” (Victoria, Journal Three, 2015).  Georgie added that confidence was also 

required of minority women in order to overcome discrimination and prejudice.  In Journal 

Three, she commented, “Being a Black [woman] to me is about overcoming hardships like 

discrimination and prejudice…It is about having confidence and carrying yourself in a way that 

is true to who you are” (Georgie, Journal Three, 2015).  Perhaps overcoming barriers is the 

reason Desarae wrote, “The first word that comes to mind is to be strong,” in Journal Three.   

Brittani also used words like confident, resilient, and strong to define Black womanhood.  

She discussed looking to the women in her life to formulate her conceptualization of Blackness 

and womanhood.  Brittani wrote, “I think of a confident, resilient, and a strong person…all of the 

Black women who I grew up with and grew up watching (family, older family friends, mentors 

of family friends) have exhibited these qualities” (Brittani, Journal Three, 2015).  Kim also took 

her family and friends into account when describing and ultimately representing Black 

womanhood.  She asserted that she was an extension of her support network and was therefore 

responsible for the ways they could be perceived as a result of her own behavior:   

To be a Black woman means to carry the responsibility of your friends, family, and 
community.  Many times, Black women are the leaders of their family and they play 
multiple roles in their families’ lives.  This is why Black women experience stress and 
pressure from their family, friends, and even in the media (Kim, Journal Three, 2015). 
 

Perhaps it was Kim’s ideologies on community responsibility that led her to conclude individual 

Black women are representative of Black women as a collective because of their minority status 

in the U.S.  During Interview One, she said, “I think [being a Black woman] comes with a lot of 

responsibilities…since we are a minority and not a majority, it’s like you represent the race” 

(Kim, Interview One, 2014).  To a degree, Shaykhia also alluded to the responsibility of Black 

women building upon the efforts and reputation of other Black women.  In Journal Three, she 
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stated, “Being a Black [woman] to me means that I carry the legacy of Black women” (Shaykhia, 

Journal Three, 2015).   

 When it came to situating her definition into the context of U.S. society, Allison 

acknowledged that Black women may be limited in access and opportunities, which is why it is 

important to be aware of the stigmas associated with Black womanhood by majority populations:  

Some opportunities that, like White women get, we don’t have and that we’re sometimes 
put in a box just because we are African American and like we’re women…sometimes 
society tries to limit you…you have to work a lot harder just to get like where they’re 
at…I enjoy being an African American.  I enjoy being a woman so it’s not like I’m 
ashamed to be or anything but I do recognize it comes with certain stigmas and 
judgments (Allison, Interview One, 2014).  

 
Jazmine furthered that it was important for Black women to know their worth, especially as 

minority women living in a predominantly White society.  Understanding their value could assist 

Black women in formulating positive definitions of self in a society that frames Black women 

negatively: 

I feel like she definitely knows her worth.  [A] woman who knows her worth, a woman 
who prides herself on being intelligent…and getting an education and working hard.  A 
woman who understands that no matter what she does, it probably won’t be good enough 
but she still tries anyway, she’s a go getter, a gold digger, and she’s not going to quit.  I 
feel like Black women are strong.  It’s…such a beautiful thing to be Black.  Beautiful 
would definitely be in that definition, a beautiful Black woman…Black is beautiful.  
Black is strong.  Black is power (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014).  

 
Finally, Anastasia emphasized Black women’s experiences are not monolithic.  Therefore, her 

definition of Black womanhood was more fluid and contextual.  During Interview One, 

Anastasia explained, “There’s…different types of Black women.  We don’t all have the same 

struggle.  There [is a] spectrum of what Black women are and can be.  [We] can all be from 

different places and still unite” (Anastasia, Interview One, 2014). 
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Interpretations of Black[Womanli]ness 

 
 In defining Black womanhood, the participants outlined characteristics that they were 

striving to possess.  They also drew from recollections of women they admired, respected, and in 

some cases, loved.  They looked to mothers, grandmothers, aunts, sisters, family friends, 

community leaders, teachers and professors, peers, historical figures, and mentors to help make 

meaning of Black womanhood.  The women emphasized the importance of being in-tune with 

Black women’s legacies, remaining steadfast during challenging situations, demonstrating 

intelligence, and breaking away from stereotypes.  Additionally, they convened around the idea 

that Black women are beautiful, because the participants were acutely aware of the fact that 

Black women face stigmas surrounding body image and beauty in a manner that their White 

peers do not. 

The intersections of race and gender stood out as two primary focal points for the women 

related to the development of their self-concept.  When asked to describe what Black 

womanhood meant, and how they fit into their own definitions of Black womanhood, the 

participants identified several contributors to their social identity development, including family, 

friends, role models, institutions, environment, and the media.  By and large, it was because of 

these contributors that the participants identified with their definitions of Black womanhood.  

They recognized that they were still growing into womanhood, but in defining what it meant to 

be a Black woman, the participants mentioned qualities that they believed they were developing.  

The women defined themselves as strong, smart, deserving, resilient, and hard-working.  They 

did not want to be generalized, though they recognized that as Black women, they may 

experience similar challenges due to their cultural backgrounds.  While these challenges differed 

among the students, they expressed feeling as though they could understand and relate to other 
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Black women through their own encounters with racism, genderism, and classism.  During 

Interview One, Victoria described how she arrived at identifying as a Black woman, despite the 

stigmas associated with her skin tone: 

My roots did lie in Africa at some point and I am now here…as long as my lineage, my 
ancestry traces back to Africa, I am allowed to say that I am an African American 
woman.  I also…identify as a Black woman because I…just think that Black, in and of 
itself, has become more of like the ethnicity…it’s more of the colloquial way of saying it.  
I also think that there is empowerment in using Black as a positive thing when history, in 
many contexts, and…sometimes…still today, has tried to make Black seem fearful or 
negative.  [By] saying ‘Yes, I identify as a Black woman,’…this is all I can do kind if it 
takes some of that stigma away from the color or, you know, the associations made with 
something being Black.  So I frequently use both (Victoria, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Leah shared how she has made meaning in identifying as a Black woman as a result of 

overcoming challenges related to living in a small, predominantly White community: 

I think there’s been a lot of struggles being a Black woman, especially where I’ve come 
from but there’s also a lot of overcoming too and proving people wrong…I definitely 
think it’s a lot of overcoming and a lot of proving people wrong…I like [being] a Black 
woman (Leah, Interview One, 2014).  

 
She continued, mentioning that her mother’s intervention required her to develop ascriptions for 

Black womanhood on her own terms: 

It wasn’t until like senior year when my mom and I were like talking about this and like 
we would see how people act and she's like, ‘yeah, you don’t have to act like that but, at 
the same time, you don’t have to pretend that you’re something that you’re not.’  And 
that’s when I was like okay, like I can be Black and I can be proud of it and…I don’t 
have to be loud…That’s the only thing I can think of saying is being loud…it took me a 
while when I finally started like, getting in touch with that side of me and like seeing that 
from my mom and my aunts…it was good.  I was glad I was finally able to do that (Leah, 
Interview One, 2014).   

 
It was not until the college application process that Olivia really considered what her ethnicity 

mean for her: 

Around like college application time.  [I] actually wrote a couple of my essays just…on 
being Jamaican American…and how my parents’ culture, my entire family…the culture 
that [nurtured] us…that's shaped my life completely.  And while I still identify [as] a 
Black woman, when it comes down to like specific ethnicity, I’d say Jamaican American 
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just because I know that there’s like Jamaican blood [in] me…around like, senior year of 
college application time, I really thought about it (Olivia, Interview One, 2014).  
  

Shaykhia also did not consider what Blackness meant for her as a young girl, presumably 

because she was raised in a predominantly Black community.  During Interview One, she 

commented: 

I feel like I really wasn’t thinking about it like, when I was younger…everybody around 
me was Black.  [I] never went to a school with like, a majority White people till I came 
here.  So like, coming here made me realize like ‘Wow, [this is] important.’  [Everybody] 
around me was Black so…it was never a need to call attention to my race really till I 
came here (Shaykhia, Interview One, 2014).   

 
Victoria’s realizations of Blackness and Black womanhood espoused a sense of pride, especially 

since these realizations came at a time when she was tired of people challenging her authenticity: 

I kind of just realized that being a Black woman had immense bearing on my thoughts 
and feelings.   The way that I perceived things was different because I was a Black 
woman and…I’ve always known that I think about things differently than other people.  
[I] was never really intimidated by the fact that I thought differently or that I would speak 
out…And I just never knew what were the things that contributed to that factor.  And 
when I realized that one of them was that I was a Black woman in society is when I was 
proud that I was a Black woman in society…it was something to be proud of, it was 
something that made me who I am, and it was something that I wouldn’t change.  
[That’s] when I began to identify really fully with being African American…in a time 
where I was very much tired of hearing that I wasn’t African American because I spoke a 
certain way, because I dressed a certain way.  I realized that it was my viewpoint, it was 
my way of life, it was the roads that I’d walked to get where I was going, and the roads I 
knew I would have to down to get where I wanted to.  And that's what really made me be 
proud to say like yes, I'm African American, yes, I'm a woman, and yes, I am a Black 
woman (Victoria, Interview One, 2014). 

 
 
Characteristics of Black Womanhood: Confronting Deep-Seeded Norms 

 
Several themes began to emerge regarding the students’ thoughts on the observed 

indicators of Black womanhood.  They spoke candidly on their experiences with issues 

surrounding physical features, demeanor, and diction.  While they slowly grew comfortable with 

who they were and the way they looked, many of the women formulated their understandings of 
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how their bodies were constructed, situated, and valued in society through their interactions with 

media, community members, and institutions.  For Jazmine, it was difficult reconciling her 

Blackness because she had green eyes.  People would challenge her Blackness as a result: 

My mom has definitely told me, ‘Jazmine, you’re Black.  When you look in the mirror, 
what do you see?  Not only what do you see, but what do you think other people see?  
Yeah, you have green eyes but, at the end of the day, you're still Black.’  And I’ve always 
thought myself as Black (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Demeanor was a primary indicator for Leah.  As a young girl, she determined her White 

counterparts expected Black girls to be loud, so she attempted to quiet her temperament in hopes 

of fitting-in: 

When I moved into this new area…I took in my surroundings and I kind of started acting 
White, I guess.  I know people don’t like saying that…I started acting like that…I was 
quieter because I didn’t want people to think that I was just a loud, obnoxious Black 
person, like I didn’t want people thinking that of me (Leah, Interview One, 2014).   

 
Leah continued, drawing connections between her lived experiences in a predominantly Black 

environment prior to her move to a White community: 

Before that, I lived in a very, it wasn’t a bad area but…the areas that the school drew 
in…had some bad areas that they drew in so, when I looked at the other Black girls in the 
school…they were like your stereotypical--they were loud, they were obnoxious, they 
were always getting in trouble, they were getting suspended, so like seeing that when I 
was younger, I was like I don’t want to be like that, like I don’t want people to think bad 
of me (Leah, Interview One, 2014).   

 
Kim was also concerned about temperament, stating “I feel you have to carry yourself in a 

proper way” because of her awareness for how she may be perceived as a minority woman.  

Anastasia asserted that hair texture was a major concern for her:   

We just have different hair.  [Ours] just isn’t like everyone else’s.  You can’t just…wash 

it and go.  [It] sounds pretty, like, superficial, but honestly it’s probably one of the biggest 
things because we also get picked on a lot because of this outer appearance.  [That’s] just 
one way I feel like we unite (Anastasia, Interview One, 2014). 
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As a Business major, her concern was that the appearance of her hair would frame how people 

viewed her intelligence or level of professionalism.  During Interview One, Anastasia wondered 

“You always have to like, second guess, like, ‘Am I sounding smart enough?  Is my hair gonna 

make me look like I’m ghetto if I have honey blonde in with these braids?” (Anastasia, Interview 

One, 2014).  Though Anastasia was concerned about physical appearance, Victoria frequently 

focused her attention on her sound, as diction was a primary point of contention for her.  

Growing up in Philadelphia, she felt she stood apart from her peers because of the way she 

spoke.  In Interview One, Victoria commented, “Very rarely do I speak in a way that people 

around my neighborhood would always speak because…it wasn’t an acceptable standard for us” 

(Victoria, Interview One, 2014). 

Many of the women shared stories about the treatment they felt they received because of 

their physical features.  People the students encountered believed they possessed the privilege 

and right to vocalize their observations or questions about race and ethnicity to the extent that 

they expected the women to internalize the messages they were implying.  In other words, 

onlookers often expected the participants to take ownership of ideas on identity that they did not 

formulate for themselves.  Onlookers often inferred that they were masterful about issues of 

identity and authenticity as either a subscriber to White patriarchy who knew what was best for 

the Black community, or as someone who felt they were the sole authors and authorizers of what 

constitutes authentic Blackness. 

Although the women encountered individuals that challenged their authenticity, these 

experiences served as reminders of the intricacy and complexity of Black culture.  In developing 

their identities as Black women, the students drew from a variety of resources to make sense of 

Black womanhood.  As they reflected on their experiences with identity development, the 



 
 

156 
 

students drew from four sources of information and support: (1) Family, (2) Friends, (3) Role 

Models, and the (4) Community.  Together, these four networks helped to inform the ways 

participants formed conceptualizations of self. 

 
Family Influences 

 
Family was one of the most influential factors that impacted the socialization processes 

of the students.  Many of the women came from families where they were exposed to at least one 

strong Black woman.  This person was usually a caretaker, a mother or a grandmother, but was 

also found by way of aunts or in their friends’ mothers.  Many of the respondents held the 

women in their families in high regard due to their resilience during difficult times, their honesty, 

their ability to support and sustain their families (often independently), and for the level of care, 

love, and concern that they showed towards these women.  In turn, they believed that they had 

been exposed to at least one person that adequately role modeled independence, responsible 

decision-making, and follow-through.  For instance, Jazmine’s associations between beauty and 

Blackness stem from her mother’s influence.  When speaking about how her mother informed 

her conceptualization of Black womanhood, Jazmine said:  

My mom always instilled in me a strong self-image and self-worth, like she always 
wanted me to love who I am, like I wasn’t allowed to get weave until prom and even then 
she hated it.  She still hates it now…‘But it’s just one of those things where you love 
yourself for who you are, God made you the way you are for a reason, you’re beautiful, 
Black is beautiful.’  Like we can make every color in the rainbow.  Like my mom’s big 
on pro-Black, love yourself.  And I feel like now that I’m older, I definitely appreciate it 
and I feel like it’s something beautiful about being Black (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014). 

 
She asserted that she struggled with identifying as a Black girl, which is why her mother became 

more intentional about positively affirming her understandings of Black womanhood: 

I had just gotten over my phase of I hate being Black and that’s when I started realizing 
the beauty of being Black.  And that's when my mom really started to have the 
conversations…she always told me to love yourself…it’s important to love being a Black 
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woman, what a Black woman should be, what she actually is, not what the media says we 
are but what we actually are (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014).   

 
Kim concurred that her mother, and her friends’ mother, helped her to define her sense of self as 

a Black woman: 

My mother has helped me identify this role.  Additionally, the mothers of my friends 
have also helped me figure this out because many are single and are forced to be the main 
providers for their families.  I have grown up with the influences of some strong Black 
women who take on a lot of responsibility (Kim, Journal Three, 2015). 

 
Leah also named her mother, as well as her aunt, as two prominent women who helped shape her 

identity.  During Interview One, Leah commented, “My mom, my aunt…I’m really only close 

with like one or two of my aunts and everything and so I think they helped [influence my identity 

as a Black woman]” (Leah, Interview One, 2014).  Allison agreed that both her mother and her 

aunts played an instrumental role in assisting her with the process of making sense of Black 

womanhood.  In Journal Three, she wrote:   

My aunts and my mother have helped me figure this out. All of my aunts are very strong 
and determined women. They are self-sufficient and do not depend on anyone to get what 
they want. I think that all of my aunts share the quality in strength in various aspects of 
life. They are strong wives and mothers, willing to do anything required to protect and 
provide for their family. They are also very determined and go above and beyond to meet 
their goals and aspirations (Allison, Journal Three, 2015).  

 
Because several of the authority figures early in her life were White, Allison relied her aunts’ 

guidance and modeling when making meaning of Black womanhood: 

I would say kind of like my family, my aunts.  They had a big influence…they were who, 
like I spent most of my time with…a lot of my teachers like, actually maybe all my 
teachers except one coming up…from elementary school or middle school…were all 
White women and I had one White male teacher so I definitely had to say like my aunts 
(Allison, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Olivia was fortunate in that both of her parents reaffirmed her conceptualizations of Black 

womanhood.  During Interview One, she asserted that her parents acknowledged the potential 

they observed in Olivia and laid the foundation for a positive self-concept: 
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[My parents] always like, kind of seen this trajectory for me and seen like, that I was very 
intelligent and…could end up doing great things.  [At] times when I don’t even believe in 
myself, my parents believe in me…being perseverant, hard-working, but also intelligent 
and using that to get you places (Olivia, Interview One, 2014).  

 
Jazmine also received instruction from her Grandmother, who appeared to place importance on 

understanding and being knowledgeable of the culture with which one claimed to identify: 

My Granny really hates when we say we’re African American…I really knew the 
difference and like, ‘I’m African American, what does it matter?’  Granny’s like, ‘you’re 
not African American, you don’t come from Africa, you’re Black’…it makes a 
difference, but I definitely have been identified as a Black woman my whole life 
(Jazmine, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Shaykhia added, “My grandmother influences my feelings of being a Black woman.  My 

grandma always wants more for me than her or my mother ever had and she consistently reminds 

me of all that I can do today, as an educated black [woman]” (Shaykhia, Journal Three, 2015).  

In the broad sense of family, both Desarae and Victoria looked to the examples set before them 

by their families to make sense of Blackness from a woman’s perspective.  In Journal Three, 

Desarae wrote: 

The influences that I have are the women that are around me…there are many Black 
women around me who are very strong and independent and fight hard for the rights and 
equality for women, and breaking stereotypes that [have] helped me figure out what it 
means to be a Black woman (Desarae, Journal Three, 2015). 

 
Additionally, Victoria stated, “The greatest influences for me in my discovery of what it is to be 

a Black woman have come from family and personal experience, and my idea of Black 

womanhood continues to change as I grow more and experience more” (Victoria, Journal Three, 

2015).  Finally, Kim’s familial influences also shaped her identity as an African American.  

Living within the context of a first-generation American, Kim recognized she was exposed to 

two different experiences simultaneously: 

When I was…younger…I never really identified as Black.  I identified as, like African.  
[Growing] up like, a lot of our friends were Black, like Black Americans where my 
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family’s African…even though we…may look similar, my experiences were different 
from theirs…I’m African American because I have like, a mix of both 
experiences…maybe like, in middle school…is when I started realizing that there were 
differences and that, I guess, I was like a Black woman or a Black girl (Kim, Interview 
One, 2014).  
 
The cultural background of the women’s family also played a role in how the women 

were socialized.  For example, two participants came from immigrant households, one from 

Jamaica and the other from Ghana.  They believed that their families emphasized characteristics 

and the acquisition of hard skills more than the families of their U.S.-born friends.  They 

attributed this to the fact that their parents had to execute a unique work ethic that allowed them 

to cross borders and sustain their families in a new environment.  Kim and Olivia felt that their 

U.S.-born friends didn’t value the opportunities available to them as much as they did, because it 

was easier for their friends to take them for granted.  In Interview One, Kim talked about the 

differences in how she and her friends were raised.  As a member of a Ghanian family, education 

perseverance, and appreciation were foundational themes her father emphasized with expressed 

value:     

I noticed that…with like parents…[my friends] were raised differently like I value certain 
things more than other Black people or Black women I’ve met.  [For] instance, my father 
puts a really big stress on education, as do other Africans where--not saying that other 
Black women here don’t…I feel like being an African or first generation American, my 
father pushes me and my little brother to be very ambitious…he came straight from 
Ghana to work to build a family here so that we could be successful and have a better 
future for ourselves.  So I feel like I had a lot more pushing behind me than a lot of 
people from here that--whose family just grew up here and it’s kind of like they 
don’t...recognize the opportunities they have (Kim, Interview One, 2014).  

 
Hard work and close family ties were affirmed in Olivia’s Jamaican household, and while Olivia 

was born in America, she identified as Jamaican American: 

My family is very, very close.  My parents and my two older sisters and my older brother 
were all born in Jamaica so my parents came to this country in 1992.  So myself and my 
little sister, who’s 15, we were both born in America so like Jamaican American is what I 
like identify as.  [I] owe everything to like, my parents and just always showing me like 
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the value of…an education and like working hard…because of that [that is why I am] at 
Private University…very close to my family (Olivia, Interview One, 2014).  

 
Though other respondents also alluded to recognizing their family’s commitment to their 

success, Kim and Olivia were the only two participants whose parents moved into the country 

aiming to start again.  This shift influenced their worldview in different ways, where the other 

ten students maintained a U.S.-centered perspective the majority of their lives.  Both Olivia and 

Kim inferred they were therefore more obligated to their families because of the sacrifices their 

parents made to give them opportunities in the U.S. 

 
The Importance of Friendship 

 
 Friends were equally influential in helping the respondents to substantiate and process 

self-realizations.  At times, the participants used their friends has mirrors, viewing semblances of 

their own reflections to piece together their self-image, value systems, ideas of importance, and 

cultural significations.  Most of the women had multiple circles of friends, which were often 

divided by interests and between friends from home or college.  In selecting their friends, the 

women looked to people that were like-minded and trustworthy.  The women sought genuine 

connections and while they may not have consciously acquired friends that shared similar 

cultural backgrounds, some of the women observed that they were drawn primarily to other 

Black women.  At Private University, Olivia navigated the process of friendship development by 

way of shared interest.  She also built connections with new friends through mutual friends.  In 

Journal Three, Olivia wrote: 

To try to find my niche, I’ve made friends through some of the cubs I’m involved in, and 
I’ve also made a lot of friendships through mutual friends. I often find that the people I 
know or am friends with have good judgment of character. Thus, I often become friends 
with the friends that they introduce me to since they are (usually) great people to be 
around (Olivia, Journal Three, 2015). 
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Kim found value in connecting with other women while attending Public University.  She was 

especially close with women who shared membership in the local National Council for Negro 

Women chapter that she joined.  While reflecting in Journal Three, she wrote:  

I am happy with the connections I have made prior to joining and after.  The women I 
associate with, both in and out of the org, share goals similar to mine in one way or 
another by being ambitious and supportive of each other (Kim, Journal Three, 2015). 

 
Jazmine discussed how her groups of friends slowly changed as she adjusted to her new life in 

college.  When talking about the friends she had leading up to her first year at Private University, 

Jazmine expressed gratitude for not following in her friends’ footsteps: 

I’m like, just so grateful that my situation turned out better than other people’s situations 
because I know I have friends who had daddy issues and yeah, they just go out and have 
sex for fun…my mom made sure, like I didn't get into any of that (Jazmine, Interview 
One, 2014). 

 
For Desarae, making Black friends was always important to her, but was a challenge prior to her 

entry into college due to her surroundings.  When asked about her circle of friends at Public 

University, Desarae commented, “I do have many more Black friends now [than] I ever had 

before, and this I am thankful for” (Desarae, Journal Three, 2015).  Conversely, Victoria 

expressed that she naturally formed friendships with people of other races due to her experiences 

and interests.  Her situation had not changed once she entered college, however during Interview 

One Victoria shared, “The couple of African American women friends that I have…we 

were…sharing our experiences and helping one another out” (Victoria, Interview One, 2014). 

Many of the respondents’ friends watched urban reality television as well, but their 

backgrounds were diverse and their motivations for urban reality television consumption varied.  

The participants believed the friends that chose to watch urban reality television did so for the 

entertainment value.  There were other groups of friends that either did not condone a 

participants’ consumption or did not realize that a respondent watched urban reality television at 
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all.  When comparing their friends to urban reality television stars, the students provided varying 

responses.  For instance, Desarae did not associate with women similar to those cast in urban 

reality television: “The women that I associate with on Public University’s campus are the 

complete opposite of the women on TV” (Desarae, Journal Three, 2015).  She clarified that 

while her friends may struggle with personal issues, they are careful in how they process and 

address their difficulties: “Everyone has their issues, so the only difference between the women I 

associate with and those on TV are those around me do not share their issues with the entire 

world” (Desarae, Journal One, 2014). 

Unlike Desarae, Shaykhia saw slight similarities between her friends and the women in 

urban reality television.  Namely, she noticed that her friends contended with problems 

stemming from romantic relationships like the women on TV.  She indicated that while they 

managed their conflict differently, the root of the conflict was the same: 

Although I don’t know people who act exactly like the women in the show, I think that 
many of my friends have went through some of the same relationship problems that the 
women in the show have.  The women in the shows are different than my friends because 
they tend to be more prone to fighting and taking situations out of hand, which is 
something that my friends do not do (Shaykhia, Journal One, 2014). 

 
Allison also observed similarities between her friends and urban reality stars regarding 

personalities and contending with personal challenges.  In Journal One, Allison compared and 

contrasted her friends with the themes she observed in urban reality television: 

I do think that in some ways, I associate myself with women who are similar to the 
women portrayed in these shows.  I think in some ways, the personalities of some of my 
friends are similar to those of the women on urban television shows.  However, I do not 
think that I can say that one of my friends are similar to any of the women on urban 
television shows as a whole.  Also, the women in television shows struggle with some of 
the same problems that my friends struggle with.  The women that I associate with are 
different because they are closer to me in age and most of my friends are currently in 
college.  Many of my friends are normal women just like me and they are more relatable 
to me.  My friends have normal lives and are not in the limelight like the women on 
urban television (Allison, Journal One, 2014). 
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Additionally, Georgie noticed various ways her friends and reality stars were alike and 

dissimilar.  Both groups enjoyed gossip and drama, however, Georgie believed her friends were 

more authentic.  She also recognized that while the women portrayed in urban reality TV were 

relatively more established in their careers, Georgie and her friends were just starting to build 

their professional identities: 

The women are very similar to those that I associate with on a regular basis.  They are 
similar in their style of like hair and sometimes clothes.  I think they are also similar in 
their mannerisms and sometimes in their values, morals, and beliefs.  It seems that they 
enjoy gossip and drama.  People in real-life that I know enjoy gossip and drama.  
Sometimes, the people on the TV shows can be more dramatic, or have outlandish values 
and that is the flip-side.  Sometimes they are different because they are not sincere, or 
because they have plastic surgery and things like that.  They also differ from regular 
people simply from their profession (Georgie, Journal One, 2014). 
 
It seemed that the students either (1) did not recognize congruencies between the cast 

members and their friends, (2) saw some similarities between the cast members and their friends, 

or (3) believed that they observed resemblances between their friends and the cast members.  

More often than not, the students noticed similarities in personality while other aspects of a cast 

members’ life was not as prominent in their friend’s life.  In other words, while a friend may 

have possessed similar personality characteristics, the friend did not necessarily experience 

drama or maintain lifestyle choices in the same ways that a cast member would.   

 
The Significance of Role Models 

The women of this study were also influenced by role models, both inside and outside of 

their families.  Women like Georgie, Jazmine, and Kim clearly outlined how they drew from 

several sources including women in their families, neighbors, community members (e.g., 

doctors, teachers, church members, high school residential advisors), historical figures like Rosa 

Parks, and celebrities.  More often than not, family members tended to be the most compelling 
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role models in all of the students’ lives.  In discussing celebrity role models, the students often 

leaned on women with a strong work ethic whose fashion sense they admired, such as Beyoncé, 

Solange, Michelle Obama, and Oprah.  Women were most often named as role models, and 

while they did not require role models or mentors to be women of color, participants tended to 

recall the names of minority women (and sometimes, men) more than any other demographic 

group.  

Jazmine, Kim, and Olivia each named their mothers as role models.  When describing her 

mother, Kim focused on personality traits: 

My mom--she is a very sensitive person.  She’s sensitive to other people’s feelings before 
her own.  She kind of like, wears her heart on her sleeve.  Where my dad…he can be 
strict, but he also has like a light side that’s like joking around…my mom's less 
outspoken than my dad is.  My dad’s like more sociable.  My mom’s a little more 
introverted.  [And] my mom’s also less confrontational while my dad, he'll speak his 
mind (Kim, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Olivia also named her mother as a person who role modeled Black womanhood.  In addition to 

personality traits, Olivia discussed her mother’s personal and professional background: 

My mother is very hard working, like probably the most hard working person I know.  
She has shown me just how like, it doesn’t really matter where you come from…they 
grew up [in the] quote/unquote ghetto of Jamaica and like, very dangerous…my mom 
actually just finished her um, doctorate of nursing degree so like, now she’s officially a 
doctor…no matter where you come from, like if you put your mind to something, you 
can do it.  Um, so very hard working…knows the value of education but also very like, 
supportive (Olivia, Interview One, 2014). 

 
In addition to her mother, Jazmine suggested that her Grandmother was also instrumental in 

showing her what Black womanhood looked and felt like.  She explained that she was fortunate 

to be surrounded by positive Black women as role models: 

I’m going by like, seeing my mom ‘cause, for me, she’s like the epitome of a strong, 
Black woman…My mom’s a Black woman.  Who is she?  Do I respect her?  Yes, I 
respect her.  And then I started looking at my Grandmom, who is she?  She’s a Black 
woman.  Oh, this is what she is.  Looking at my Grandmom, and I just started looking at 
all the positive Black women in my life (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014). 
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While also considering family, Georgie acknowledged that community members also mentored 

her; she had access to multiple Black women that were encouraging: “I learned [about Black 

womanhood] from the Black women that have also been around me like my teachers, neighbors, 

professors, family members, and other Black women who have been mentors to me” (Georgie, 

Journal Three, 2015).  Conversely, Leah did not have much exposure to Black women outside of 

her family until her final years in high school.  During her senior year, Leah was able to join the 

Black Student Union at her high school, and the experience was substantial: 

We only had two or three Black female teachers at the school so I was able to start 
talking to them and start talking to other girls and that really kind of started changing 
things and it was just nice having that group of Black females cause I don’t really have 
that at my school so being able to have that senior year was like a big help in everything 
(Leah, Interview One, 2014).   

 
Jazmine also looked to historical figures and celebrities to develop her ascriptions to Black 

womanhood, in addition to the women in her family.  Though she was unable to formulate 

personal connections with them, she believed women like Rosa Parks, Harriet Tubman, and 

Oprah Winfrey were appropriate illustrations for demonstrating what it means to be a Black 

woman.  During Interview One, Jazmine explained: 

When I saw people like Rosa Parks and just people, strong Black women in history, that 
was something that I wanted to identify with…when I saw people who are able to take a 
stand…Harriet Tubman, when I saw Black women, even African American, African 
women that looked like me who are able to make a positive impact, I find that made it 
easier for me to identify with them and identify myself as Black…Oprah Winfrey…I like 
to identify with people that I feel like are inspirational, are a positive role model 
(Jazmine, Interview One, 2014). 

 
The institutions that provided the women space to interact with their role models were 

also influential in aiding them with formulating their social identities.  Outside of the family unit, 

involvement in school, church, the neighborhood, and culture-based organizations served as an 

affirming backdrop for the women as they made meaning of Black womanhood.  Pre-college and 



 
 

166 
 

college courses also provided the women with context for situating Blackness and Black 

womanhood in U.S. contexts.   

In addition to her family, Leah attributed her initial understandings of the multifaceted 

nature of Blackness to her involvement in the Black Student Union (BSU) during high school.  

BSU meetings afforded Leah the space to connect with other Black teens that role modeled 

Black womanhood for her: “I started going--we have a Black Student Union…at our school so I 

started going to those meetings senior year…senior year was when I was finally able to start 

going to those meetings” (Leah, Interview One, 2014).   

 Growing up in a predominantly Black environment, Shaykhia always identified as a 

Black woman, though she had not critically engaged with her identity until college.  She shared 

how college courses provided her with an outlet to investigate the intersections of race and 

gender: 

I wouldn’t say I never felt a time I didn’t identify as a Black woman…I like, started 
identifying more with like, the female or woman part.  Like after the first semester last 
year, I took a class called The Family and it focused on [the] sociology of family 
structures…we talked about…women’s roles…seeing that type of stuff made me like, 
identify more with being a woman and like, how like, the expected role of women is 
changing in the society…that class like brought out like, the women/woman part of me 
and then like my African American History brought like, my Black side…I always 
identify with these sides but…I'm more aware and have more background now 
(Shaykhia, Interview One, 2014).   

 
She was also exposed to historical contexts that helped her to appreciate her lived experiences as 

a Black woman.  In Journal Three, Shaykhia stated:  

Taking an African American history course last semester really opened my eyes and 
showed me that us Black women today are living and have the opportunity to live the 
lives that Black women during slavery and the Civil Rights movement fought hard for 
and were not allowed to live (Shaykhia, Journal Three, 2015). 

 
Jazmine also mentioned her enrollment in a college course centered on the Black experience.  

She named the course as a supplemental influence that helped her to make sense of the Black 
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experience: “And it wasn’t till I took an Africana studies class at City University my senior year, 

took two” (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014).  Desarae also talked about college as a catalyst for 

identity, primarily because she recalled several encounters with Black peers who frequently 

asked Desarae about her ethnic background: “I had always considered myself as just being 

Black, even though I had a Ukrainian grandmother, but it was not really until college did I start 

to identify as being biracial” (Desarae, Journal Three, 2015). 

 Jazmine also recognized the influence of the church in shaping her identity as a Black 

woman.  In addition to framing her values system, Jazmine’s involvement in the church kept her 

engaged in activities as a youth: 

I feel like I can attribute [refraining from sex, alcohol, and drug use] to my mom, as well 
as my personal faith and belief.  Like, I grew up in the church and my mom was just one 
of those…moms…we’re going to teach you how to live this out, this is what you’re going 
do.  You don’t go to church Sunday and then raise hell Monday through Saturday 
(Jazmine, Interview One, 2014).  

 
Shaykhia also considered her college courses to be contributors to shaping her identity as 

a Black woman.  While in high school, she also became an active participant in Alpha Boulé, 

which was a prominent facet during her teenage years in demonstrating to her the multi-faceted 

nature of Black women’s identity.  Alpha Boulé was a mentoring program established at her 

boarding school by Sigma Pi Phi Fraternity, the first Black Greek-lettered organization.  As a 

member of the Alpha Boulé, she was exposed to professors, doctors, and entrepreneurs.  Though 

she was motivated to pursue a career in the medical field at an early age, the members of Sigma 

Pi Phi served as tangible reminders that her goals were attainable.    

 
The Impact of Community 

The environments in which the students were raised were also influential in shaping 

participants’ perspectives on Black womanhood.  Three of the women attended the same 
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boarding school in Philadelphia, which served a predominantly Black student population.  Others 

grew up in affluent, predominantly White or relatively diverse suburbs.  Still others grew up in 

rural spaces or in predominantly Black, urban neighborhoods and either went to public school or 

took advantage of educational alternatives, such as charter school or private school.  In any case, 

the environments where the women grew up set the foundation in learning how to operationalize 

Blackness from a woman’s point-of-view.   

As a youth, Desarae was raised in a predominantly White environment and had little 

contact with peers sharing her race and ethnicity: “I grew up in a predominantly White 

neighborhood and mostly had White friends so having Black friends was something that I had 

longed for (Desarae, Journal Three, 2014).  Kim’s experiences differed slightly from Desarae’s 

in that she was raised in a diverse environment.  It was not until Kim entered college that she 

began to recognize her difference because her previous experiences situated her in a space where 

she shared several similarities with other community members: 

Growing up, I lived in a predominantly middle class--but it’s actually kind of 
diverse…community.  I mean, it was mostly Black but there were other people there, too.  
So it’s not like I only see Black people or lower-class Black people…I didn’t really think 
of my race as much.  But coming here, I feel like…I’ve come to realize the 
responsibility…I kinda had something to prove to other people where, before I came to 
college…it’s a lot of people that’s like me, so I didn’t really feel like I had so much 
to…work towards, if that makes sense (Kim, Interview One, 2014).   

 
Allison also grew up in a community where she identified with most of the people around her, 

although the environment was predominantly Black.  Like Kim, Allison did not begin to absorb 

what difference meant or how it felt until she enrolled at Private University: 

I think college has like, in some ways, made me more aware [of Black womanhood] 
because where I grew up at, it was like a lot of Black people…it was always like I 
identified with people ‘cause I was around people who were just like me.  Here…it just 
made me more aware…the problems are there ‘cause you hear about them and stuff but 
like sometimes you don't necessarily experience them (Allison, Interview One, 2014). 
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Community organization and building in predominantly Black neighborhoods 

demonstrated the importance of racial uplift and affirmation.  Most of the women raised in 

predominantly Black communities grew up without realizing the implications of identifying as 

Black in a White society, because their realities were not situated in predominantly White 

contexts.  It was not until they enrolled in college that they were faced with making sense of their 

racial and gendered identities.  Of the participants raised in predominantly Black neighborhoods, 

Jazmine was the most vocal about her experiences with other Black youth.  She began to 

formulate her ideas on Black womanhood early in life as a direct result of her experiences with 

colorism.  Colorism is bias among people of the same racial group.  Generally, prejudice is 

aimed at individuals with darker skin tones, course hair textures, and ethnic facial features.  

These tendencies are a result of European colonialism, where higher value is placed on fine hair 

and light skin.  As a brown-skinned girl with green eyes, Jazmine indicated that other Black 

youth would question her authenticity or treat her differently because of her physical appearance.  

In the midst of Interview One, Jazmine said, “I think my eyes are a curse.  I don’t look at them as 

a blessing ‘cause I just went through so much over them.  Girls hated me because of them.  I’m 

not Black because of them.  I’m not Black enough” (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014). 

For the youth surrounding Jazmine, their reality was one where Blackness was measured 

by phenotype.  Jazmine’s recollections implied that the youth defined Blackness by width of 

nose, texture of hair, and color of eyes and skin.  Diversions from this understanding of 

Blackness did not seem to be accepted.  Victoria indicated she encountered similar experiences 

surrounding her vernacular and speech:   

I speak very much differently than a lot of people – a lot of kids in my neighborhood.  
One thing I’ve heard multiple times is that I’m not African American, I’m not Black, I 
don’t sound Black because speaking with proper diction was the requirement in my 
household…urbanics…was not the norm for us (Victoria, Interview One, 2014). 
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She also expressed feelings of isolation within communities of young Black girls, due to 

differences in interests and choice of play: 

In terms of like other African American women, you know, I never really interacted too 
much with them in the community.  I didn’t know how to Double Dutch and that was like 
a huge--it was a huge pastime, especially during the summer, you’d see all the girls out 
and because I didn’t know how to and I didn’t feel that--maybe because of my own 
shyness or like intimidation--I wasn’t willing to go out and say I didn’t really know how 
to, I just never learned.  So I was always kind of on the side…They…all sat in the back 
of the cafeteria and laughed…they [were] on the cheerleading squad…And part of it was 
like the sports that I was doing.  You know, they would all be at the basketball games.  I 
was never really interested in basketball.  They were all cheerleaders.  I swam (Victoria, 
Interview One, 2014). 

 
Black women raised in predominantly White or ethnically diverse neighborhoods shared 

lived experiences that were also complex.  They either lived among Whites who held monolithic 

perspectives on Blackness or they encountered Blacks who would question their authenticity.  

Anastasia reflected on her youth, sharing an experience she had with Black children that were 

not accepting of how she spoke: 

I was in third grade in Fayetteville, North Carolina…somebody told me I sound like a 
White girl…and they didn’t want to talk to me because of it.  [I] had to ask my mom 
when I went home, like what does that mean?  And that’s when race was first, I guess, 
broken down for me (Anastasia, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Similarly, Desarae explained that she did not fully feel accepted by others in the Black 

community because of her physical features.  While reflecting for Journal Three, Desarae 

commented, “I am mixed race, and sometimes I feel I have it worse because people are not 

always accepting of me because of the texture of [my] hair, the complexion of my skin, or lack 

of fullness of my lips” (Desarae, Journal Three, 2015). 

Notably, almost half of the women reported multifaceted and robust exposure to 

Blackness.  They were able to formulate their understanding of gender and race through a variety 

of sources, including family, friends, role models, neighborhoods, church, and school.  Media 



 
 

171 
 

also played a role in providing students with access to notable celebrities like First Lady Obama, 

and in displaying different ascriptions of Blackness in music and film.  College also informed the 

social identity development of the students, although for different reasons.  For instance, 

Shaykhia did not recognize Blackness as an essential component of her identity until she entered 

college because she grew up in a predominantly Black environment.  She lived and operated 

within a space that perpetually affirmed, supported, and reflected her cultural identity to the 

extent that it was engrained in the systems that she had the most contact with, including school, 

home, media (TV, radio), foster care, and the criminal justice system (prisoners and police).   

On the other end of the spectrum, Desarae grew up in a predominantly White 

environment and lived around people who found difficulty in distinguishing between 

nationalities or in recognizing the breadth of cultural differentiation in the Black community.  

Therefore, when Desarae became immersed in a more diverse, urban environment, she began to 

encounter African Americans that asked questions about her ethnicity because they were exposed 

to different Black ethnicities other than her own.  Though she had not distinguished these 

differences herself, Desarae began to embrace all aspects of her social identity once interactions 

with intercollegiate peers called her to revisit her ethnic background.   

 
Navigating the PWI: Realities of Black College Women 

 
This section reviews the respondents’ interpretations of their interactions with others, 

particularly as it relates to their experiences as Black women on predominantly White campuses.  

When discussing their interpretations of these interactions, the women made statements 

surrounding (1) credibility, (2) attitudes about performance, (3) fashion trends on campus, (4) 

and the dating scene on campus.  Section three outlines the ways the respondents navigated 

predominantly White institutions as underrepresented women.    
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When reflecting on their on campus experiences, the women fell into four different 

categories.  They either (1) felt included and were involved in extracurricular opportunities, (2) 

felt included despite their decision to be less active on campus, (3) felt excluded, though they 

participated in extracurricular activities, or (4) felt excluded, but had yet to identify ways to get 

involved on campus.  For the women who found a space on campus that reaffirmed what they 

were hoping to gain from their collegiate experience, choosing to become more active in campus 

life and balancing service opportunities with academics was not a difficult decision.   

 
Included and Involved 

 
Both Kim and Olivia appeared to have found their niche on campus.  They were savvy in 

their ability to take advantage of campus resources and identified extracurriculars that reaffirmed 

their interests, career pursuits, and identities.  Both women also indicated that they had secured 

friend groups comprised of women who were supportive, and shared their drive for academic 

and professional success.  During Interview One, Olivia expressed gratitude for the resources 

available to her at Private University: 

I’m thankful for, like many diversity programs and scholarships…the good thing about 
Private University is that there’s so many people that you can identify with and it really is 
a diverse place…I’m happy that there’s so many students that I can identify with (Olivia, 
Interview One, 2014).    

 
She continued, stating that her time in high school was more challenging than her experiences in 

college due to increased diversity in her surroundings: “Being a Black woman at Private 

University is easier for me than it was being a Black woman in high school since there is much 

more diversity on Private University’s campus” (Olivia, Journal Three, 2015).  Kim also 

concluded that she had found her place in college, even in spaces where she is less represented:   

I don’t feel really out of place on my campus because although I am minority at Public 
University, my campus is still relatively diverse.  However, I find that the more advanced 
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I go, the less Black women I find in my classes.  For instance, I am in the Honors College 
at Public University and for the most part, I and maybe one other Black woman are the 
only Black women/people in the class (Kim, Journal Three, 2015).  
 
 

Included and Uninvolved 

 
For others who had yet to get involved, their lack of extracurricular participation was not 

to the detriment of their experience.  Rather, their time on campus only served as a motivator to 

become more active in their community.  They had complicated interactions with peers, faculty, 

and staff, but felt that their on campus encounters had been fruitful, overall.  For example, 

Shaykhia was proud of her accomplishments and was motivated to reach out to her White 

counterparts.  Even though she had yet to become involved in activities outside of her academic 

commitments, Shaykhia believed she belonged in the college community: 

I think it feels great to be a Black woman on campus.  Being at Private University and 
being a Black woman from Philadelphia as well, are great achievements from 
me.  Coming from a city with a terrible school system, I feel that I beat the odds and 
made it here. I think that these factors make me unique in the nursing program because 
there are only about 4 Black girls in my classes, including myself.  I think that this has 
made me reach out to the majority race and want to interact with them more.  I have yet 
to find a niche on campus because I am very busy with classes and work but I plan to find 
one within the next year (Shaykhia, Journal Three, 2015).  

 
Brittani, another student at Private University, stated, “Being a Black woman on campus, I don’t 

feel extremely uncomfortable or discriminated against” (Brittani, Journal Three, 2015).  

Georgie’s sentiments mirrored those shared by Shaykhia and Brittani.  Though they all came 

from predominantly Black environments, they were comfortable in their new setting.  Of the 

comments surrounding comfortability, Georgie recognized that though the institution was 

situated in an urban setting, her peers may not share similar understandings about life in urban 

communities:   

I think being a Black [woman] on campus is unique to me just because I am used to going 
to a predominantly Black school.  I think it is also a unique experience that I come from 
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an urban community and many people at my school do not come from an urban 
community.  I feel that I am Black the most when we speak about issues surrounding 
Black people or Black history, and I have to realize that everyone will not agree with 
what I believe and everyone will not be able to even relate to what I am saying (Georgie, 
Journal Three, 2015).   
 
 

Excluded and Involved 

Some of the women opted to get involved on campus, and while these activities assisted 

them in navigating life as an undergraduate, their involvement also exposed the women to issues 

that often confound Black women’s postsecondary experiences.  For example, Victoria struggled 

to find a sense of community and sisterhood among the Black women on campus early in her 

collegiate career.  In Interview One, she said, “I didn’t feel a community sense of Black 

womanhood on the campus.  I felt that, a lot of times, people were trying to pit one against the 

other, whether it was over classes or grades or usually men, or people were trying to pick sides” 

(Victoria, Interview One, 2014).  

They struggled with feelings of isolation and other sentiments that can be psychologically 

exhausting and damaging, such as stereotype threat and imposter syndrome.  Imposter syndrome 

is the inability to internalize accomplishments or milestones one has achieved.  Rather, those 

combatting imposter syndrome feel they are undeserving, do not belong, or are faking 

membership to ranks they have rightfully secured.  Within the context of this study, some of the 

women felt they had not earned their position in college, though they possessed the aptitude and 

cognitive ability to succeed.  Other women struggled with stereotype threat, the predilection to 

make conscientious and obvious efforts to avoid being stereotyped or being perceived as an 

individual who fulfills stereotypes regarding Black women.  These efforts may be 

operationalized in a variety of ways including style of dress, use of diction, neighborhood 

selection, friendship selection, and in the case of this study college, choice. 
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Although Anastasia could not recall a time where she was discriminated against as a 

result of messaging prominent in urban reality television, she did encounter situations with non-

Black peers who labeled her aggressive and ghetto: 

In terms of my personal experience in college, the way Black women have been 
portrayed in urban reality television has had little to some influence in my interactions 
with others outside of my race.  I cannot say there is a lot of influence because I do not 
interact with other races often.  However, in occasions when I have, I’ve been asked to 
talk ghetto or was told that I have an attitude or that I speak aggressively.  I’ve had White 
people asks me to dance because ‘all Black people, especially Black women, can dance’ 
as if I were their show monkey.  Non-Blacks will say what they think about Black people 
from what they see on TV because that’s all they really know.  I’ve come to understand 
that they’re ignorant and won't know any better unless a Black person addresses it 
(Anastasia, Journal Two, 2015). 

 
Jazmine attributed some of her difficulties on campus to White privilege.  At a University where 

socioeconomic and racial divides were palpable, Jazmine concluded the environment made it 

hard for Black women to adjust.  She wrote, “Being a Black woman on Private University’s 

campus is hard, specifically because of the ongoing debate of white privilege and its existence” 

(Jazmine, Journal Three, 2015).    

While Anastasia and Jazmine struggled with their White counterparts, Victoria found 

difficulty in connecting with her Black peers.  Victoria expressed frustration with her 

experiences on campus, and she wondered if she would ever feel fully included in Private 

University’s community: 

To be a Black woman on my campus is possibly the most frustrating aspect of my 
collegiate experience. I think this comes from the constant feeling of being invalidated, 
unheard, or generally alone.  I don’t know if I would classify myself as being successful 
in my efforts yet because there are still many days that I do feel that my experience on the 
campus is singular and not in the best of ways.  However, I would say that my efforts are 
starting to pay off as those days are diminishing slowly but surely.  I think I would count 
my efforts a success when I feel a part of the Black community, Black sisterhood but yet 
I’m wary to say right now if I think that day will come any time soon or at all before I 
graduate (Victoria, Journal Three, 2015).  
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Anastasia, Jazmine, and Victoria were each involved in various extracurricular 

opportunities outside of their studies.  However, negative interactions with their peers caused 

them to second-guess their existence in an elite, predominantly White institution.  Victoria felt 

the University lacked the ability to assist Black women in fostering genuine bonds.  Though she 

had a close friend group on campus, the majority of her friends were White.  Conversely, 

Anastasia chose to remain exclusively active in the Black community after encountering several 

situations where White peers overtly excluded her from social and academic spaces, or made 

biased assumptions about her character.  Jazmine was relatively new to the campus, however, her 

interactions with White peers on the cheerleading team and with White wealthy students in her 

residence hall led her to question her fit in the broader Private University community.  

 

Excluded and Uninvolved 

 
Still others had yet to find ways to become involved in extracurriculars, and while they 

were interested in carving out their niche on campus, acclimating to their new environment 

proved to be a challenge.  For instance, Allison, Brittani, I’mani, and Shaykhia all expressed a 

strong desire to get involved on campus, however, their academic pursuits and employment left 

little time for involvement in student organizations.  The majority of their experiences were 

therefore academic in nature, where they interacted with peers outside of their friend group in 

class, during group work, or while on work-study.  For instance, Allison’s course load and 

academic obligations thwarted her efforts to get involved.  As a result, she lacked access to social 

outlets that could help her feel more included.  Allison commented, “Being a Black woman on 

campus sometimes feels like being an outsider.  Sometimes I don’t feel like I fit in” (Allison, 

Journal Three, 2015).  Her inability to connect with others who shared similar experiences and 

perspectives made it increasingly difficult for her to make sense of the social divides she 



 
 

177 
 

observed on campus.  Allison also indicated that she was hesitant to reach out to White 

colleagues for fear of being judged:    

I’ve also noticed like more of a separation.  [I] can’t say that I necessarily mix and mingle 
with, like the other White women in my class or White men which, I guess, I personally 
take the blame for that…sometimes I struggle with it…sometimes there’s always that 
like, in the back of my mind, that like they’re going to like, have some type of 
prejudgment, they might not even, like bring to me, but it’s there…when I think to talk to 
someone or, like develop a friendship with someone, I’d rather not [go] into a friendship, 
just being judged automatically (Allison, Interview One, 2014).    

 
 
The Outsider Within: Black Woman Credibility on Predominantly White Campuses 

 
While the women had not encountered anyone on campus that treated them poorly due to 

stereotypes propagated by the media, they did experience biased incidents on campus.  

Oftentimes, they felt that their credibility was being called into question.  Whether it was their 

intelligence or their skillset, participants encountered situations where other students (and at 

times, faculty and staff) questioned the presence of Black women on campus.   

There were times when the students would express that they had not encountered racism, 

but then would immediately book-end their observation with an experience with bias.  For 

example, Shaykhia indicated that she had yet to contend with racist behavior, but then shared a 

situation where she was denied admittance into a predominantly White fraternity party: 

I don’t think a lot of…racist things happen to me here but some things have…the first 
week while we were going to parties and we was at this [White] frat house…a Black guy 
[wouldn’t let us enter].  [And he] let everybody else go by him…But I’m like you’re 
Black too.  Like I don’t understand why (Shaykhia, Interview One, 2014).    

 
She also experienced situations where her classmates expressed surprise regarding her 

intelligence: “It seemed like everybody was surprised at how smart I was and…it’s so amazing 

that I'm so smart…everybody here is smart so I don’t know why it’s like, such a emphasis on 

how smart I am” (Shaykhia, Interview One, 2014).  Allison also struggled with overt bias in the 
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classroom, as her peers also remarked their surprise about her intelligence: “In one of my classes, 

I’m always doing well and it’s like…some of the White people in the class are like, ‘yeah, I 

heard…that girl’s smart,’ like…‘I’m surprised about that.’  And…I feel like…it’s sad” (Allison, 

Interview One, 2014).  Allison began to expect that her peers and professors would hold her to a 

lower standard because they presumed her to be incompetent: “I also feel like I am expected to 

do worse than my White counterparts” (Allison, Journal Three, 2015).  She continued, stating 

that it was her experience that Black women were not perceived as intelligent or capable at 

Private University.  During Interview One, she lamented:  

When it comes to like, school…Black [women] are always…assumed that like, we’re 
[not] going to do…as well as…any other race…just because I’m like, African American, 
just ‘cause I’m a woman, you can’t assume that I’m not intelligent or that I’m not capable 
(Allison, Interview One, 2014).  
 
Not only was the intelligence of Black women questioned at Private University; their 

physical presence on campus was challenged, as well.  Jazmine, a first-semester freshman, had 

been confronted about her admittance into Private University within the first few months of her 

enrollment: “Me and my other African American friend…have already heard comments about 

how we’re only here because of Affirmative Action” (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014).  Olivia 

also alluded to contending with accusations of being an Affirmative Action admit.  She believed 

the mentality behind the accusations prompted campus community members to place disclaimers 

around her achievements:   

With all the things about like Affirmative Action…I wonder…if it kind of helps being a 
Black woman here or if it’s kind of something that's like, ‘Oh well, like you’re very 
accomplished for a Black woman’…sometimes it can be frustrating (Olivia, Interview 
One, 2014).    

 
Victoria also struggled with being taken for granted on campus.  She determined her social 

identities were the reasons why she experienced differential treatment, even from Black males:  
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I don’t know if it’s me being a woman or me being African American or…the 
intersection of the two.  They just don’t think I’m serious…I felt like coming to a place 
like Private University would change it and it really hasn’t, even with, you know, some of 
my friends that are also African American men (Victoria, Interview One, 2014).   

  
Kim summarized the sentiments inferred by her contemporaries; she said she had to work twice 

as hard to demonstrate her worth, skill, and value: 

Overall, I feel like I have to try a little harder than the other women in my class because 
less is expected of me.  There is a stereotype that Black women do not make it far and are 
not as successful and I am a big advocate of changing that perception (Kim, Journal 
Three, 2015).  

  
Frequent engagements with students, faculty, and staff that doubt the intellectual 

capabilities of Black women had a substantial impact on the psyche of these students.  Some 

expressed feelings of exhaustion while others felt frustrated that their cognitive credibility was 

frequently called into question.  It appeared that they each internalized their experiences in 

different ways, which manifested in their behavior and habits, the ways they chose to interact 

with Whites on campus, and the ways they viewed themselves as Black college women in a 

White space.  For instance, Allison began to question her suitability for her program despite her 

academic success because of multiple instances where her intelligence had been challenged by 

White peers.  She started to feel unwelcome and isolated in these spaces, symptoms of her 

struggle with imposter syndrome.  On the contrary, Victoria opted to immerse herself in her 

academic community, and was careful to avoid the use of slang or urban apparel.  Stereotype 

threat went hand-in-hand with Victoria’s understandings of Black authenticity.  While she 

appeared to demonstrate a firm understanding of the sociohistorical context of the Black 

experience, her presentation of self in White spaces did not wholly align with her definitions of 

Black womanhood.      
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Several of the women encountered experiences with overt prejudice, microaggressions, 

and covert racism.  At times, participants’ attempts to quantify bias led them to believe that the 

issues they were contending with on campus were insignificant.  However, the students 

experienced several situations that could be perceived as psychologically violent.  They 

recounted several situations where they were typified as loud, angry, and in one instance, asked 

if she would become a baby mama.  All of these situations occurred within the context of their 

collegiate experience.  During Jazmine’s first days on campus, she was asked to participate in a 

reflection exercise meant to highlight students’ biases.  Rather than experiencing enlightenment, 

Jazmine was left to question how she would reconcile her identity against the private thoughts of 

her peers. 

While we were doing an activity in my orientation leader training, we had to list 
stereotypes that we may have heard or even believed regarding each group that was 
listed.  Listed under African-American Women was ‘loud,’ ‘ghetto,’ ‘twerking,’ ‘always 
want to be a victim,’ ‘ratchet,’ and a host of other things.  This was important to me 
because since the activity was completely anonymous, people were free to write 
whatever, and in turn people were able to release how they really feel about African 
American women.  Most of these words are probably a result of what people have seen in 
the media, and it’s utterly despicable.  Most people automatically think that as a Black 
woman I know how to twerk, because that’s mostly what they see Black women doing on 
television (Jazmine, Journal Three, 2015).   

 
Kim expressed concerns over how her White classmates have come to perceive Blackness and 

Black culture through their exposure to stereotypes and media imaging.  She indicated that while 

in class, her professor asked students to share their understandings of Black and White culture.  

While it was difficult for them to describe Whiteness, the White students in the class had 

developed ideas on what Blackness meant in their ascriptions to media portrayals of Black 

culture:  

…after they got going, like, they’ll say like, ‘Oh, the angry Black woman, the single 
family, um…the single mother.’  [White] people, for the most part, can be individuals.  
[So] when you have these portrayals of Black people in these TV shows, it…gives us a 
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name like, whether you want it to or if you think it does of you…they still group you as 
something else…I feel like that is something to really think about (Kim, Focus Group, 
2015).   
 

Later in a journal entry, Kim wrote:  

I did not agree that these shows do not represent Black people as a whole.  Although, we 
collectively know we do not behave the same way as these women on TV do, people who 
do not often interact with Black women form negative opinions based off these shows 
(Kim, Journal Two, 2015). 

 
Leah was also concerned that her White counterparts would ascribe to widespread 

stereotypes and apply them to the entire Black community at Private University.  She mentioned 

that she had to work to prove she did not fit stereotypes most commonly applied to Black 

women: 

People expect Black women…and their temperament and how they act and everything 
because coming to Private University…I feel like Black women’s like such a small group 
of people at Private University and people are like, ‘Oh, they’re all the same like, they’re 
all going to be loud, they’re all going to be like that’ and I think it’ just proving to people 
that you’re not (Leah, Interview One, 2014).     

 
Victoria also admitted that at times, she was concerned with how she may be perceived.  At the 

same time, she recognized that she should be afforded the space to express a wide range of 

emotions and that she should not simply be pigeon-holed as angry when she became passionate: 

When I get loud, when I get passionate about things, people either…think I’m angry 
about something or…they think I’m nagging them…they think I’m overbearing or they’ll 
say, ‘Oh, she’s loud.   You know, African American women, they’re always loud’ 
(Victoria, Interview One, 2014).  

  
Jazmine openly expressed her disdain for the Angry Black Woman moniker.  From her 

perspective, if Black women are angry, they are angry for very pointed reasons.  She further 

explained that it was frustrating to encounter Black males who expressed bias against Black 

women, especially since they can understand one another’s worldview in ways people of other 

races may not wholly understand:   
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And I was just having a conversation with my homie about this.  He was saying how ‘I 
can never date a Black girl because I can’t deal with the attitude.’  I was mad…[I] had to 
tell him look, ‘number one, we have attitudes because we spend 18 years raising Black 
men to be strong, to go after their dreams, we send them to Private University and they 
have the nerve to turn around and spit in our face and say I would never date a Black 
woman’…when you have trouble in the workplace…I feel like I’d be able to 
empathize just a little bit more than a Caucasian female would, because I know how it is 
(Jazmine, Interview One, 2014).   

 
Other times, the women were openly and covertly confronted with blatantly inflammatory Black 

typographies.  For instance, a classmate asked Shaykhia if she was going to be a baby mama 

because it was her understanding that the practice of having multiple children out of wedlock 

was inherent and cyclical among Black women:  

I had a situation where someone on campus asked would I be a ‘baby mama’ because my 
mom was a ‘baby mama.’  I’m not sure if this question was based on reality TV 
stereotypes but it was very stereotypical (Shaykhia, Journal Three, 2015).  

   
Leah’s recollections were especially complex, as she alternated between her brushes with 

microaggressive behavior and her feelings about Private University’s level of inclusivity.  

Mainly, Leah articulated that the campus was accepting, diverse, and that she did not experience 

encounters with racism.  Simultaneously, Leah shared instances where someone made off-color 

remarks about Black women belonging.  Leah was confident in her talents as an athlete and 

student.  She did not appear to second-guess her existence on a predominantly White campus.  It 

seemed as though Leah’s encounters with the credibility issue were therefore offset by the fact 

that she believed she belonged.  

I’ve still had people say to me like oh, ‘She’s only at Private University because she’s 
Black,’ and that kind of hurts hearing people say that…it’s definitely not as bad as it was 
for me in high school.  [In] high school…I was from a very rural area so people would 
throw the ‘N word’ at me and stuff and that was like, very hurtful.  And at Private 
University I haven’t experienced that and like people are pretty accepting at Private 
University and I think there’s still some people who are like ‘Oh, she’s Black, like it’s all 
going to be the same with Black women.’ (Leah, Interview One, 2014).    
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For the most part, people are very accepting at Private University and understanding that 
everyone’s here for a reason…you have to have some credibility to get into Private 
University so it’s not like I’m just here to help with numbers and everything.  Like 
there’s a reason I’m here (Leah, Interview One, 2014).  

  
In response to these incidents, the women indicated that they worked harder to 

demonstrate that they were worthy of a higher education.  At times, the situations were ignored 

or shut out.  Rarely did any of the women indicate that they addressed an incident through 

traditional reporting channels on their campuses.  If they had already developed a relationship 

with a person that made biased comments, they would address that individual.  However, if a 

participant was addressed in a negative manner and there lacked a relationship with the other 

person(s), the women of the study tended not to confront the individual.  More often than not, 

they were concerned about their personas and did not want to be associated with the negative 

stereotypes they had encountered while coming of age. 

Leah was very explicit about avoiding associations with stereotypes.  Throughout 

Interview One, she vacillated between saying she had to prove herself and saying the 

environment did not require Black women to prove their worth on campus.  Still, Leah was 

aware negative stereotypes against Black women persisted and she wished to ensure that she 

would not become the target of said stereotypes: 

[My] interactions with a diverse student population helped me [to] realize that the 
whole…‘Oh well, maybe you wouldn't be here if you weren’t Black’…that's completely 
not true.  There are so many brilliant people here…I think it’s made my like, concept of a 
Black woman even stronger overall and really seeing just how like powerful we are…at a 
school like Private University (Olivia, Interview One, 2014).   

 
Kim also felt pressured to perform in the classroom due to frequent assumptions made about the 

intelligence of Black women.  In Interview One, Kim admitted, “In class, like I feel like I have to 

try a little bit harder to get my good grades because maybe it’s…less expected of me versus a 

White woman (Kim, Interview One, 2014).  Victoria also echoed Leah and Kim’s sentiments, 
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stating that she worked harder to avoid associations with stereotypes and to demonstrate she was 

capable: “I was aware that by being a Black woman, others would always try to define me and 

that I would have to work harder to not only not succumb to their definitions but make my own” 

(Victoria, Journal Three, 2015).  

 The concept of proving oneself resonated with several of the respondents.  During 

Interview One, Jazmine also talked about working twice as hard to get half as far as her White 

counterparts: 

We had to work to get in here, now were going to work our butts off just to prove to you 
that we can be better than you, I mean, we have to work twice as hard to get half of what 
you have…but we’re going to do it (Jazmine, Interview One, 2014).  

  
Olivia maintained a different outlook on Affirmative Action admission assumptions, though she 

encountered bias that called into question the Black presence on her predominantly White 

campus.  While she faced bias, Olivia concentrated on the positive attributes and qualities Black 

women possess, recognizing that brilliance takes many forms: 

It’s not that you have to prove it to anyone but I don’t want people thinking that of me 
and I am trying to make a name for myself…I don’t want that sitting on it.  So I just think 
that like, showing people that that’s not how Black women are; it’s something that you 
have to work on and eventually overcome and get to that spot (Leah, Interview One, 
2014).   

  
  
Urban Reality On Campus: Attitudes and Performance 

 
In exploring similarities between urban reality stars and the campus community, I 

uncovered three distinct responses to the ways Black college women encounter urban reality 

attitudes and demeanor on campus.  The participants either (1) did not observe any connections 

between the shows and college life, (2) perceived similarities, but not within their circle of 

friends, or (3) remarked connections between the shows, campus life, and their friends.   
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No observed connections. 
 
There were various reasons why participants did not encounter any observable 

connections between urban reality stars and campus life.  Though Kim simply stated, “I have not 

personally had experiences with urban-based perceptions of Black women on campus,” in 

Journal Three, Desarae went into detail about some of the reasons she had not noticed 

similarities between her college counterparts and urban reality stars.  For the most part, Desarae 

attributed the lack of aggressive behavior among her peers to the fact that such behaviors would 

hamper students from achieving their personal and professional goals: 

I have not noticed any similarities between the women on these shows and the women on 
campus.  I think the women at my school overall have one goal in mind, to get their 
degree and eventually get a career.  Acting in such a way could hinder or prolong either.  
The women on television have nothing to lose by acting in such a way, while women in 
college do (Desarae, Journal One, 2014). 

 
Georgie echoed Desarae’s comments, acknowledging differences in professional industries allow 

urban reality stars to remain employable, where college students would be unable to secure 

employment if they behaved similar to urban reality stars.  However, Georgie supposed that the 

attitudinal difference between the women on the shows and the women on campus had more to 

do with varying degrees of self-expression than having something to lose: 

The women on the reality shows are different from the women on campus because the 
women on campus are a lot less expressive.  They handle problems in a much more 
subtle manner…I also think that the people at Private University have different priorities 
than those on reality TV, but that is because they are two different populations of people.  
On reality shows, people priorities tend to be revolved around their personal 
relationships, and around looks, and such things.  Most of the women on TV are also in 
different fields of work than those on campus.  On TV, people are interested in the 
fashion industry, the music industry, and a lot of entertainment (Georgie, Journal One, 
2014). 

Allison book-ended Georgie and Desarae’s observations regarding the differences between 

college women and urban reality stars, stating that the priorities of college women centered on 

creating substantial, sustainable careers in a specialized are of study: 
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I have not noticed any similarities between the women on urban television shows and on 
campus.  I think that the women on television shows are different than those present on 
campus in the mindset that they have.  Many of the women on urban television shows are 
in a different space in their lives so they have different goals and a different mindset than 
women who are in college.  Many of the girls on campus are focused on school and 
having a satisfying social life.  In the other hand, the women on urban television shows 
are focused on their careers, families, or both (Allison, Journal One, 2014). 

 
I’mani did not recall observing similarities in attitude or behavior among urban reality stars and 

the students at Private University, though she recognized some semblances of these behaviors 

during high school.  I’mani was left to wonder if the similarities were a result of development 

differences between high school and college students: 

I personally have not experienced any of these perceptions in my life on campus, nor 
have I seen them.  I experienced it a lot more in high school than I have here.  I do not 
know if it is because people are not as easily susceptible to stereotypes from television or 
if it is because at my high school, people were more willing to express what they thought 
(I’mani, Journal Three, 2015).  
 

Desarae attributed the lack of urban reality television activity on campus to her peers’ 

educational pursuits.  However, I’mani noticed similarities between schoolmates and urban 

reality stars, just not at the intercollegiate level.  While Desarae believed students on her campus 

did not conduct themselves like reality stars due to the risk associated with the negative 

behaviors prevalent in urban reality TV, I’mani pointed to potential differences in the student 

population.  Still, Georgie believed there were differences between her peers and urban reality 

television cast members because the characters openly displayed their emotions where college 

students lacked free expression.  Allison furthered that developmental differences and station in 

life contributed to the reasons why behaviors associated with urban reality television were 

obscure on campus. 
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Some similarities on campus. 
 
Again, while several of the women did not identify with urban reality cast members, 

some of them were able to draw parallels between what they observed on television and their 

interactions with others on campus.  Most of the discernable parallels varied between passersby, 

and their romantic interests.  Students that discerned similarities between urban reality TV and 

their campus community focused on women.  The participants often made mention of their 

peers’ prioritization of acquiring a higher education and tied observed parallels to their 

personalities rather than their behavior.  The students noticed both the negatives and the positives 

in the similarities observed between women on campus and reality stars.  On one hand, the 

participants focused on traits that indicated strong personalities.  Much like the cast members in 

many of the shows, these college women may be outgoing and at times challenging, but overall 

they appeared to concentrate on their education and in improving the campus climate. 

Victoria appreciated that while the women in urban reality TV spent much of their time 

tearing-down their cast mates, the women she knew on campus were more supportive of each 

other:   

I think some of the women on my campus have the strong personalities that the women 
on these shows have.  But I think the difference is that the women on my campus seem to 
be more interested in being cohesive and supporting one another, than tearing each other 
apart.  I think many women on my campus know how these reality show women make 
the Black women look and would rather [spend] the time combating these stereotypes 
than feeding into them.  This is something that I believe is a positive of these shows, and 
something that makes me really proud to be a part of the minority women community at 
Private University (Victoria, Journal One, 2014). 

 
For Shaykhia, while women on campus may have experienced conflict surrounding 

romantic relationships to the same degree as urban reality stars, college women were not reliant 

on these relationships to build their careers.  From Shaykhia’s perspective, college women were 

motivated by their individual skills and talents to become successful in their respective fields of 
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study.  Urban reality stars were more inclined to continue engaging in an unhealthy relationship 

because their relationships served as vehicles for enhancing their stature in the entertainment 

industry:  

I think that the women on the shows and the women on campus have both experienced 
similar relationship issues.  However, I think that overall both groups of women are 
different.  The women on the shows tend to be focused on their relationships and families 
and the women here are focusing on bettering themselves through education.  The women 
on the shows all seem to focus on their relationship as a way to become successful or use 
their exposure from the show to begin their careers and reach their goals (Shaykhia, 
Journal One, 2014). 

 
 
Connections between the shows, campus life, and their friends. 

On the other hand, the respondents made mention of women who were also focused on 

their studies, however they highlighted different facets of urban reality TV.  From the students’ 

perspectives, these college women were shady and more inclined to instigate drama.  Still, the 

lives of others replicated scenes from urban reality shows because their experiences with dating 

mirrored issues on-screen.  Namely, these participants believed that some women on campus 

struggled with infidelity and blurred boundaries to the same extent as reality stars.  For instance, 

Kim could pinpoint women at Public University that engaged in attention-seeking behaviors 

similar to those observed in urban reality television.  Still, while there were some women who 

were flashy or provoked conflict, the majority of the women she encountered on campus were 

focused on self-improvement: 

I could think of some women that would behave similarly to those on these shows.  Some 
girls do certain things in order to get attention or are always in drama much like I see in 
these reality shows.  Also, just as many of the women on TV are materialistic, some 
women on campus are the same and like to be flashy or seen.  The majority on the other 
hand is different than the women on TV.  Most are educated young women who form 
their own opinions and are independent thinkers.  Many would rather invest time into 
self-development rather than to socialize or gain attention from others (Kim, Journal One, 
2014). 
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Victoria also acknowledged that some women possessed strong personalities similar to those on 

urban reality TV.  However, she noticed that while the Black women at Private University had 

strong personalities, the similarities stopped there; the behaviors often observed on urban reality 

TV were not prevalent on campus.  Instead, she encountered a community of women focused on 

empowerment and combatting stereotypes: 

I think some of the women on my campus have the strong personalities that the women 
on these shows have.  But I think the difference is that the women on my campus seem to 
be more interested in being cohesive and supporting one another, than tearing each other 
apart.  I think many women on my campus know how these reality show women make 
the Black women look and would rather [spend] the time combating these stereotypes 
than feeding into them.  This is something that I believe is a positive of these shows, and 
something that makes me really proud to be a part of the minority women community at 
Private University (Victoria, Journal One, 2014). 

 
She continued, stating that if conflict arose, it did not resort to violence.  Rather, the conflict 

remained passive-aggressive, where Black women would cast shade on their counterparts.  In 

this sense, throwing shade or being shady means to make under-handed, passive-aggressive 

comments or facial expressions towards another person or group of people. 

I don’t think I have had any personal experiences with it, but I think where it comes into 
play is in the language that is used when there are negative interactions between people.  
I believe urban reality television comes into play when women start to get on one-another 
about ‘being shady’ or in interactions with men who might be ‘talking to’ multiple 
people. I think what urban reality TV passing on is a vocabulary to describe actions, and 
an idea of what can be perceived as actions that fit the vocabulary (Victoria, Journal 
Three, 2015).  

 
I’mani also grappled with her observations of shade thrown among Black women on campus.  

For these reasons, I’mani felt Black women at Private University shared similar qualities with 

urban reality stars: 

I have noticed that women on campus can be very shady and hard to trust.  I feel like this 
is something you see on the shows a lot.  The shows play on drama, because they know 
that is what the viewers would like to see.  So a lot of the time we see women going 
behind ones back, or talking about another until it is all brought out to the open and 
someone is confronted.  I notice this a lot here at Private University.  In the many groups 
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I am in, it is like I am a fly on the wall, and I hear some of the women, talk about other 
women in the group, but then they will all pretend they are friends later.  I can say a 
difference I see is that the women on campus are educated, or at least in school and 
getting their education and I believe a lot of times on these shows, these women are not 
educated (I’mani, Journal One, 2014). 

 
Anastasia concurred that the women at Private University were similar to those on urban reality 

TV, especially in regards to managing conflict surrounding men and dating.  As Victoria 

previously mentioned, Black women at Private University frequently found themselves in 

conflict with their peers upon discovering they were dating the same person: 

There are plenty of similarities. Women on campus have drama just like anyone else with 
majority of it stemming from men.  Women on these shows and girls on campus have 
attitude and sass.  Women on campus also get caught up in relationship issues.  However, 
I would say women on campus focus primarily on school unlike those in these reality 
shows.  Women on campus are relatively younger than the women in these shows, giving 
us better chances of redemption.  The women on these shows tarnish their reputations 
because of their behavior and age.  At their age they should be role models but they end 
up being examples of what not to be (Anastasia, Journal One, 2014). 

 
Jazmine concurred, stating the majority of the drama that existed among Black women at Private 

University stemmed from relationship conflicts:  

The women on these shows aren’t similar to people that I know personally but I know 
that there are women out there who cause just as much drama as the women on these 
shows.  Whether it be drama with their ex or with a female who is interfering with their 
relationship, some women always seem to find themselves in some sort of drama and 
mess (Jazmine, Journal One, 2014). 

 
Finally, while there were times when the participants indicated that there were 

similarities between their friends and urban reality television, they explained that it was solely 

because some of their friends possessed strong personalities.  The students observed correlations 

between the ways a friend might react to a situation or conflicts a friend might be experiencing 

with a significant other.  However, all similarities were superficial rather than far-reaching.  
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Urban Reality On Campus: Fashion Trends 

 
In addition to behaviors and attitudes, the women observed similarities in prevalent 

fashion trends on campus.  The most notable trends that were mentioned were: leggings, ankle 

boots, fur (vests, jackets, and boots), crop tops and skirts, large hats, denim outfits, and large 

chains.  Influencers of style included social media (Instagram, Twitter, Pinterest, Facebook, 

Tumblr, and blogs), television programming, and celebrity fashion.  Some of the celebrities that 

participants followed were Beyoncé, Rihanna, Nikki Minaj, and Kim Kardashian.  They also 

looked to IG Models and Tumblr Models for tips, techniques, and inspiration that would help 

them to make the most out of their wardrobe.  When discussing fashion trends, Desarae posited 

that Black college women will follow the trends, which often intersected with designs featured 

on urban reality TV.  She indicated that similarities in dress were geared more towards broader 

fashion influences and less towards urban reality television emulation:  

I feel like when something comes out, everyone’s wearing it.  So when Kim [Kardashian] 
was wearing the crop tops and a skirt, everyone was wearing a crop top and a skirt.  
When Beyoncé [Knowles] had on this, everyone had on that (Desarae, Interview Two, 
2015). 

 
Allison continued, acknowledging that fashion trends were dynamic, making it difficult to 

discern where the influences were rooted.  Still, she made mention of the fact that Black women 

at Private University followed the fashion trends, thus appearing similar to urban reality stars: 

I don’t know if it could be like the…shows them self or just like the…fashion in 
general…a lot of the people on the shows wear stuff that like, I don’t know, like the 
trends…You see some people wearing denim outfits…but I don’t know if it’s necessarily 
the show or more like just the whole fashion culture…denim outfits, fur, just like a lot of 
fur (Allison, Interview Two, 2015). 

 
Georgie observed the fashion trends from a more critical lens, observing how celebrity 

endorsements also caused shifts in the market.  She commented that at times, popular items may 

be sensationalized, even when they lack quality: 
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I think that sometimes [reality is] not similar because the people on TV have more money 
than we do…but it’s also similar to the fact that like, you like what they’re wearing…you 
would wear that if you could…some of the stuff that people wear on TV or on reality TV, 
I don’t like.  [It] looks like, cheap for you to have…for you to dress like that…it might 
not be cheap but to me…it just doesn’t look nice…[If] like, a rapper or like, a singer or 
somebody mentions it, it’s like a name brand…then everybody’s [wearing] the name 
brand.  Like when [rapper] Jay-Z mentioned…Tom Ford, then everybody all of a sudden, 
wanted to get like, his stuff (Georgie, Interview Two, 2015).  

 
 Though Campbell (2007) asserts college women have increasingly emulated trends 

prevalent in hip-hop media, none of the participants explicitly stated that they saw scantily-clad 

women on campus or in the classroom.  Though some women were observed wearing fashion 

trends on an everyday basis, the majority of the participants agreed that students typically 

resembled reality stars on certain occasions.  Specifically, where everyday apparel may have 

involved designer labels, women only wore outfits that resembled those in urban reality shows 

when attending parties or nightclubs.  While some researchers indicated they observed increases 

in revealing styles of dress in the classroom, Brittani indicated most students hunkered down in 

sweats and tees when going to class or spending time on campus:   

I know sometimes...I mean, a lot of people just dress like…they’re in college…regular 
sweats or stuff like that, ‘cause you’re rolling out of bed and going to class.  But some 
people dress up.  I wouldn’t say um, they specifically…in comparison…of like, what 
people wear in the show, but moreso just like, because the people in the show, they kind 
of wear…the trends, like everybody wears…long skirts [and crop tops] (Brittani, 
Interview Two, 2015). 

 
Shaykhia added that most of the Black women she observed on campus only dressed up when 

attending social gatherings: 

I guess moreso when it’s time to like, go out, like party outfits…but like every day 
outfits, no.  I mean, they dress a little different here…everybody’s pretty much chill 
every day…I mean, I don’t have time to get dressed every day…I don’t feel like I need to 
get dressed.  It’s a waste of an outfit” (Shaykhia, Interview Two, 2015). 
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From I’mani’s perspective, most of the similarities in dress she observed were socioeconomic in 

nature.  She determined that college women at Private University chose to express their style and 

institute their stature by swathing themselves in name-brand clothing: 

People at Private University, usually you’re wearing whatever is like, popular here, but I 
don’t feel like people on the shows dress the same way.  Unless like, the people here like, 
go out to parties or the club, then maybe sometimes they dress the same way.  They have 
on like, their crop tops and like, their skirts…I know for a while, like part down the 
middle, wavy hair thing was popular…a lot of people here just wear tennis or those L.L. 
Bean boots and those like, $800 coats (I’mani, Interview Two, 2015). 

 
Kim noticed the majority of women who dressed like urban reality stars on a frequent basis were 

White, first-year students.  She gathered that this trend slowly changed as the women became 

more self-aware and their taste in clothing began to evolve: 

I see them moreso with like, the freshmen.  But not even all of them.  Actually, I see that 
a lot more with like, the White freshmen.  But, as you get older, I feel like it’s just you 
wear more tasteful things and you kind of just know what to wear for your body and like, 
for where you’re going (Kim, Interview Two, 2015).  

 
Finally, Jazmine mentioned that she noticed different fashion trends among Black women at 

Private University that highlighted regional differentiation and preferences.  While there were 

several people in the broader community that followed the ways urban reality stars assembled 

their wardrobe, Jazmine determined that most college women chose styles more representative of 

those found in their hometowns: 

Like Evelyn [Lozada]…dresses really cute to me every day, as well as dressed up.  [You] 
might catch her in a pair of kicks and like some really cute like, jeans and a shirt or you 
might catch her in a maxi dress or a maxi skirt and some cute sandals…I feel like I see 
that a lot in Philly, not really much here like, on campus.  [My friends from home] like, 
we pull our style from like, stars…but on campus…everybody dresses how they dress 
from their hometown (Jazmine, Interview Two, 2015). 
 
The preponderance of participants purchased clothing from stores that were geared 

towards a market serving women in their late teens and 20s, such as H&M, Urban Outfitters, 

American Apparel, and Forever 21.  At these stores, they could purchase items that were 
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relatively inexpensive and trendy.  With the exception of Victoria and Olivia, most of the women 

indicated that they dressed for comfort or wore a uniform (scrubs) on a daily basis because of 

their rigorous schedules.  They made more of an effort to dress up for social purposes.    

These tendencies deviated from those present on TV, where reality stars wore heavy 

make-up and party apparel on-screen and in public spaces.  The correlations existing between 

style of dress, urban reality television, and the campus community centered on personal 

preference, trends established by celebrity, and designs created by the fashion industry.  Media 

played a major role in marrying these three factors, to the extent that it became difficult to 

distinguish if a fad was established by a celebrity, the industry, or an everyday citizen.  Social 

media, magazines, and television propagated taste, style, and design in a circular manner.  

Women on campus – students in this study included – often relied on these cycles to carve out an 

aesthetic that matched their personal preferences.  It is assumed that their intercollegiate peers 

made style and apparel choices in much the same way. 

 
Urban Reality On Campus: The Dating Scene 

 
The students noticed similarities in fashion trends, conflict resolution (and creation), but 

there was a resounding emphasis on the dating scene and how it mimicked the messages that 

were prevalent on urban reality television.  When asked if participants noticed any similarities 

between cast members and women in their respective campus communities, each woman 

provided a unique perspective.  However, when asked to discuss dating and relationships, there 

were resounding similarities between the behaviors observed on television and the women’s 

intimate encounters on campus.  Each of the women identified as heterosexual, so their focus 

centered on men in and around campus.  Each of them shared similar experiences in dating, 

where a young man expressed interest in several women simultaneously.  Upon learning about a 
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man’s behaviors and intentions, the students either entertained a man as a potential love interest 

or exited the relationship. 

Allison suggested that Black men had few incentives for considering a committed 

relationship at Private University.  She determined Black men took advantage of the imbalanced 

woman to man ratio: 

I think that being an African American woman at a predominantly White college or 
university makes the dating situation even worse.  At a predominantly White college, the 
selection of Black men is very small.  When there is an African American guy that a 
Black girl sees potential in, most of the time, he doesn’t want a commitment or is a ho.  I 
think that it is a lot harder to date and go to a predominantly White college or university.  
Being at Private University made me realize that I will not find my future husband at 
Private University because I don't really have options (Allison, Journal Two, 2015). 

 
Shaykhia shared an experience that supported Allison’s assertions.  She explained she was not 

interested in dating while in college because the men she encountered would not entertain 

exclusive relationships: 

I’m not talking to anybody because nobody doesn’t want to commit.  They want to talk, 
‘Oh, let’s have sex, let me get to know you as we have sex…and then I’ll think about 
being with you’…that doesn't make sense to me.  Why wouldn’t you want to get to know 
me first, go with me or just even get to know me first before we have sex?  It’s like, I just 
encountered a guy, he was talking to me.  I just met him and within two days he’s already 
talking about having sex.  I’m like, you don't even know me…I don’t want that…I’ve 
been in situations where it’s just like, friends with benefits.  [I’m] older now, I want a 
boyfriend, like a real relationship…I always used to settle and that was my problem…I’m 
trying to avoid that.  I’m not settling till I get what I want (Shaykhia, Interview One, 
2014). 

 
Shaykhia continued, explaining that she had engaged in an unstable relationship in high school 

and did not wish to repeat the experience: 

My first real boyfriend…we would break up and then like still be dealing with each other 
but, like technically, he’s not my boyfriend.  But like, he would be my boyfriend up until 
a situation…I’m like, ‘Why are you doing this?’ ‘But I’m not your boyfriend.’  [That] 
type of stuff like, since I was younger and to even now…I was in a situation with 
somebody.   Like, I met him at a time where he just got out of a relationship…that got 
him to a place where he was comfortable with our situation, like didn’t want to take the 
next step and like, but still wanted to do everything that a relationship had.  [I] don’t 
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understand what is stopping the next step…when it is like we’re doing everything that a 
boyfriend and girlfriend does, like everything, meeting your family, going out, 
everything.  It’s like it’s no point.  Like I don’t understand.  And he was like, he was 
grown.  He was 26.  I’m like, ‘What age like, does this stop?’  [I] want this, and you’re 
26 and don’t.  [I] don’t got time right now for that so…I stopped with that (Shaykhia, 
Interview One, 2014). 

 
Although Allison had not been in an unhealthy relationship, she did see what it meant for her 

family and friends to be disrespected by a significant other: 

It is very hard for a Black woman to find a Black man that is willing to commit to her and 
treat her like she should be treated.  Although I have not personally experienced this, I 
have seen it happen to friends and family members.  I think that it is really sad because 
many Black women would love to have an educated Black man as a significant other or 
husband.  But it is impossible to be in a healthy relationship with a man who does not 
want a commitment (Allison, Journal Two, 2015). 

 
Victoria built upon Allison’s summations, saying there were generational differences that were 

complicating the dating environment.  Hook-up culture encouraged people to engage in sexual 

activity without the boundary or security of a committed relationship: 

I found myself vehemently agreeing with many of the experiences of the other women 
that men, specifically Black men of our generation, seem to no longer be looking for the 
same type of relationships that myself and other participants were hoping to have.  We all 
had our own stories that mirrored to a lesser degree the relationships that were being 
depicted on these shows.  We all agreed that the new language of ‘talking to someone’ 
and the culture of ‘hooking up’ has changed the relationship ‘game’ and complicated 
things.  To the point that many of us agreed that we had almost if not [completely] given 
up on the idea of finding someone during these years - which was more common in 
former generations (Victoria, Journal Two, 2015). 
 
Similar scenarios were also prevalent in the majority of urban reality television shows.  

Most of the male characters demonstrated the propensity to court multiple women at the same 

time, regardless of their relationship status.  There were also several men who appeared to be in 

relationships where their partner wanted an exclusive relationship, either in the form of an 

official title (e.g.-boyfriend/girlfriend) or by way of marriage.  The participants’ experiences 

with men seemed to imitate dating behaviors that were commonplace to the shows.  As 
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previously explored, Jazmine recounted a situation where a Black male peer stated that he would 

not pursue romantic relationships with Black women because of their bad attitudes.  In response, 

Jazmine declared that Black women have attitudes: 

…because we spend 18 years raising Black men to be strong, to go after their dreams, we 
send them to Private University and they have the nerve to turn around and spit in our 
face and say I would never date a Black woman (Interview One, 2014).  

 
For Jazmine, an argument between Teairra Marí and Hazel E. on LAHHH highlighted, not only 

the problematic nature of portraying frequent fighting among Black women, but also that Black 

women are perceived to have attitudes because they are often mistreated by Black men:  

[The fight] was a display of pettiness, something that plagues the Black female 
community.  When Ray J enters the scene, my annoyance turns into disgust.  Disgust that 
a Black man would disrespect and humiliate a Black woman.  Men are supposed to 
protect women, especially Black men with Black women.  Black women have stood by 
the sides of Black men from the very beginning of time, and are constantly taken for 
granted and spat on (figuratively not literally) as if to say it is our duty to support the 
Black men, but it is only their option to respect and appreciate us (Jazmine, Journal Two, 
2015). 

 
It seemed that the topic of dating was complicated by a variety of factors, where the flaws 

in the process could not be attributed to one issue. However, several substantial themes began to 

emerge across the participants’ experiences. The preponderance of their encounters surrounded 

barriers to relationships, including racial dynamics, communication style, hook-up culture, and 

fidelity. When the participants spoke to their observations about men on campus, their referrals 

centered on the Black community. Specifically, interracial dating did not feel like an easily 

accessible option for most women attending Private University, where the students observed 

palpable racial divides that interfered with connections with men of other races and ethnicities.  

Overwhelmingly, those who were not already in a committed relationship and expressed an 

interest in acquiring an exclusive relationship found difficulty in identifying a partner within the 

Black community on campus. Perceived restrictions on prospective partners lessened their 
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dating options, while simultaneously concentrating the dating pool for Black men. 

Another barrier to building relationships with prospective partners involved 

communication. Living in the digital age appeared to have a downside, because most of the men 

who approached the participants used text as the primary means of communication. Texting 

lacks connection, depth, and emotion. Texting does not require the full attention of the sender. 

However, the students were most interested in formulating deeper, meaningful connections with 

the men they chose to date. Texting omitted the intimacy they were seeking, especially when the 

content centered on superficial subject matter. Still, texting was a convenient mode of 

communication for men who did not intend to enter into exclusive relationships. Text messaging 

maintained distance between the sender and receiver, allowing the men space to entertain several 

conversations at once. 

The women’s interactions with hook-up culture and men lacking an interest in fidelity 

went hand-in-hand. A hook-up is a sexual encounter that takes place between to people who 

are relatively unfamiliar with one another, or between people where sex is the focus of their 

relationship. Hook-up culture refers to the premise that hooking-up is generally acceptable 

among groups of young adults, and several of the participants stated that it was hook-up culture 

that also prevented their ability to sustain meaningful relationships. When the students pressed 

potential partners to share their intentions, the men often replied that they were just interested in 

talking, code for engaging in sex without a committed relationship. Talking allowed men 

the space they required to date multiple women while also fulfilling their desire for sex without a 

commitment. The women who chose to engage a man interested in talking either did so for their 

own entertainment, or with the hope that the men would eventually commit. Men focused on 

talking were a direct affront to the ways the students defined relationships. 
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They often met men who were primarily interested in casual encounters, where the men 

expected sex and intimacy from multiple women without setting emotional boundaries or 

outlining rules of engagement. However, the women sought respect, recognition, and wished for 

potential partners to actively demonstrate that they valued the women’s existence and feelings. 

When listing the qualities they preferred in a partner, the women centered on character traits 

(i.e.-trustworthy, honest, funny, ambitious, faithful). They were most interested in individuals 

who could manage a singular, closed, and committed relationships. Brittani mentioned that she 

prefers the company of a man that helps her to feel comfortable. I’mani valued connections with 

men who shared similar interests. Kim needed prospective partners to earn her trust and 

demonstrate respect for her high level of academic and professional motivation. 

Rather, men on campus reflected negative behaviors that were prominent in urban reality 

television, including failing to commit, making disrespectful comments and advancements, and 

at times, public humiliation or demeaning women in public spaces (including social media 

platforms). Several of the participants therefore expressed frustration and disappointment in 

relation to dating and exploring romantic relationships. Some even indicated that they would 

have to wait until they graduated to pursue a partner, as their success rate might improve, 

including Shaykhia: 

It just feel like I’m never going to date anybody that’s [on my] level.  I just don’t see it.  
[I] don’t see anybody here that I like.  But I have a lot of guy friends here but like, they’re 
friends, like I’m not attracted to anybody in that nature…I don’t know if this is like, 
me…liking people that’s like my dad…I’m trying to work towards a better future, like 
they just living day by day…they always think about right now.  Like I’m thinking about 
the future…I haven’t talked to anybody here…That would be nice.  They’ll understand 
me better (Shaykhia, Interview One, 2014). 

 
Similar scenarios were also prevalent in the majority of urban reality television shows. 

Most of the male characters demonstrated the propensity to court multiple women at the same 
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time, regardless of their relationship status. There were also several men who appeared to be in 

relationships where their partner wanted an exclusive relationship, either in the form of an 

official title (e.g.-boyfriend/girlfriend) or by way of marriage. The participants’ experiences 

with men seemed to imitate dating behaviors that were commonplace to the shows. For instance, 

Jazmine recounted a situation where a Black male peer stated that he would not pursue romantic 

relationships with Black women because of their bad attitudes. From Shaykhia’s perspective, 

her interest in intimacy, commitment, and marriage stems from her encounters with her family, 

especially her father: 

It’s a lot of people in my family not married.  My Grandma’s not married, my mom’s not 
married.  My aunt was married, but now she’s divorced.  None of my cousins…All my 
cousins just had babies within the last three years.  None of them are married.  My uncle, 
that’s my mom’s brother that I live with, he had a baby but…he got married.  He was the 
only one that got married.  But nobody else did.  And I’m just like…what kind of hope 
for me, like nobody gets married anymore and…that makes me sad, ‘cause like, that’s 
just something you always grow up [wanting]…I want to have a wedding, I want to get 
married and just like nobody’s doing it, like everybody’s just going together, having kids 
and living together.  And…I don’t want that…I don’t want my kids to have brothers and 
sisters from different moms and dads like I did…it’s like, confusing growing up like that.  
[All of] the statistics are like…kids who come from married homes [are less likely]…of 
like having sex, early pregnancy…for my own life and like other people I know that 
come from families that’s not married, this stuff does happen and it’s least likely to 
happen with people that have a mom and dad in their life (Shaykhia, Interview One, 
2014).    

 
Despite their relationship status, most of the women had at least one encounter with a 

man who sought relationships with other women. Allison described a recent experience, where 

someone she was very interested in was still working through existing feelings for his ex-

girlfriend while attempting to date Allison. Shaykhia also shared that she was contemplating the 

idea of re-entering a situation with someone who had previously failed to discontinue his ties 

with an ex-girlfriend. Some of the students even experienced changes in their relationship status 

during the course of the research project. For example, Brittani originally reported that she was 
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not involved with someone; during her second individual interview, she disclosed that she was in 

a relationship, but at times they would break-up. Even those who were in committed 

relationships or had recently exited relationships encountered men who struggled with intimacy 

and fidelity. 

Again, hook-up culture dictated that the men choosing to engage multiple women were 

not resorting to unfaithful behavior because they were not in exclusive relationships. Parallel to 

the main characters in urban reality television, respondents often referred to men that objectified 

women and at times, gave them a false sense of security in order to engage in sexual activity. As 

they continued to reflect on their experiences with men on campus, the participants began to 

draw connections between relationships in reality and relationships on reality television.  Allison 

suggested urban reality television promoted disrespectful behavior towards women.  She 

believed urban reality shows encouraged men to engage in polyamorous relationships: 

Reality shows give men the idea that women are meant to be side chicks and that being a 
side chick is okay.  Women on these urban reality shows continue to go back to men that 
have repeatedly and blatantly disrespected them.  I think [this] sends a message to men 
that they can disrespect us and it also sends the message to other women that they should 
tolerate disrespect from the opposite sex…I think that the promotion of side chicks and 
disrespect of women has become somewhat of a norm for men.  I think that now men 
really don’t want to be committed to one woman because they would rather have multiple 
side chicks and continue to disrespect women.  I personally think that this is especially 
true of Black men (Allison, Journal Two, 2015). 

 
Victoria further contextualized the phenomena the participants were observing in dating culture, 

zeroing-in on the racial dynamics involved in the influences of urban reality television.  Victoria 

implied she was more inclined to see similarities between relationships portrayed on urban 

reality TV and men that were specifically Black: 

I believe that these shows mainly affect Black women’s relationships with Black men.  I 
have even found myself being more hesitant to engage in relationships with men in 
general, but also specifically with Black men, because I know and am so used to seeing 
these dramatic relationships play out on the screen (Victoria, Journal Two, 2015). 
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 Overwhelmingly, those who were not already in a committed relationship and were 

expressing an interest in acquiring an exclusive relationship found difficulty in identifying a 

partner within the Black community on campus.  They often met men who were primarily 

interested in casual encounters, where the men expected sex and intimacy from multiple women 

without setting emotional boundaries or outlining rules of engagement.  The women sought 

respect, recognition, and wished for potential partners to actively demonstrate that they valued 

the women’s existence and feelings.  Rather, men on campus reflected negative behaviors that 

were prominent in urban reality television, including failing to commit, making disrespectful 

comments and advancements, and at times, public humiliation or demeaning women in public 

spaces (including social media platforms).  Several of the participants therefore expressed 

frustration and disappointment in relation to dating and exploring romantic relationships.  Some 

even indicated that they would have to wait until they graduated to pursue a partner, as their 

success rate might improve.  

 

Summary 

 
Each of the 12 participants shared several similar experiences, despite relatively diverse 

backgrounds.  Though there were a variety of urban reality television shows that were accessible 

to the students in some form, the most popular shows were Real Housewives of Atlanta and the 

Love and Hip Hop series.  Broadly, the women favored at least one character, regardless of 

whether she felt she could identify with a particular cast member.  Students observed 

connections between the women cast members and the women in their lives, both on and off 

campus.  Each of the women appeared to be in the process of developing healthy self-concepts, 

despite personal challenges and some self-doubts.  All participants expressed feelings of self-
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worth and pride from an intersectional perspective, where race and gender identity greatly 

informed their worldview.  Most of the students took their identity into account when making 

sense of their existence in the US, interacting with their intercollegiate peers, and in engaging 

relationships with friends, family, and significant others. 

While the students did not observe tangible connections between the ways they were 

treated on campus and the messaging prominent in urban reality television, the participants did 

contend with feelings of isolation, exclusionary peers, and culturally incompetent faculty and 

staff.  They attributed these interactions to a long history involving racism, biased behavior, and 

stereotypical appellations.  All of these factors melded together to inform how the women made 

sense of community norms, and how differences in diction, appearance, style of dress, 

neighborhoods, and socioeconomic status coalesced in myriad ways to form different 

understandings of Blackness and Black womanhood. 

At face value, these findings suggest several implications.  Much of the data connects 

with pronounced themes in the literature but arguments that are unique to this study remains.  

The following chapter investigates the implications relative to the findings of this study outlines 

future areas of study, and includes my final conclusions.  The discussion centers on making 

sense of the participants’ experiences and perspectives from a scholarly point-of-view.  I offer 

my overall summation of how the findings were situated in the literature, drawing connections 

between the lived experiences of my participants and what previous scholarship has illustrated – 

or has yet to extrapolate – in relation to the consumption of hip-hop media among Black college 

women.  The future areas of study recommended in chapter six takes into consideration the 

limitations of this study, in addition to new research questions that surfaced as the project 
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continued to take shape.  Finally, I share my concluding thoughts in summarizing my discussion 

and highlighting the prominent take-aways established by my findings.   
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

DISCUSSION 

 
This study examined the ways Black college women interact with urban reality television 

and make sense of the world around them.  While it was difficult to identify a variety of studies 

that explored the ways Black college women make meaning of Black womanhood through the 

lens of urban reality television, I used studies on Black women’s use of hip-hop and literature 

focused on urban reality television shows to support my research.  As previously indicated, I 

sought to answer the following research questions:     

1. What meaning do Black college women make of urban reality television? 

2. How do Black college women who consume urban reality television construct 

conceptualizations of self? 

3. How do Black college women who consume urban reality television conceptualize 

their interactions with others? 

Using a phenomenological research design, I conducted two individual interviews with 

12 traditional-aged Black college women attending predominantly White institutions in the 

northeast.  They also completed one questionnaire, one focus group, and three reflexive journals.  

This chapter offers an in-depth discussion of my findings and conclusions.  I also describe my 

interpretations of the participants’ understanding of urban reality television, in addition to the 

ways urban reality television compared and contrasted with the students’ lived experiences.  

Finally, I suggest areas for future research.   

 
It’s Just TV: Black College Women’s Understanding of Urban Reality Television 

 
 In section one of my findings, I concentrated on the ways 12 Black college women made 

meaning of urban reality television.  Their interpretations, coupled with the extant literature, 
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illustrated several themes, including (1) reasons for watching urban reality television, (2) 

reflections and thoughts about urban reality television, (3) implications of using predominantly 

White systems for entertainment, (4) authenticity in the portrayal of Black womanhood, and (5) 

how portrayals of Black womanhood impact the Black community.   

 
“I Promise I’m Not Ratchet”: Reasons for Watching Urban Reality Television     

 
There is little research that examines the reasons why Black college women watch urban 

reality television.  However, my findings uncovered several reasons why Black college women 

choose to watch urban reality television.  As the students considered their opinions and 

reflections about urban reality television shows, it became apparent they saw the programs as a 

source of entertainment.  Opinions varied regarding the broader implications of the shows, but 

they all agreed drama and the associated storylines were a major draw.  Reality as entertainment, 

as well as the dissonance that existed between enjoying the shows and the broader implications 

of the shows, was also reflected in previous studies examining urban reality television (Boylorn, 

2008; Palmer-Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009).  In her autoethnography examining race in reality shows, 

Boylorn (2008) likened watching urban reality TV to a train wreck, stating that while she felt she 

should not be contributing to the problem, it was difficult to look away.  Several of the 

participants echoed this sentiment, inferring that they did not think they should continue to watch 

the shows, but were drawn to the shows so they continued to watch them.   

Drama notwithstanding, the perceived feeling of intimacy and access to the personal lives 

of celebrities, moguls, and athletes appeared to be another enjoyable aspect of consuming these 

TV shows.  Several bloggers and editorialists supported the intriguing nature of reality shows by 

devoting much of their commentary to the perceived personal lives of reality stars (Hislop, 2012; 

Mallory, 2011; Orfanides, 2012; Savali, 2012; Thompson, 2012).  In addition, urban reality 
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television consumption was a communal activity for the respondents.  Watching TV together was 

a way for the women to connect with friends who were in similar stations in life.  They engaged 

with their peers in a variety of settings, including social media and physical spaces (apartments, 

dorm rooms, and living rooms at home).  It was an opportunity for open dialogue among a group 

of predominantly Black women who were interested in urban reality TV drama and at times, also 

shared common life circumstances with urban reality stars.   

 

Urban reality television as a counterspace.  

While Mokhtari and colleagues (2009) posited that increased media usage lessens time 

spent with significant others among college students, urban reality television inspired community 

among Black college women.  Urban reality television served as a catalyst for bringing Black 

women together to socialize, which was salient because they existed in a predominantly White 

environment.  The respondents expressed an interest in seeing someone that looked like them on 

the screen.  The literature suggests that predominantly White institutions (Cabrera et al., 1999; 

Collins, 2000; Harper & Hurtado, 2007) and the media (Baldwin, 2012; Boylorn, 2008; Caldiero, 

2010) are void of a substantial presence of Black womanhood.  While there are Black actors 

intermittently dispersed in scenes or a minimal number of Black students enrolled at PWIs, the 

existence of Black women on television and at PWIs is marginalized (Potier, 2002; Patton, 

2006). Some of the women at Private University also combatted feelings of isolation due to the 

campus climate and joining the urban reality conversation – either in person or on social media – 

decreased their loneliness and helped them feel connected to other women of color.  After going 

to classes where they were often one of a few Black students (Cabrera et al., 1999; Collins, 2000; 

D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993) and lacking opportunities to connect with faculty and staff of 

color (Carter, 2006; Harper & Hurtado, 2007), urban reality TV provided some psychological 
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relief to the participants.  It was a source of entertainment, a place for fellowship, and a way to 

assuage feelings of solitude.  Where urban reality TV was concerned, it was nice for students to 

see someone who reminded them of who they were, regardless of the negative messages 

permeating from the shows. 

The participants’ consumption and deliberation over urban reality TV was purely social, 

which is why they had not previously considered the implications of the shows.  Although the 

students did not use urban reality TV as a place for critical engagement, it still afforded them 

with a Black space on a White campus.  In this way, urban reality television connected the 

students with the broader Black community outside the walls of their institutions because of the 

extensive usage of social media in facilitating conversations about urban reality TV.   

For Georgie, Brittani, and Allison, urban reality television also served as a venue for 

urban reality stars to share personal narratives.  From their point-of-view, these stories would go 

unheard if these television programs did not exist.  In making these particular stories accessible 

to the broader public, these three believed the networks were providing women whose life 

experiences were a direct reflection of urban reality shows with a space to deconstruct their 

situations.  Brittani, Georgie, and Allison indicated that the everyday experiences of Black 

women are seldom explored on mainstream platforms.  For these participants, broadcasting the 

pain, heartache, and successes of Black women was therefore a source of reassurance for those 

who had similar issues and concerns.  Thus, achieving a counternarrative in urban reality 

television is possible.  Many of the participants suggested the shows could portray a broader 

array of lifestyles, while maintaining the narrative component of urban reality TV.   
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Reflections of Reality (TV) 

 
 From the students’ perspective, urban reality television was a space Black women could 

share their voices in an industry void of their presence.  Many scholars concur that there are very 

few authentic spaces available to Black women on television (Collins, 2000; Entman & Rojecki, 

2000; Mean Coleman, 2000; Potier, 2002) and many urban reality TV shows perpetuate 

mischaracterizations of Black women by failing to appropriately relay Black women’s lived 

experiences (Boylorn, 2008; Mallory, 2011; Palmer-Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009; Reid, 2013).  It was 

telling that the less violent, positive programming was available on alternative channels, which 

required an additional fee on top of the premium for cable.  The women indicated that channels 

catering to the Black community like TV One and Bounce were inaccessible because of the 

added cost.  In turn, productive shows featuring Black cast members appeared to be less 

accessible to Black populations with low socioeconomic backgrounds due to the added cost of 

premium cable subscriptions.  Proponents for broader representations of Black women in mass 

media assert that this lack of accessibility is intentional.  In fact, author Carrie Allen McCray 

affirmed that a small number of White men determine the content that is aired on TV, including 

the ways minorities are depicted (Potier, 2002). 

Most of the women focused on current, more dramatic shows, particularly when asked to 

consider how their lives would be portrayed on television.  They felt that it would be hard to 

imagine their lives on TV because they did not lead ratchet lives.  Even when thinking back to 

older urban reality shows, they fixated on those that broadcast violent or hyperbolic behavior.  

However, there have been several urban reality shows that broadcast predominantly positive 

storylines, including Run’s House, It’s a Mann’s World, Daddy’s Girls, and Kimora: Life in the 

Fab Lane.  To this end, the participants primarily associated urban reality television with drama 
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and other negative references, including ratchet behavior and sexual politics.  Their perception 

of the messaging in urban reality TV shows as primarily negative aligns with what extant 

literature describes as the derogatory framing of Black womanhood (Boylorn, 2008; Caldiero, 

2010; Collins, 2000; Entman & Rojecki, 2000; Palmer-Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009).  Specifically, 

most media centering on the experiences of Black women paints them as caricatures of 

themselves (Entman & Rojecki, 2000).  Rather than garnering balanced perspectives on Black 

womanhood in the media, Black women continue to be portrayed in ways that mimic 

longstanding monikers of Black womanhood: hypersexual Jezebels, emasculating Sapphires, 

asexual mammies, bitches, video hos, sluts, welfare queens, nappy-headed hos, hoochies, 

whores, bucket-heads, hot mommas, chickenheads, divas, and now, ratchet chicks (Boylorn, 

2008; Collins, 2000; Henry et al., 2010; Keyes, 2012; Lena, 2012; Palmer-Mehta & Haliliuc, 

2009; Perkins, 1996; Pough, 2004; Reid, 2013). 

The women commented that urban reality television production was a business and a 

career, therefore, reality did not have a significant role.  Though there were fragments of reality 

present in the shows, the respondents determined the portrayals of reality were sensationalized or 

fictional.  The students believed the shows were scripted, and in cases where the scenes were 

real, the scene was a direct representation of an individual’s experience.  These interpretations of 

reality shows coincide with the studies examining the phenomenon of urban reality television.  It 

has widely been determined that while these shows are framed as reality and the preponderance 

of these shows are scripted, where minority women play out the role of a character, rather than 

providing their audience with a true glimpse into the lives of Black women (Boylorn, 2008; 

Palmer-Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009; Patterson, 2013; Reid, 2013).   
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Among the participants, there was disagreement on whether viewers used urban reality 

television (in addition to other media influences) as a framework for shaping their ideas about 

Black women.  When discussing whether Black women cast members represented Black women 

as a whole, the group’s perceptions diverged into three main arguments: (1) individual behaviors 

of Black women cast members were damaging and harmful to women in the broader Black 

community, (2) negative, inappropriate actions were limited to specific characters and not 

representative of all Black women cast members, and (3) actions of these women were 

individualized and had no direct impact on women in the broader Black community are 

perceived or treated.  Few studies have determined that media images have little to no impact on 

their audiences (Love, 2009), however a preponderance of studies have determined that people’s 

understandings of identity are negatively affected by the images they consume on television and 

in other media (Henry et al. 2010; Jamison, 2006; Judy, 2012; Keyes, 2012; Martino et al., 2006; 

Perkins, 1996; Rentfrow & Gosling, 2007; Stephens & Few, 2007).  This imbalance in the 

literature could be a result of deficit perspectives in the study of media, particularly works 

featuring people of color (Harris-Perry, 2011).  Namely, research often contends that minorities 

are frequently depicted in negative ways, thus individuals consuming the shows respond 

negatively to people of color (Baldwin, 2012; Caldiero, 2010; Campbell, 2007; Entman & 

Rojecki, 2000; Jamison, 2006; Perkins, 1996).  Regardless, the majority of the women in this 

study concluded that the portrayals of Black women in urban reality television were negative, 

and over half of the women in this study determined that these portrayals of Black women 

negatively impacted viewers.  Therefore, this finding parallels much of the literature highlighting 

the effects of stereotypical depictions of Black women among consumers.          
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For some of the participants, urban reality TV expressly represented one woman’s life, 

and was not meant to serve as a measure for every Black woman’s experience.  Though some of 

the situations and cast members were relatable, the students felt the images should not be applied 

to the greater Black community.  For others, the images portrayed in urban reality TV were not 

of concern because they were not representative of their direct lived experience.  They also 

contended that people should refrain from applying their assumptions about reality stars on all 

Black women; viewers stereotyping women as a result of television consumption were labeled 

ignorant by the participants.  Boylorn (2008) spoke to these feelings of disassociation: 

Black women should not have to choose between ‘being real’ and ‘being Black.’  
Because Black women often find other Black women to be their mirror image – seeing 
Black women boxed into stereotypes is like seeing yourself there.  Some of it fits, some 
of it doesn’t (p. 415). 

 
Boylorn (2008) also clarified that the lives of Black women on television are a confluence of real 

experiences and imagery created by consumer-driven systems that are influenced by White, 

patriarchal beliefs about minority women.  Some of the respondents’ perspectives of the shows 

mirrored Boylorn’s (2008) examination of urban reality television, in that they recognized the 

lived experiences of urban reality stars as individualized, even though they shared similar social 

identities.  At times, it was difficult for the students to make sense of the stories portrayed on 

screen because they could relate to the social identities of the cast members, but could not relate 

to the stereotypical framing of Black womanhood.  Though some acknowledged slight 

similarities between themselves and Black women in urban reality television, they also 

recognized that the storylines did not fit their own experiences.        

When speculating about urban reality TV viewership, the women also touched upon the 

nuances of ingroup-outgroup dynamics.  According to Giles and Giles (2013), an ingroup is “a 

social category or group with which you identify strongly.  An outgroup, conversely, is a social 
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category or group with which you do not identify” (p. 142).  In discussing their perceptions of 

urban reality TV audience members, the students supposed the majority of the people watching 

the shows were predominantly Black because the shows featured a very specific segment of hip-

hop culture.  The idea of a predominantly Black cast supported by a presumably Black audience 

created what they thought to be an ingroup dynamic where they assumed that the broadcasting of 

controversial behaviors was done in a safe space.  During the focus group, we discussed the 

implications of urban reality television, where I highlighted viewership statistics.  I 

acknowledged that while urban reality television was supported by a large number of Black 

viewers, viewership was not limited to a Black audience.  In learning that urban reality television 

supported a diverse audience, Allison expressed her surprise, indicating she did not think White 

people watched urban reality TV.  Diverse viewership was not a sentiment she considered before 

her participation in the study.  After completing the focus group, she determined the violence, 

language, and other behaviors associated with the women starring in urban reality television 

could be harmful because their audience was diverse.  Therefore, Allison, along with some of her 

counterparts, stated urban reality TV imagery could negatively influence the ways the Black 

community is perceived, which aligned with previous works on the implications of 

misrepresenting Black women in the media (Caldiero, 2010; Collins, 2000; Keyes, 2012; Lena, 

2012; Pough, 2004). 

In previous studies, negative, stereotypical portrayals of Black womanhood were also 

determined detrimental to the growth and development of young Black girls (Perkins, 1996; 

Stephens & Few, 2007; Stevens, 2002). Along this same vein, some of the women indicated 

urban reality TV was a detriment, dangerous, and harmful, especially for youth.  Still, many of 

the participants began watching urban reality television during some of their most formative 
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years.  All of the women were concerned about young girls who were exposed to urban reality 

imagery, but they did not believe urban reality TV influenced their perceptions of reality or 

Black womanhood, despite watching the programs at an early age.  This could be attributed to 

the fact that the participants had access to several role models and were influenced to ascribe to 

positive constructions of self (Erickson, McDonald, & Elder, 2009; Stevens, 2002). 

 
Implications of Racial Differentiation in Urban Reality TV 

 
Differential racialization, a key tenant in Critical Race Theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001), contends that propaganda shapes how the masses depict people of color.  These images 

shift in alignment with fluctuations in the economy, where people of color are typified for as 

long as it remains profitable to portray them in a particular way (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  In 

the case of urban reality television, racial differentiation filtered into the perspectives of the 

research participants when they attempted to make sense of the ways their appreciation for 

entertainment conflicted with stereotypes against the Black community.  Because the cast 

members were largely perceived as rowdy, aggressive, loud, and ratchet by the participants, and 

because the cast members chose urban reality as a career, several of the respondents were able to 

overlook the onslaught of derogatory imagery displayed on urban reality TV.  

History has long documented people’s infatuation with aberrant displays of drama for 

entertainment purposes.  From the gladiator pit in Rome to lynchings in Mississippi, the human 

race has a history entrenched in the use of violence for enjoyment.  In some of the most violent 

productions, the use of people as props was justified by their station in society.  For instance, 

gladiators were oftentimes slaves and were marginalized in Roman society.  Because of their 

social status, gladiators endured harsh treatment and were socialized to fight in gladiator pits that 
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utilized inhumane practices.  The themes present in urban reality television signify a continuation 

of this practice within contemporary entertainment forums.   

Urban reality television is presented as a medium for people in the entertainment industry 

to promote their careers, tell their stories, and provide viewers with an insider’s view of their 

lives (Thompson, 2012; VH1, 2012a, 2012b, 2012c, 2012d).  Oftentimes, the cast is comprised 

of individuals who require exposure to the public eye, but have limited access to the public.  

These shows are marketed to cast members as an opportunity to place themselves in a position 

that allows them to gain audience recognition and attention from industry moguls.  Cast 

members are seldom individuals that are popular or well-known within their respective 

industries.  Simultaneously, urban reality television is known for the precarious situations that 

cast members find themselves in, which often includes verbal and physical abuse from partners 

and other cast mates (Boylorn, 2008; Mallory, 2011; Palmer-Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009; Patterson, 

2013; Reid, 2013; Thompson, 2012).  The on-air treatment of urban reality television stars 

harkens the era of the gladiator, as the personalities cast members portray – coupled with their 

station in society – affords viewers the space to rationalize the negative ways they are treated.  

These dynamics made it easier for the participants to separate themselves from the casts’ 

experiences, and to disregard abusive situations occurring on- and off-air.   

        
Hegemony. 
 
According to Tina Love (2012), hegemony sustains dominance by achieving compliance 

and consent from the masses.  “Through hegemony, Hip Hop is created in a contrived space 

where the commodification of Blackness perpetuates the status quo and existing social structures 

of inequality” (p. 18).  Much like a rapper’s lyrics and image are reflective of an entertainment 

industry regulated by White men, the appearance, performance, and language of urban reality 
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stars is controlled by a White-dominated system.  Love (2012) suggests that if Black entertainers 

wish to achieve financial success, they must cater to White abstractions of what Blackness 

means.  Cast members starring in urban reality television programs are not immune to White 

ascriptions of Blackness, and their performance is dominated by White ascriptions of Black 

womanhood because the viewers consent to these messages.  Hegemony, patriarchy, and White 

supremacy are therefore sustained by ardent consumption rather than by coercion.  It is within 

this context that most of the participants contended with the hegemonic nature of urban reality 

television, where active consumption signified their consent to an oppressive system.   

However, within hegemonic systems, the oppressed are led to believe they have the 

power to change their condition (e.g., by accepting a role in urban reality television) (Stefancic & 

Delgado, 2001).  In most cases, the women cast in the shows were using them as a vehicle to 

acquire more stability in the entertainment industry; rarely was an affluent or well-established 

woman cast in an urban reality show.  More often than not, the women cast members needed the 

shows to propel their careers, their image, and to sustain financial security.  Their participation in 

the industry was a choice, but the most accessible medium for exposure was urban reality TV.  A 

requirement for sustainability was perpetuating drama, evidenced by the fact that the more 

flamboyant personalities almost always received rights to at least one spin-off show.  As 

hypothesized by several editorials (Hislop, 2012; Mallory, 2011; Thompson, 2012), many of the 

participants asserted that the cast members were more controversial in an effort to achieve 

longevity on a show.  Nevertheless, the respondents believed the behaviors of cast members were 

a result of personal choice rather than evidence of their dependence on a hegemonic system. 

Several of the participants grappled with hegemony in urban reality television, where 

their active participation led to consent, and their consent led to conflicted feelings on whether 
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the entertainment value of the shows outweighed the implications of the show.  While 

entertainment is known for the marginalization of underrepresented populations (Caldiero, 2010; 

Collins, 2000; Pough, 2004), it was broadly believed by most participants that these women did 

not suffer from exploitation because they could have pursued a different career path.  However, 

these perspectives failed to capture the fact that working-class Black women do not have access 

to as many resources, opportunities, and career options as their White counterparts.  Similarly, 

working-class Black women are more limited by their economic background and prospective 

educational and employment opportunities than Black women who attained a higher education 

(Bowen & Bok, 1998; Collins, 2000; Perna, 2005).     

 
Perceptions of Reality: Authenticity in the Portrayal of Black Womanhood 

 
I define class and socioeconomic status as a complex combination of cultural capital, 

social capital, financial health, and the ability to operationalize Whiteness.  Yet, the majority of 

the participants fixated on finances and possessions as indicators for wealth and class.  

Individuals benefitting from the privileges associated with Whiteness use it as currency to 

maximize their cultural capital (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991).  For instance, transactional 

Whiteness often came into play when individuals of varying races sought similar opportunities 

during the Great Depression.  Though a person of color may have been highly skilled, a White 

person with less skill could secure employment before the minority because of his complexion.  

Black people are able to operationalize certain components of Whiteness (i.e., cultural capital 

gained through advanced education), though their skin color prevents them from doing this to the 

same degree as White people (Stefancic & Delgado, 2001).  After further inquiry, it became 

apparent that some of the students made attempts to use transactional Whiteness as a commodity, 

though it appeared they did not do so with intentionality.   



 
 

218 
 

Many of the women raised in the suburbs focused on the idea that they came from White 

neighborhoods when sharing their insight on what it meant to be a Black woman and in defining 

their impressions of Blackness.  In addition to turning directly to their familial ties, they pointed 

to their surroundings as a major influence in shaping their demeanor, as well as their 

expectations for how Black women should portray themselves.  Their peers and their 

neighborhoods determined if they felt comfortable to be themselves or apprehensive/careful to 

avoid subscribing to stereotypes.  For instance, Leah often used the words loud and obnoxious to 

define the behavior of her Black counterparts.  What was problematic about her inferences was 

the fact that she did not develop a balanced definition for Blackness that reached beyond her own 

experience of feeling different than other Black girls.  Though she reflected on how her mother 

helped her to see Black womanhood outside of the obnoxious ways her peers behaved in the 

inner city, I am uncertain if she reconciled the fact that Black womanhood is multifarious; that 

Black women walk different paths and while they share similar lived experiences, Black women 

(and girls) are not all alike (Collins, 2000).  Further, Leah’s struggle with stereotype threat was 

deeply rooted in her understandings of Black women as obnoxious and loud.  Even at Private 

University, Leah indicated that she was making conscious efforts to set herself apart from typical 

Black women as to avoid being defined in the ways she perceived other Black women.   

Conversely, as a Black youth growing up in Philadelphia, Victoria’s mental pictures of 

Black girls playing Double Dutch, Black children playing basketball and cheerleading, and Black 

teens sitting in the back of the cafeteria signaled to her how Black people were situated within 

White contexts (her grade school).  She observed that while they were present in the space, they 

were often off to the side or marginalized.  Victoria also determined she did not fit-in with the 

Black girls in her neighborhood or at school because they were involved in different activities, 
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used urban diction, and exhibited sassy attitudes.  Victoria believed her skillsets and interests 

were non-traditional within the Black community.  Though she expressed an interest in 

becoming more involved in the Black community, she was also concerned about being 

marginalized like her peers.   

For both women, their distance from the Black community was related to the ways they 

operationalized Whiteness.  They both spent a significant amount of time in White spaces prior 

to college.  Leah’s frame of reference for typical Black women was primarily negative, which 

was why she made intentional efforts to separate herself from what she perceived to be typical 

Black womanhood in high school and college.  While Victoria possessed a broader 

understanding of Blackness, she felt disconnected from her Black counterparts in high school 

and college because her interests did not match those usually prevalent among her Black peers.  

Still, women like Victoria, Leah, and Desarae used Whiteness (their predominantly White 

neighborhoods and education) to explain differences in their demeanor, diction, and presentation 

as Black women. 

Though the women inferred they had not been affected by their television consumption, 

they did ascribe to one characteristic often present in urban reality programming: improved 

social and economic status.  Victoria and Olivia were two of the participants to verbalize that 

they were privileged because of the educational opportunities they received from elementary 

school through college.  Of the 12 participants that completed the first round of individual 

interviews, eight said the thought of improving their socioeconomic status was appealing, 

primarily to relieve the stress of financial worry and to assist family members with their burdens.  

Two of the women indicated they were actively seeking to improve their economic situations and 

were specifically looking to their educational pursuits – and subsequent career opportunities – as 
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a tool for attaining financial security and improved social status.  All participants indicated they 

appreciated the ways their socioeconomic backgrounds shaped who they became, citing their 

socioeconomic status as a primary reason why they did not take their collegiate experiences and 

opportunities for granted.  The women indicated they were depending on the educational system 

– a predominantly White institution – to advance their social status.  Much like urban reality TV 

functioned as a vehicle for economic advancement for reality stars, higher education was 

perceived as a way for the majority of the students to improve their socioeconomic status.   

The entertainment industry and higher education are both predominantly White 

institutions in the U.S. that perpetuate the use of transactional Whiteness.  While the students 

recognized that their ambitions and choice in careers were vastly different than urban reality 

stars, their decision to acquire an advanced education aligned with cast members’ decision to 

perform in urban reality television.  The women pursued their studies with the same degree of 

discipline as a reality star seeking attention to gain infamy and fame.  However, it seemed that 

seeking an advanced education was more socially acceptable and respectable than starring in 

urban reality television.       

 
 Urban reality stars and Black womanhood.  

The students frequently used key words like strong, beautiful, resilient, and determined 

to define Black women, and at times, the participants applied similar concepts to urban reality 

stars.  The respondents frequently recalled RHOA cast members NeNe Leakes, Phaedra Parks, 

and Kandi Burruss when discussing urban reality stars that were most relatable, primarily 

because they had built substantial careers in and outside of the entertainment industry.  Kandi 

was an established singer and producer before joining the cast of RHOA, and Phaedra was a 

lawyer in Georgia.  Although NeNe was a former stripper, she used her business savvy to 
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navigate the social scene in Atlanta and turned her name into a brand.  In these ways, the 

respondents determined some cast members were relatable. 

 Still, the reality stars with less name recognition who were prone to engage in aggressive, 

mischievous, or sexually explicit behaviors were often described with less favorable terms, 

despite being Black women.  It seemed that the key words (strong, beautiful, resilient) were 

reserved for specific types of Black women.  If the stars possessed questionable character traits, 

they were more inclined to be defined as real, rough around the edges, catty, hater, or ratchet by 

the students.  I attribute this to the fact that these portrayals of Black womanhood did not align 

with the definitions they created for themselves.  Essentially, though the respondents recognized 

the cast members as phenotypically representative of Black women, their definitions of Black 

womanhood did not appear to make room for women like those cast in urban reality shows.  

From this point-of-view, cast members were not relatable. 

At times, urban reality television was described as a career booster because it provided 

cast members with added exposure.  During the focus group, Shaykhia mentioned that women’s 

use of intimate relationships with celebrities was a catalyst to expanding their public reach and 

catapulting their career aspirations.  Allison also commented that cast members were able to use 

the publicity they received from their involvement in reality shows to promote their businesses 

and philanthropies.  Where the college women were focused on matriculating through their 

courses in order to better themselves and attain their goals, the women in urban reality television 

nurtured their relationships with people in the industry, and at times, leveraged negative behavior 

in order to achieve career success.  Although they did not fit cleanly within the definitions of 

Black womanhood the students constructed, it became clear that the women cast in urban reality 
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shows were determined to make a career using their on-screen personas, similar to the ways the 

students used higher education to achieve their goals. 

 
Sapphire and Jezebel 2.0: the ratchet chick. 
 
The women demarcated ways to distinguish themselves from the ratchet, ghetto women 

on TV.  The ratchet chick emerged as the amalgamation of Jezebel (a promiscuous, sexually-

motivated Black woman), Sapphire (an aggressive, angry, emasculating Black woman), the gold 

digger (a woman who uses men for their money), and the welfare queen (a woman who uses her 

children to cheat the government of resources) (Boylorn, 2008; Collins, 2000; Palmer-Mehta & 

Haliliuc, 2009; Pough, 2004).  My definition for the ratchet chick is derived from ascriptions of 

Black womanhood portrayed in the media.  I define the ratchet chick as a woman who prioritizes 

her lifestyle over necessities.  She makes exorbitant efforts to portray a glamorous way of life.  

She will take advantage of individuals and systems in order to feed her appetite for luxury items 

and need to be in the limelight.  As seen on TV, ratchet chicks spend much of their time 

socializing and seeking out partners who are financially stable.  She leverages these relationships 

to acquire social and economic mobility.  The ratchet chick is aggressive and can be violent.  In 

this way, semblances of Jezebel, Sapphire, and now, the ratchet chick entered my discussions 

with the women.   

Representations of the Jezebel and ratchet chick were frequently portrayed in urban 

reality television shows (Boylorn, 2008; Mallory, 2011; Palmer-Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009).  It is 

for this reason that the students crafted divisions between themselves and the caricatures of 

Black womanhood often displayed in urban reality television.  Stratifications in class and cultural 

capital existing between the students and cast members contributed – not only to deviations in 

life choices and opportunities – but also in the ways the students made sense of the choices urban 
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reality stars made.  Although some of the participants could identify with cast members or relate 

to some of the experiences reality stars encountered, the women in this study still operated from 

positions of privilege.  They sought to reinforce boundaries between themselves and negative 

portrayals of Black womanhood because they were situated in a White space where negative 

perceptions of Blackness could complicate their success.  Thus, the students pointed to 

differences in educational level, career aspirations, behavior, and attitude as factors that set them 

and the women in their lives apart from urban reality stars.   

I surmise Black women’s life choices and the ways they are depicted is more complex 

than television suggests, and that the shows are reflective of the patriarchal assumptions 

dominating a predominantly White male industry (Boylorn, 2008; Kitwana, 2002; Lena, 2012; 

Palmer-Mehta & Haliliuc, 2009; Reid, 2013).  Although dressed-up as a Black woman’s 

perspective, urban reality television is constructed similarly to other forums in hip-hop because 

the imagery invoked by these shows parallel narratives broadcast in music, magazines, videos, 

and film.  The face of the messenger is a woman of color, but the dialogue and behavior is 

influenced by long-standing stereotypes that frame Black women as deviants.  In short, the 

narratives and imagery prevalent in urban reality television are created by the entertainment 

industry, a machine that continues to perpetuate negative typographies against Black women for 

profit (Kitwana, 2002; Pough, 2004; Rose, 1994).   

     
Portrayals of Black Womanhood and the Impact on the Black Community 

 
It appeared some of the participants acknowledged that the industry played a major role 

in the ways the cast members were portrayed.  Still, others did not ascribe to systematic 

understandings of Black womanhood and how it is depicted in the media.  Rather, they 

determined that the actions and attitudes prominent in the shows were individual and unrelated to 
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a larger network of influences.  Based upon the readings of Collins (2000), hooks (1981), and 

Crenshaw (1991), I assert there is a connection between higher education and the media because 

both are systems entrenched in the infrastructure of a predominantly White society; that the 

depictions of Black womanhood in the media are reflective in the ways Black women are 

perceived in higher education.  However, this assertion did not align with the stance that 

portrayals of Black womanhood are not systemic, a belief some of the women of this study 

assumed.  Noting these perspectives assisted me in situating the ways made sense of Black 

womanhood on predominantly White campuses, as well as in society as a whole. 

The idea of social change, one of the prominent tenants of Black Feminist Thought, 

resonated with many of the women who supported the argument that the actions of Black women 

cast members negatively affect how Black women are perceived and treated.  Even shows that 

were meant to celebrate the successes of minority women were eventually contorted to display 

imagery that was degrading and violent (Mallory, 2011; Thompson, 2012).  For instance, many 

of the women turned to RHOA as a way to observe the lived experiences of Black women who 

were successful in their respective industries.  The students enjoyed gaining behind-the-scenes 

access to the personal lives of prominent women.  RHOA stood out for the students, because it 

focused on the lives of an established singer, model, business mogul, pageant queen, lawyer, and 

intermittent wives of professional athletes.  To the disappointment of over half the participants 

who watched the show, inevitable shifts in the storyline led to a mimicking of other popular 

reality shows, where the women were frequently embroiled in conflict, disagreements, and in 

several instances, violence.     

Others took it a step further and challenged the systems – and at times, individuals – 

responsible for creating an environment where it is acceptable to use minority women as props.  
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Anastasia discussed at length, the idea that Mona Scott-Young, the producer of several urban 

reality shows and a prominent Black woman in the entertainment industry, should feel a sense of 

responsibility for the Black community.  She continued, stating that Mona gained status through 

her ability to effectively steer rapper Missy Elliott’s career in a positive direction.  As a Black 

woman who shared experiences with those she portrayed on television, Anastasia and others 

asserted that Mona should make efforts to improve the condition of Black Womanhood, rather 

than exploit women. 

As previously discussed, several of the women were conflicted by their interest in the 

shows and the repercussions associated with urban reality television.  These feelings of inner 

conflict were represented in literature examining Black women’s consumption of urban reality 

shows (Boylorn, 2008; Mallory, 2011).  For some Black women, particularly those earning 

advanced degrees, watching the experiences of Black women cast in reality TV felt voyeuristic, 

rather than heuristic (Boylorn, 2008).  This sentiment was echoed in the findings of my study.  

For instance, I’mani lamented that White students would confuse the experiences of minority 

women reality stars with the lived experiences of Black college women because both groups 

appeared to share similar characteristics, including socioeconomic status, race, and gender.  

Separately, Kim determined urban reality television was entertaining, afforded Black women 

with space on television, and provided an opportunity to diversify television networks.  

However, Kim also explained that urban reality TV misrepresented the Black community, was a 

poor representation of reality, and misled youth who perceived the shows to be real.   

In total, most of the participants recognized that Black women have systematically been 

portrayed in a negative, stereotypical manner.  From their point of view, key players in the 

industry should refrain from propagating images that contribute to existing stereotypes against 
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Black women.  Simultaneously, the women felt cast members aiming to appear in reality shows 

should downplay negative behavior and refuse roles requiring them to engage in conflict and 

violence.  Finally, the students recognized they were actively supporting these shows and 

assisting hegemonic imagery.  Near the end of the study, some indicated they would like the 

programs to portray more productive images of Black women.  Conversely, a small few 

determined that they would no longer watch the shows.   

 
Connections: Environment, Interdependence, and Identity 

 
Although I expected to investigate the development of the students’ interactions with 

others and their self-conceptualization as two separate processes, I began to observe an overlap 

between my last two research questions during the course of the research project.  Originally, I 

observed self-conceptualization and interactions with others as two components because the 

literature appeared to divide these processes into two themes.  However, my last two research 

questions blended together as I asked the students to reflect on their experiences with building 

their identities.  The following section explores the ways (1) family, (2) friends, (3) role models, 

(4) romantic relations, and (5) community informs (6) Blackness, womanliness, and self.   

 
Family 

 
The women shared countless examples that demonstrated the various ways family 

influenced their worldview, belief system, and how they came to understand Black womanhood.  

Their families were intentional in providing these students with experiential-based conversations 

about intersectionality and what it means to live as Black women in the U.S.  Some guardians 

made calculated decisions to remove their families from urban centers in order to improve their 

children’s educational opportunities.  For those who remained in the city, families opted to send 
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their children to private school.  When private school was not attainable, they relied on 

community resources to supplement their children’s educational and developmental experiences, 

such as tuition-free boarding school, extracurricular activities, and skill-based training programs. 

All of the respondents indicated they were close with their immediate families, which 

was especially influential in aiding them through the identity development process.  While each 

respondent may have had different family structures, all of the women were able to name at least 

one person in their family they could rely on to make sense of Blackness and how it intersects 

with other social identities including gender, socioeconomic status, and religious affiliation.  

Their reliance on family to understand Black womanhood and to develop personal value systems 

was in direct alignment with the literature.  Research indicates that family is a primary factor in 

shaping Black women’s conceptualization of self (Gilroy, 2012; Stephens & Phillips, 2005; 

Stevens, 2002).  In the case of these 12 participants, family was the determinant that set the 

students apart from women who are negatively affected by inaccurate representations of race and 

gender in the media.     

Feeling connected to family was also a strong indicator in the ways the women interacted 

with urban reality television.  The literature suggests that Black youth and women who lack 

strong family ties are more susceptible to media imagery and messaging (Baldwin, 2012; Gilroy, 

2012; Nunnally, 2012).  However, the participants repeatedly emphasized that while urban 

reality TV was entertaining, it was not a reflection of their lived experiences.  Additionally, 

while semblances of the drama present in the shows were relatable, the students determined they 

went largely unaffected by prominent messages in urban reality TV.  Even among those who 

began watching urban reality television at a young age, urban reality TV consumption had very 



 
 

228 
 

little impact on the ways the students perceived the world around them.  It is likely that familial 

bonds counteracted the potentially harmful internalization of urban reality imagery.    

 
Friends 

 
Non-fictive kinship ties were also very important to the women of this study.  They stated 

that the friendships they developed in elementary and secondary school were interest-based, 

however friendships were also influenced by proximity, school affiliation, and neighborhood 

dynamics.  Upon entry into college, they sought relationships with individuals who shared 

similar interests, were trustworthy, honest, goal-oriented, and were generally like-minded.  

Oftentimes, the participants mentioned their aversion to people who were prone to instigate 

drama, were deceptive, and/or exhibited jealous tendencies.  Of the friendships the participants 

made prior to college, they remained connected with pre-college friends who demonstrated the 

ability to develop and grow, regardless of their decision to work or enroll in college.  In this way, 

the students’ experiences aligned with the literature because they selected friends who shared 

similar interests (Carter, 2006; Nunnally, 2012; Watkins, 2012). 

The literature also indicated Black girls rely on their relationships with friends to make 

sense of Black womanhood (Carter, 2006; Stevens, 2002).  Among Black youth and women, 

friends help to clarify values and are especially influential in shaping how Black women define 

racial and gender roles.  Within the context of my study, the women spoke at length about their 

family, friendships, and significant others (or a lack thereof).  Though family influences were the 

primary factor in the social identity development of these students, friends also played a strong 

supporting role.  All of the women valued their relationships with other women.  The students 

relied on their friends for moral and emotional support and critical feedback.  Although the 

literature inferred that Black women’s perceptions of beauty and fashion are heavily influenced 
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by their friends, the women in this study indicated that they possessed a style unique from their 

friends.  While their friends were fundamental in their socialization, the students also 

demonstrated independence in thought, beliefs, and area of study. 

While students like Desarae and Olivia indicated they did not have any friends who were 

like the women in urban reality shows, others like Georgie, Victoria, and Allison observed slight 

comparisons between their friends and urban reality stars.  Some of the observed similarities 

between friends and urban reality stars included personality traits (namely, strong personalities) 

and the fact that their friends were living through situations that reflected those portrayed on 

urban reality shows.  The students indicated that their friends experienced conflict with other 

women and relationship issues with significant others.  In fact, the most common factor that 

conjoined their friends’ experiences with those on TV were conflicts pertaining to fidelity and 

commitment concerns.  Still, the participants did not demonstrate mimicking behaviors.  Rather, 

they countered the argument that Black women are influenced by the media consumption choices 

of their friends.  While the students reported that their friends motivated them to strive for 

academic achievement and sustainable career goals, they operated independently of their friends 

when conceptualizing how they would choose to present themselves.   

There was also a divergence in the ways Black college women and urban reality stars 

managed conflict.  While the women in urban reality television aired out their differences in 

front of larger groups of people in an aggressive, confrontational manner, the students and their 

friends chose to address conflict with one another offline.  Even in situations where multiple 

friends were aware of a conflict between two women, discussions about the conflict were made 

in private and were usually used to (1) vent and/or (2) process the situation in efforts to 

appropriately manage the conflict.  Finally, the women inferred that they avoided the use of 
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social media to vent about their conflict; they preferred to keep these matters private.  In these 

ways, Black college women demonstrated that they did not rely on urban reality television to 

make sense of interpersonal relationships, nor did they look to the shows for conflict 

management techniques.  It seemed that the women addressed conflict in productive ways, 

despite the fact that some friends possessed personality traits similar to urban reality stars.  This 

can be attributed to the fact that the respondents developed significant conceptualizations of self 

as a result of strong familial ties and interactions with positive role models.   

 

Role Models 

 
According to the literature, access to appropriate role models was also essential in 

developing a positive self-concept among Black women.  Stevens (2002) and Erickson and 

colleagues (2009) found that Black, inner-city women had less access to role models than their 

suburban and rural counterparts.  However, this study demonstrates that urban youth have ample 

access to positive role models.  All of the participants implied that at least one member of their 

family served as a positive role model for them.  In addition, the students indicated that teachers, 

church members, community leaders, neighbors, and friends set a good example for them and in 

some instances, challenged the women to set acceptable boundaries for themselves.  While the 

students also looked to celebrities, historical figures, business moguls, and television 

personalities as role models, they selected individuals who exhibited a strong work ethic.  It is 

likely that students’ choices in role models was connected to the fact that they were developing 

healthy definitions for Black womanhood, which was informed by family and further influenced 

by role models. 

For instance, although Shaykhia identified her uncle, her peer advisor, and her clinical 

instructor as role models, she shared very poignant observations about her mother and 
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grandmother’s character that gave some insight into how she was socialized as a woman.  She 

described her mother as a caring and giving woman who poured all that she could into her 

children.  Despite several critical set-backs, Shaykhia understood that her mother placed her 

children at the center of her world.  She gave everything she could to her children.  Shaykhia 

viewed her grandmother as a disciplinarian and considered her grandmother to be the strongest 

woman she knew.  Together, these two women pulled together in instrumental ways and made 

every attempt to stitch the fabric of their lives together, even when the ends unraveled and grew 

tattered.  From the stories Shaykhia shared about some of the most formative years of her life, 

the two primary women in her life remained ever resilient, despite their circumstances and life 

choices.    

Many of the women’s exposure to Blackness was robust and multi-faceted.  They were 

able to formulate their understanding of gender and race through a variety of sources.  Some of 

the students also made historical connections between current issues, experiences, and their 

identity by engaging with role models.  Even though they were unable to develop relationships 

with some of the individuals they selected as role models, the other relationships in their lives 

offset this fact.  Because the women were able to draw from a variety of role models, they were 

also less inclined to emulate the messages displayed by urban reality television. 

 
Intimate Relationships 

 
Black men’s poor treatment of women was a resounding theme in all aspects of my study.  

The women spoke of being mistreated by male associates, friends, and partners.  With additional 

probing, the participants drew connections between dating on campus and the messages 

displayed in urban reality television.  While there was general consensus that the purpose of 

these shows was their entertainment value, several of the participants slowly began to share 
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thoughts on how they observed an overlap in what they were viewing on television and their 

daily lives.  They attributed this to the fact that generally, the shows were a reflection of broader 

social issues that were already in existence.  The participants specifically targeted dating and 

intimate partnerships as an issue of significance in their lives. 

Ten of the 12 participants indicated they were not in committed relationships.  All ten 

women indicated it was difficult to meet men who met their standards.  Additionally, all women 

in the study shared that their friends also found difficulty in identifying suitable partners, 

regardless of institutional affiliation.  When listing the qualities they valued in a partner, the 

women concentrated on character traits (i.e., trustworthy, honest, faithful, funny, ambitious).  

They were most interested in individuals who could manage a singular, closed, and committed 

relationship.  Brittani mentioned that she preferred the company of men that helped her to feel 

comfortable.  I’mani valued connections with men who shared similar interests.  Kim needed 

prospective partners to earn her trust and demonstrate respect for her academic and professional 

motivations.   

Conversely, some Black men on campus commented that the women were mean if they 

were not talkative, peppy, or smiled in passing.  They told the women to smile so that they would 

seem more approachable to the Black males, and so the males could feel more comfortable in 

their presence.  Black men who built friendships with some of the women would also dismiss 

their advice or label them as angry if they exhibited a range of passionate emotions including, 

frustration, disappointment, or disdain.  In this sense, the men were most comfortable or familiar 

with flat representations of Black womanhood.  The men imposed their assumptions about Black 

womanhood on the participants, with inflexible expectations for their demeanor, appearance, and 

behaviors. 
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All of the participants mentioned they preferred to entertain relationships where men did 

not impose misrepresented assumptions of womanhood on them.  They were also adamant about 

avoiding situations where men made sex a priority without any consideration for building an 

authentic connection.  Instead, they sought relationships with individuals who appreciated their 

intelligence, drive, personality, and talents.  When deliberating over relationships portrayed on 

urban reality shows, some of the students pointed to a couple on LAHHH as a positive example.  

Women like Shaykhia indicated singer Omarion Grandberry and his partner, Apryl Jones, were a 

good indication of what love should look like.  However, Omarion reified messages often 

perpetuated in rap music and on urban reality television, though the lyrics of his music conflicted 

with the persona he portrayed as Apryl’s partner: 

… 
 
Would you date me for a minute, girl before you let me hit it? 
Are you single? Are you taken? Working towards your education? 
I’m just askin’, I’m just sayin’, what’s your current situation? 
‘Cause I see you ‘cross the room and you the baddest in the building, what’s up? 
 
See I don’t wanna get into your drawers yet (oh yeah) 
Are you one of them girls that’s askin’ where the bread’s at? (oh yeah) 
See first I need to know where your head at 
Before you give me some (heh, I’m playin’) 
 
… 
 
If I told you my secret, shawty would you keep it? 
Are you the type to kiss me right after I eat it, yeah? 
I’m just tryin’ to know you better 
 
… 
 
And if not, then shawty tell me, can I be your baby daddy? 
I’m just playin’ ‘less you let me, I won’t know unless you tell me 
I just gotta ask ‘cause girl you super bad 
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In Know You Better, Omarion emphasizes that men seek sex as a way to get to know 

women.  Though he seemingly asks a series of questions in an effort to learn more about his love 

interest, most of the questions are sexual in nature.  Many of the women in this study contended 

that they would encounter men who behaved in the same manner; men framed the act of sex as 

the primary method for building a relationship and intimacy.  These men would try to bypass 

trust-building, sharing, and establishing boundaries around commitment.  Though the 

participants all expressed an interest in attaining committed, reciprocal relationships, the men 

they encountered were only interested in pursuing a sexual relationship.  What was interesting 

about the students’ support of Omarion was their ability to compartmentalize his persona as a 

singer and his personality as a cast member on urban reality TV, even though both 

representations were intimately tied together. 

 
Barriers to relationships. 

 
 The women discussed various reasons for experiencing difficulties in dating.  Prominent 

themes that surfaced from their reflections included: (1) racial dynamics, (2) communication, (3) 

hook-up culture, (4) disinterest in commitment and/or fidelity, and (5) primary focus on 

academic pursuits/self-enhancement.  When the participants spoke about their observations 

regarding dating on campus, their referrals centered specifically on the Black community.  From 

the participants’ perspective, interracial dating was not easily accessible for most women – 

especially those attending Private University – where the students observed palpable racial 

divides.  The students suggested these divisions prevented connections with men of other races 

and ethnicities. 

Another barrier to building relationships with prospective partners involved 

communication.  Living in the digital age appeared to have a downside, because most of the men 
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who approached the participants used text as the primary means of communication.  Texting 

lacked connection, depth, and emotion.  In addition, texting did not require the full attention of 

the sender.  In this way, men used texting as a tool to remain emotionally distant from 

prospective love interests.  Refraining from in-depth conversation and relying on text to 

communicate ideas aided men’s avoidance of women who required more from a relationship 

than sex. 

Several of the students experienced situations where they were dating a man who was 

also involved with other women.  The men were most interested in talking, which was a direct 

affront to the ways the respondents defined relationships.  Men’s disinterest in pursuing 

exclusive relationships was closely related to the women’s encounters with hook-up culture.  

Heldman and Wade (2010) define hook-up culture as “casual sexual contact between nondating 

partners without an (expressed or acknowledged) expectation of forming a committed 

relationship” (p. 324).  While some women hooked-up with men out of enjoyment and personal 

pleasure, others were more inclined to hook-up because they sought a committed relationship.  

They felt pressured to engage in sexual relationships because (1) they were concerned men 

would overlook them since they had access to a variety of women.  Women seeking relationships 

would also hook-up with men (2) in hopes that men would realize their potential as partners.  

From this perspective, the women thought it was possible to change a man’s mind regarding 

fidelity and commitment if she was patient.  Unfortunately, men only pursued committed 

relationships when they were ready to devote themselves to one person.  Women’s decisions to 

engage in hook-up culture seldom encouraged men to commit (Heldman & Wade, 2010).   

Finally, the participants recognized that some men chose not to pursue relationships so 

they could further their academics and begin building their careers.  These men focused their 
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sights on their studies and perceived relationships as an added distraction.  Of the primary 

barriers preventing women from cultivating romantic relationships with Black men on campus, 

the participants determined personal development and academic advancement was the most 

acceptable reason for choosing not to seek a serious commitment.  

 
Hook-up culture and lionization. 
 
The students indicated that the most prominent connection between their lived 

experiences and urban reality television was the dating scene.  Henry et al. (2010) asserted that 

Black women were more inclined to engage in non-committed sexual relationships with men 

because hook-up culture was widely celebrated in hip-hop culture.  They found that partnerships 

on campus mimicked the messages perpetuated in hip-hop lyrics, where one man dated several 

women simultaneously.  The authors referred to this phenomenon as lionization, where the 

dating practices of Black men and women were perceived as animalistic in predominantly White 

communities, even though hook-up culture was an issue that permeated race (Henry et al., 2010).  

With lionization, women felt pressured to have sex with a man because they were aware of the 

disproportionate number of Black women on campus compared to Black men.  As I previously 

asserted, this behavior is apparent in urban reality shows and may be reinforced among peer 

groups.   

Although there was no connection between the consumption of urban reality television 

and women’s involvement with hook-up culture, the respondents recognized parallels in the 

ways men treated women on campus and in urban reality shows.  They found it problematic that 

the behavior of men on urban reality shows was celebrated as entertainment, and went relatively 

unaddressed.  To this end, men on campus hooked-up with several women and were not held 
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accountable for their behavior.  Instead, men’s behavior on campus was often widely celebrated 

by their friends, and continued despite women’s desire for commitment.       

 

Community  

 

Early media influences informed participants about their value and role in society.  

Music, television, and the internet were a constant presence in their lives.  Each woman 

recounted memories of watching television at a young age, where some identified connections 

between the stories being shared on television and their lived experiences.  For instance, Jazmine 

discussed the circumstances surrounding her mother’s decision to begin building her 

psychological armor.  With the recent Trayvon Martin and subsequent Michael Brown shootings, 

she was reminded that her mother never sugar coated the experiences she may face as a Black 

person and as a woman.  Her mother wanted Jazmine to be prepared to react in a safe and 

responsible manner if she encountered a life-threatening situation.  Jazmine’s mother was aware 

she would be exposed to traumas associated with being Black within US contexts, the most 

harrowing resulting in physical assault and/or death.   

In reflecting on the early conversations she had with her mother, Jazmine tried to make 

sense of the hurt and anger she felt upon learning about the shooting deaths of Martin, Brown, 

and countless others.  Her, frequent encounters with the criminal justice system, the educational 

system, and the media – all of which are hegemonic US structures – influenced her 

understanding of what Blackness means for non-Blacks.  For Jazmine, memories of a racist sixth 

grade teacher and recollections of the ways the Trayvon Martin case was covered in the media 

clearly demonstrated how systems are not created to support or respond to Black issues.  In fact, 

the Black condition manifested from the structures created to protect and serve the public. 
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Childhood community also influenced the ways the students began to define and 

experience Blackness.  Still, the idea of Black womanhood became more apparent as the women 

matriculated through college.  The change in setting made difference more apparent for each 

participant, whether they were from predominately Black, predominately White, or diverse 

communities.  However, their interpretations of difference diverged.  For instance, Shaykhia 

realized she had not really considered what Blackness meant prior to her enrollment at Private 

University because she came from a predominantly Black school in a predominantly Black 

region in Philadelphia.  Additionally, Desarae did not connect with her Ukranian roots until she 

enrolled at Public University as a result of her experiences with Black college students in a 

predominantly Black urban center. 

 
The Black community on campus. 
 
In terms of feeling a sense of community, the participants shared examples of what they 

perceived to be factors signaling community.  In their experience, there was an expectation in the 

Black community that everyone should be aware of – and actively worked to form connections 

with – other Black students on campus.  In addition to forming connections through social media 

(e.g., Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook), the women indicated Black students were expected to 

know the faces and names of every Black student on their respective campus.  Failure to 

acknowledge or speak to someone in passing was a violation of community standards.   

Even further was the expectation that women make a concerted effort to make themselves 

approachable to others.  Often, they were labeled as mean or angry for failing to smile while 

walking on campus.  Frequent stories emerged centering on the idea that Black women were 

responsible for making their counterparts feel comfortable by adjusting their physical 

appearance.  These messages came from both inside and outside of the Black community.  
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Absent were stories that set similar expectations for men.  In fact, women were often instructed 

by Black males to smile without acknowledging the ways this standard burdened Black women. 

According to the students, some of the most influential pitfalls to forming a unified 

community among Black college students at Private University were the Black students 

themselves.  Henry and colleagues (2010) suggested that relationships between Black men and 

women became cantankerous on predominantly White campuses as competition emerged from 

failed relationship efforts.  Still, a void exists in the literature on the factors contributing to 

conflict between Black men and women on college campuses.  In the case of these 12 women, 

the presence or involvement of Black men often served as an aggravation.  For instance, Victoria 

reflected on an experience where two Black men pit her against another Black woman.  The men 

stated there was a serious conflict between a woman and Victoria’s friend group.  Victoria was 

able to de-escalate the situation by seeking the woman out.  With one conversation, it was clear 

the conflict was contrived by the men.  This situation stood out for Victoria, as she was 

concerned that men were propagating myths that Black women do not get along.  In a 

predominantly White environment, maintaining a sense of unity and sisterhood was important 

for Victoria.  She was disappointed that Black men served as an added barrier to unity among 

Black women on campus.   

 
Appearance and style of dress. 
 
Extant literature provided several empirical analyses regarding women’s dress on album 

covers and in rap videos (Keyes, 2012; Lena, 2012), literature (Campbell, 2005), and film 

(Pough, 2004), but very little research has yet to address how Black college women interpret and 

make sense of women’s fashion in the entertainment industry.  Scholars have implied that 

increases in hip-hop culture on campus have become apparent, particularly in the ways women 
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dress (Campbell, 2007; Gosa, 2013; Henry et al., 2010).  Several studies suggest hip-hop media, 

which includes urban reality television, influences the ways Black adolescents choose to dress 

(Pough, 2004; Perkins, 1996; Rose, 1994).  Campbell (2007) furthered that college women 

emulated video vixens, choosing apparel that was revealing and similar to outfits frequently 

observed in rap videos and urban magazines.  In regards to appearance, the literature also asserts 

that Black women are inclined to dress like their friends (Perkins, 1996; Stevens, 2002).  Those 

choosing friends whose style is influenced by the media are more likely to wear apparel similar 

to their friends, thus their style is influenced by the media by extension.   

As previously discussed, the students had friends who shared some similarities with 

urban reality stars.  However, the respondents did not observe commonalities between their 

friends’ daily dress and the ways urban reality stars dressed.  For the most part, they determined 

that most women on campus dressed in typical college gear.  The students explained that Black 

college women’s style was influenced by a combination of popular culture, the fashion industry, 

and social media.  In fact, many of the participants admitted to seeking inspiration from several 

media sources, especially social media.  The social media platforms, Instagram and Tumblr, 

informed many of the participants’ style and helped them to track fashion trends.  Instagram 

appeared to have become a major forum for sharing styles, tips, and techniques, where the 

postings of celebrities and stylists intermingled with bloggers and everyday people.   

The participants indicated that women on campus wore trends that were also observable 

on television.  They attributed these observations to the intersections between the fashion 

industry and the entertainment industry, which made it difficult to determine where certain trends 

were established.  When similarities in style were apparent, the respondents determined it was 

because students were attending a party or going to a nightclub.  Still, the similarities between 
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urban reality stars and college women were often limited to clothing brands rather than styles, 

countering many assertions made in previous studies (Campbell, 2007; Henry et al., 2010; 

Perkins, 1996; Stevens, 2002).  For instance, Anastasia determined that expressing status through 

style was more important to many women in the Black community than the actual garments 

propagated through trends.  From her perspective, women would sacrifice necessities in order to 

project the appearance of status.  I’mani also mentioned that name brands were indicators for 

status, and while certain items may be a necessity (i.e., boots during the winter), she admitted 

that labels were also a consideration in purchasing necessities.   

Name brands and popular fashion trends were acceptable fragments of urban reality 

television because labels were also an important aspect of campus culture.  In other words, 

women choosing to wear name brands due to media influences did not stand out because wearing 

name brands was a common practice on campus.  Acceptance of appearance is important to note, 

as style was an indicator for bias-based behavior on college campuses (Campbell, 2007).  

According to Campbell (2007), Black students were more likely to experience bias from their 

peers or faculty when there were observable connections between them and Black subcultures 

conflicting with campus norms.  However, the participants did not recall observing style-based 

bias on their campuses.   

 
Campus climate and safety. 

 
The participants provided mixed responses for their interpretations of campus climate and 

safety.  Those who found their niche were involved in a variety of organizations, including those 

that reaffirmed their cultural identity.  Students’ feelings on campus inclusivity were dependent 

upon their personal backgrounds and previous experiences interacting with diverse peoples.  

Some felt connected and supported by their campus community.  They were able to make friends 
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and were aware of the resources (i.e., financial aid, minority student services, counseling and 

psychological services, affinity groups, tutoring services) that were available to them, regardless 

of their decision to utilize these resources.   

Others felt out-of-place because they were actively seeking to build genuine connections 

with their peers, or were navigating conflict with friends.  Those who were still making sense of 

their collegiate experience had yet to identify safe spaces or extracurricular activities that 

matched their social, academic, professional (and sometimes spiritual) needs.  While the 

literature posits that students of color are more likely to achieve academic success if they feel 

integrated in their community (Cross, 1991; Nora & Cabrera, 1996), correlations between grades 

and feeling like a member of the campus community were non-existent.  Both low- and high-

achieving students felt included on their respective campuses.  Similarly, low- and high-

achieving students struggled with feelings of isolation and experienced difficulty in finding their 

fit on campus. 

The women attending these institutions felt the impact of institutional culture in a variety 

of ways.  For instance, Private University was known for its academic rigor, selectivity, and 

competitiveness.  The culture of this campus only intensified the Black experience, amplifying 

issues often observed at other PWIs, including the establishment of psychologically safe spaces, 

pursuing romantic interests, and developing friendships.  The women enrolled at Private 

University were especially committed to their academic pursuits and often placed their social 

activities aside in order to successfully complete their courses.  In doing so, they often missed 

out on activities and events often associated with campus involvement, including participation in 

student organizations.  Their academic pursuits also limited their ability to seek out campus 

resources that could supplement the holistic success of Black college women.  Their limited 
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ability to pursue extracurricular activities shaped their perceptions of (1) the availability of safe 

spaces for Black students on campus, (2) unity among Black students and (3) unity among Black 

women.  For instance, Victoria commented on the fact that prior to her involvement in Sister, an 

organization focused on supporting women of color on campus, she felt the campus lacked 

community and she lacked a support system outside of her immediate friend group. 

The competitive environment espoused at Private University was not necessarily healthy.  

The institution increased the number of resources and financing geared towards counseling and 

psychological services to offset potential suicides (Scelfo, 2015).  Students often suffered from 

extended periods of chronic duress, lacked an appropriate amount of sleep, nutrition, or exercise, 

and they often failed to admit when they were experiencing difficulty or needed assistance 

(Scelfo, 2015).  The psychological strain that many Black students experience at PWIs was 

heightened at Private University, where they often questioned their cognitive abilities, social 

standing, and their fit within the institution.  These compounded issues only worked to aggregate 

the community and inflame divisive behaviors such as competition in the classroom and the 

pursuit of romantic relationships.  When asked if they felt similarly about their campus 

community, Desarae and Kim stated the experiences of Black women at Public University were 

different.  Both women believed the Black community was supportive and the University offered 

students with balanced opportunities to get involved.   

There were also mixed responses on interactions among, and encounters with, collegiate 

peers.  None of the respondents recalled experiencing biased incidents related directly to 

stereotypes drawn from urban reality television.  However, some of the behaviors and bias 

incidents they encountered reflected themes displayed in urban reality television.  For instance, 

Shaykhia was approached by a classmate who asked her if she would become a baby mama 
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because Shaykhia’s mother was a single mother.  Her classmate appeared to have lacked 

sustainable interactions with Black women, and was drawing upon the assumptions she 

formulated based upon the images that she had been exposed to over time. 

Still others inferred that they were more in control of how people treated and perceived 

them because they controlled the ways they presented themselves.  Several studies indicate Black 

women experience bias within the Black community because they “talk White” (Carter, 2006), 

do not appear “Black enough” (hooks, 1984; Stevens, 2002), and/or do not present as real 

(authentic, street-savvy) (Carter, 2006; Judy, 2012; Watkins, 2012).  Desarae recalled 

experiences with Black peers that paralleled these findings.  She pointed to her White suburban 

background, her mannerisms, and the fact that she only associated herself with respectable 

women as reasons why she had not encountered bias incidents from her White peers.  The 

experiences she did encounter were those where her authenticity, fit, or cultural identity were 

called into question by people of color.  In other words, the microaggressions Desarae 

experienced were within ingroup contexts, where people of color, namely Black people, 

questioned Desarae’s Blackness.  Thus, her experiences with ingroup bias were similar to those 

examined in other studies on ingroup behaviors among Black Americans (Carter, 2006; Stevens, 

2002).   

 

Living on the fringe: credibility and belonging. 
 
In Black Feminist Thought, Collins (2000) described the state of Black women in higher 

education, where they are marginalized as underrepresented women of color in predominantly 

White environments.  Collins (2000) determined Black women operate as outsiders within, 

because their experiences are not included within postsecondary infrastructures, despite being 

admitted into colleges and universities.  Several participants attending Private University shared 
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that they felt absent, unheard, and generally underrepresented within the greater campus 

community.  Those that did not feel included in the campus community and found it difficult to 

connect with the Black community struggled with feelings of isolation and a lack of belonging.   

Many of the participants’ interactions with students, faculty, and staff were similar to 

those discussed in the literature.  According to Hurtado et al., (1998), most predominantly White 

institutions maintain exclusionary campus climates, policies, curriculum, and traditions.  

Frequent encounters with covert discrimination were often observed among Black women in 

particular (Collins, 2000; D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993).  The findings in my study confirmed 

the students often combatted situations where their credibility was called into question, either 

directly or covertly (Collins, 2000).  Most of the participants encountered situations where 

faculty, staff, and their peers assumed they were enrolled as Affirmative Action admits.  The 

women often encountered peers who seemed surprised by their intelligence or 

discounted/disregarded their contributions to classroom conversation or group work.  For those 

who did not assimilate to campus culture (i.e., diction, articulation, physical presentation/dress 

and adornment), interacting with others could be a frustrating experience because they felt their 

presence was neglected or dismissed.  Isolation, exclusion, biased behavior, and questioned 

credibility were all contributing factors to Collins’ (2000) examinations of Black women’s 

interactions with the outsiders within paradigm on predominantly White campuses.   

In this way, the women of the study were also confronted with the repercussions of living 

as outsiders in exclusionary spaces, where they were admitted into predominantly White spaces 

without intentionality or a comprehensive plan for supporting their holistic needs.  Identifying a 

Black space on campus was particularly beneficial for the women dealing with isolation; in a 

sense, their consumption of urban reality television provided them with psychological protection 
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when encountering biased experiences on campus.  Engaging with Black friends in a safe social 

setting provided the women with psychological armor that prevented them from fully 

internalizing questions about their intelligence, credibility or capacity to belong (Collins, 2000; 

hooks, 1984; Perkins, 1996).     

These issues were especially prominent in literature focused on examining the 

experiences of Black women attending White colleges; studies spanning over 40 years.  For 

instance, Jacqueline Fleming (1981) determined that Black women contend with higher degrees 

of stress and anxiety as a result of continued exposure to unhealthy race relations on PWIs.  

Additionally, Loo and Rolison (1986) found that Black women often encounter prejudice and 

discrimination on White campuses, while D’Augelli and Hershberger (1993) determined that 

Black women are marginalized in the classroom.  Less than a decade later, Cabrera and 

colleagues (1999) stated that Black college women often experience social isolation from their 

White peers, where they are excluded from leadership opportunities and social organizations.   

Although the context surrounding these studies has changed and society has progressed, the 

findings remain the same.  

Another emergent issue was Black women’s lack of space to process their feelings when 

they felt under-valued by institutions, peers, and at times, family.  Often, a participants’ response 

to bias incidents was internalization.  Rather than seeking external support or solutions to address 

the issue, most students responded to questions surrounding their credibility with “I will work 

harder” or “I work twice as hard.”  Still, there were a small number of participants who indicated 

they did not observe, nor did they experience, the effects of bias or stereotypes.  They believed 

their academic success spoke to their credibility.   
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Blackness, Womanliness, and Self 

 
The intersection of race and gender stood out as two primary focal points for the women 

as it related to the development of their self-concept.  The participants identified several factors 

that contributed to their social identity development, including family, friends, role models, 

institutions, environment, and the media.  I assert that these influences contributed to the reason 

why the respondents saw themselves separately from the images of women displayed in urban 

reality television.  Many of the women came from families where they were exposed to at least 

one strong Black woman.  This person was usually a caretaker, a mother or a grandmother, but 

they also considered aunts or friends’ mothers.  When asked to describe what Black womanhood 

meant, and how they felt they fit into their definitions of Black womanhood, the women defined 

themselves as strong, smart, deserving, resilient, and hard-working.  They did not want to be 

generalized, though they recognized that as Black women, they may experience similar life 

challenges due to their cultural backgrounds.  While the context of these challenges differed, 

they expressed feeling as though they could understand and relate to other Black women through 

their own encounters with racism, genderism, and classism. 

Most of the students admitted to knowing or observing women like those portrayed in 

urban reality television.  A few of the participants also said they could relate to cast members and 

their personal situations.  But none of the participants internalized the depiction of Black 

womanhood portrayed in urban reality television.  In fact, when thinking about themselves as 

Black women and describing their ideas on what Black womanhood meant, the women of this 

study were careful to separate themselves from the cast members and what they felt the women 

on reality television represented. 
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A small number of participants also observed parallels between their fathers and the 

primary male antagonists in the shows, individuals such as Stevie J, Ray J, and Yung Berg in the 

LAHH series.  For women like Shaykhia, Brittani, and Anastasia, some of these men were 

relatable, because they noticed similarities between the men they were dating or dated in the 

past.  Although it was easy to associate male cast members’ attitudes and behaviors with men in 

their lives or men they encountered on campus, they were not connected with women who 

behaved similarly to those that were portrayed in urban reality television.  Further, a small subset 

of the group explained they were disinterested in associating with individuals such as the women 

cast members displayed on TV.   

Authenticity was also a prominent theme in students’ recollections of Black womanhood.  

Similar to the ways Black entertainers are challenged to “keep it real” in the construction of their 

professional identities, the women of this study were also confronted with notions of realness 

from their Black counterparts.  The students encountered flat ascriptions of Black womanhood, 

where a real Black woman demonstrated a propensity for sass and presented typical physical 

qualities (i.e., broad nose, full lips, textured hair, brown skin).  In reflecting on their 

interpretations of Blackness, some of the women indicated they had been accused of acting 

White or that their phenotype and/or demeanor were not Black enough.  When they did use sass, 

the students were labeled angry, defensive, or mean.  However, their use of sass was not directly 

related to their consumption of urban reality TV, even among those that could relate to urban 

reality stars.  Rather, they used sass to emphasize passion, and their use of sass was not limited to 

anger.   

The ties between authenticity and sass were rooted in several typographies that have been 

perpetuated by several systems, including the entertainment industry.  As an offshoot of hip-hop 
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culture, urban reality stars also promulgated the Bad Bitch persona in efforts to make their shows 

more believable to broader audiences and to espouse a false sense of what is real.  Still, the 

women refrained from mimicking the performance of authenticity that was displayed in urban 

reality television.  Instead, they accepted the idea that Black womanhood is representative of a 

diverse set of experiences, phenotypes, cultures, values, and belief systems.   

 

Summary 

    
The primary themes that emerged in this study included (1) reasons for watching urban 

reality television, (2) reflections and thoughts about urban reality television, (3) implications of 

using predominantly White systems for entertainment, (4) authenticity in the portrayal of Black 

womanhood, and (5) how portrayals of Black womanhood impact the Black community.  As the 

women reflected on their experiences with urban reality television, many of them were 

confronted with conflictual feelings rooted in the reasons they watched the shows: drama.  

Though many of them did not agree with the messages perpetuated by the shows, they would 

continue to watch because they found the content fascinating and entertaining.  In this way, 

entertainment circumvented their belief that the shows were inherently wrong.  For over half the 

women, drama was packaged in a way that collided with their definitions of Black womanhood.  

The dissonance they experienced in legitimizing their consumption of urban reality TV was 

directly connected to their conceptualization of authentic Black women; women who role 

modeled Black womanhood for the students over time.   

Additionally, some of the students began to acknowledge that predominantly White 

media platforms influence the ways that Black narratives are framed.  The women began to 

understand that using White systems to describe the minority experience could negatively shape 

how people perceive the Black community and how Black women come to view themselves.  
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This concern was explicably linked to their questions about authenticity in the media.  They 

began to interrogate the ways White systems influence how Black women are portrayed as a 

measure to increase revenue.  In turn, real and fictional images blended together on-screen to 

create a profit, although all of the images were said to be real.  The melding of fiction and reality 

was difficult for the students to delineate, but most of them recognized the false display of reality 

as a means to make money for the system and for the cast members. 

On the surface, the women enjoyed the entertainment components of drama and conflict 

in urban reality television shows.  Still, there were times when they critiqued their decision to 

watch these programs.  They questioned their support of the shows for a variety of reasons, 

including the perpetuation of stereotypes, and contributing to the capitalistic nature of media.  At 

the intersection of hegemony and popular culture lies the “site of struggle between the forces of 

resistance of subordinate groups in society, and the forces of incorporation of dominant groups in 

society” (Storey, 1998, p. 14).  Recognizing that hip-hop is produced by predominantly White 

corporations and supports a consumer base that is 70% White (Kitwana, 2002), it is important to 

consider the perspectives that influence the production of urban reality television.  

Representations of Blackness are shaped by audience demands and while the media selectively 

responds to strong public responses (i.e., the prompt cancellation of Sorority Sisters), most urban 

reality shows present imagery that exaggerates already existing stereotypes against Black 

women. 

While the women possessed mixed viewpoints on whether they observed similarities 

between campus life and the television shows, most indicated that the primary difference 

between cast members and Black college women was focus.  The participants asserted that 

women on college campuses – even those exhibiting slightly similar mannerisms and attitudes – 
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were less inclined to behave in a boisterous manner and were more focused on achieving their 

goals in positive, productive ways.   

The students did not recognize parallels between the systemized nature of higher 

education and the media, where cast members expend a high degree of energy into their craft 

(fashion, drama, code switching) to create a product (recognition, wealth, fame, social mobility).  

Similarly, college women expend a high degree of energy (studying, seeking internships, 

volunteering) to acquire a final product (advancement of knowledge, degree completion, 

employment, social mobility).  Both sets of women manipulate and fashion their experiences 

within predominantly White systems in order to increase their cultural capital. 

All of the women indicated their lives were different than those portrayed in urban reality 

television and that they had not been negatively influenced by the imagery displayed in the 

shows, even among those who began watching the shows at a young age.  While the literature 

suggested that Black girls look to media to identify role models and develop understandings of 

Black womanhood (Nunnally, 2012; Stevens, 2002), my findings indicate that Black women 

who enroll in college a more selective about the people they chose to emulate in the media.  If 

the participants did pinpoint prominent figures to imitate, they chose women like First Lady 

Michelle Obama, TV personality Oprah Winfrey, and singer Beyoncé Knowles because of their 

stature, presence in the media, and professional success. 

In closing, the students used education as an instrument for social mobility, struggled 

with the downside of hook-up culture, and at times, managed feelings of isolation.  Still, they did 

not attach themselves to the women cast in urban reality shows.  It seemed that they each 

possessed a strong sense of self, which was heavily influenced by their families and role models.   
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Implications for Practice 
 

My findings present several implications for practice in higher education.  First, faculty 

and staff should receive access to professional development that exposes them to the challenges 

Black women face in the higher education setting, and in society as a whole.  Acknowledging the 

perspectives that underrepresented women may possess upon entry into predominately White 

colleges – and throughout their collegiate careers – will provide educators some understanding 

on how to best support them.  Also, integrating the experiences of Black women into the 

curriculum, policies, practices, and traditions of predominantly White institutions could offset 

the outsider within paradigm as described by Collins (2000) and my research participants.  For 

instance, in addition to providing course offerings that investigate the intersections of race and 

gender within White contexts, educators could also develop sustained dialogue programs that 

encourage discourse surrounding Black women’s issues on the college campus.  Topics could 

address issues that are prominent in the literature, but could also involve the incorporation of 

discussion surrounding current events, as well as anecdotal perspectives that could serve as loose 

assessments of the racial climate on campus.  Finally, intentionally pairing Black women’s 

student organizations with active advisors who are aptly prepared to serve as advocates would 

provide Black college women with supportive environments that work in a purposeful manner to 

uncover students’ experiences and assist them in processing their positionality on campus.   

Additionally, administrators overseeing PWIs would benefit from revising their 

infrastructures to make them more reflective of an increasingly diverse campus community.  For 

instance, reconsidering whose portraits are hung in primary buildings and allowing for more 

diverse populations to grace the walls of a college would signal to students that all voices are 

acknowledged and welcomed.  Simultaneously, making a conscientious effort to hire diverse 
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faculty and staff, and ensuring that interculturalism is aptly reflected at various levels (and not 

just entry level, in building maintenance, or in the kitchen) would also demonstrate a 

commitment to multicultural excellence.  Doing so would also allow for authentic connections to 

be built between Black college women and higher educational institutions.  Third, understanding 

the relationships between Black undergraduate women and the media would aid educators in 

presenting imagery on campus and in the classroom that does not replicate the damaging 

depictions of Black womanhood most prevalent in the media.  Offering alternative portrayals of 

Black women will reaffirm their existence in this setting, and empower them to fashion balanced 

depictions of Black womanhood in White spaces (Collins, 2000; hooks, 1984).  

This study also highlighted the importance of reflection among traditional-aged Black 

college women.  It became evident near the close of the research project that safe spaces for 

reflexivity are necessary for Black women attending PWIs, as several participants indicated they 

gained a new outlook on the implications of urban reality television as a direct result of 

participating in this study.  Educators should be mindful of the challenges Black college women 

face while attending predominantly White institutions (Hurtado, 1992; Hurtado et al., 1998; 

Milem et al., 2005; Nora & Cabrera, 1996).  Creating initiatives that assist Black women with 

intentional meaning-making would support their success on campus, particularly since they are 

often confronted with contradictory messages on what Black womanhood means.     

 
Implications for Policy 

 
The most salient implication for educational policy in the postsecondary sector resulting 

from my study relates to the practice of diversifying college campuses.  My findings highlighted 

another prominent theme surrounding the act of enrolling diverse populations into predominantly 

White colleges without fully considering how their perspectives and experiences would shape 
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their undergraduate careers.  The students remarked they felt socially and academically capable 

to succeed, yet their peers and at times, faculty and staff, questioned their credibility and 

presence in college.  As the smaller part of a larger system, many of the practices inherent in 

PWIs parallel those observed in the media.  Namely, small numbers of Black women gain 

admittance into both higher education and the media; upon entry, the women are marginalized 

and encounter stereotypes and bias.  While educators may face limitations in the ways they could 

impact the media, they have more direct access to the postsecondary sector.  As such, policies 

centered on diversifying the campus community should be administered at varying levels of the 

institution, from executive management, academic services, and student affairs, to faculty, staff, 

and students.  These policies should be reflected in the mission statement and reflected in the 

ways executive-level administrators make decisions and manage their respective institutions.   .  

Proper resources and appropriate funding should be disseminated to further support 

diversification efforts and initiatives in ways that demonstrate intentionality.  Rather than simply 

admitting persons of color, administrators, faculty, and boards of trustees should be held 

accountable to standards centered on creating holistically inclusive spaces by various 

constituents.            

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 
This project explored the experiences of 12 Black college women and their 

understandings of Black womanhood through the lens of urban reality television.  With 

consideration for the juxtaposition of hip-hop culture, Black women, and higher education, 

further research using a variety of methods would create more robust interpretations of Black 

college women’s consumption of urban reality television.  In addition to qualitative approaches 

like case study analysis, autoethnography, and in-depth interviews, investigating this 
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phenomenon using quantitative perspectives (i.e., surveys and experimental instrumentation) will 

further extrapolate the ways people make sense of Black womanhood through the lens of reality 

television.  Additional qualitative studies that immerse the researcher in the subject matter would 

generate more in-depth, inductive analysis on the ways people interact with the media.  

Quantitative analyses that separate the researcher from the subject would also make these 

findings more generalizeable and robust by surveying a broader range of participants.  These 

findings would create conclusions that could be applicable to different student populations.  

Finally, conducting this study using quantitative methodologies will fill gaps in the study that 

could better be addressed from a deductive perspective.  Specifically, investigating connections 

between Black college women, Black womanhood, and urban reality television could elicit 

causal relationships that cannot be determined through the use of qualitative methods.    

Additional research could further enhance extant literature centering on the study of Black 

women in higher education.  For example, continued research is needed to determine how Black 

college women navigate identity development in the digital age.  I recommend analysis 

examining regional differentiation, as well as institutional differentiation.  Namely, researchers 

are encouraged to investigate how the experiences of Black college women attending 

predominantly White institutions and minority serving institutions (e.g., Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities [HBCUs], Tribal Colleges [TCs], Hispanic Serving Institutions [HSIs], 

Asian American Pacific Islander Serving Institutions [AAPI]).  Additionally, research on the 

influences of regional differentiation would enhance our understanding of Black college 

women’s interpretations of urban reality TV and Black womanhood.  Intra-racial studies would 

also elucidate how diverse college student populations that watch urban reality TV make 

meaning of the intersections of social identity.  Finally, further research could focus on the 
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differences between traditional and non-traditional aged college Black women in relation to their 

consumption of urban reality television and the ways they make meaning of Black womanhood.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

257 
 

APPENDIX A 

 

IRB APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 
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: 10/27/2014 
 
To: Shawna Patterson 
 
Address: 3700 Spruce Street, MB 1300; Philadelphia, PA 19104 
Dept.: EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP 
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 
 
Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research 
When Hip-Hop Hit the Yard: The Meaning of Urban Reality Television in the Lives of Black College 
Women 
 
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 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 10/26/2015 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 
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 
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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: Tamara Jones, Advisor 
HSC No. 2014.13829 
 
 
The formal PDF approval letter: 
http://humansubjects.magnet.fsu.edu/pdf/printapprovalletter.aspx?app_id=13829 
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APPENDIX B 

 

IRB RE-APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 
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 
 
RE-APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
 
Date: 8/31/2015 
 
To: Shawna Patterson 
 
Address: 3700 Spruce Street, MB 1300; Philadelphia, PA 19104 
Dept.: EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP 
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 
 
Re: Re-approval of Use of Human subjects in Research 
When Hip-Hop Hit the Yard: The Meaning of Urban Reality Television in the Lives of Black College 
Women 
 
Your request to continue the research project listed above involving human subjects has been approved by 
the Human Subjects Committee. If your project has not been completed by 8/29/2016, 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. 
 
If you submitted a proposed consent form with your renewal request, the approved stamped consent form 
is attached to this re-approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the consent form may be used in 
recruiting of research subjects. You are reminded 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 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 are reminded of 
their responsibility for being informed concerning research projects involving human subjects in their 
department.  They are advised to review the protocols as often as necessary to insure that the project is 
being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 
 
Cc: Tamara Jones, Advisor 
HSC No. 2015.16293 
 
The formal PDF approval letter: 
http://humansubjects.magnet.fsu.edu/pdf/printapprovalletter.aspx?app_id=16293 

 

 

 

http://humansubjects.magnet.fsu.edu/pdf/printapprovalletter.aspx?app_id=16293
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APPENDIX C 

 
INFORMED CONSENT 

 
 
FSU Behavioral Consent Form 

You are invited to participate in a research study about the use of reality television.  This project 
will explore the personal experiences of Black-identified women who watch rap reality television 
shows.  You were selected as a possible participant because you are between the ages of 17-22, 
you are enrolled as an undergraduate student, and you watch one of the following shows at least 
twice a week:  
 

- Basketball Wives    - Real Housewives of Atlanta 

- Basketball Wives: LA   - R&B Divas 

- Love and Hip Hop    - R&B Divas: Atlanta, R&B Divas: LA 

- Love and Hip Hop: Atlanta  - Sisterhood of Hip Hop 

 
You are asked to read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to 
participate in the study.  This project is being conducted by Shawna M. Patterson, Department of 
Educational Leadership and Policy Studies. 
 
Background Information 
 
The purpose of this research is to understand the experiences of Black college women who watch 
urban reality television.  The investigator is interested in learning more about how Black college 
women make meaning of the show’s narratives and how you apply this meaning to your life.  

 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study 
 
The study has minimal risks.  Educational institutions and individual students will not be 
identified.  It must be reiterated that individual, organizational, and institutional identities will 
remain explicitly confidential, unless you provide me with consent to publish identifying 
characteristics.   
 
Procedures 
 
If you agree to be in this study, the investigator will ask you to do the following things: 

- Participate in two individual interviews during the Fall 2014 semester. 
- Participate in one focus group during the Fall 2014 semester. 
- Complete one questionnaire and three journal entries. 
- Each interview and focus group will be audio recorded and then transcribed.  You will 

have an opportunity to review transcriptions.  You will also have an opportunity to 
review the final themes identified as a result of your interview. 
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Compensation 
 
Participation in the focus group also involves an informal meet-and-greet dinner.  In addition, 
each participant will receive a $100 gift card after they have successfully completed the 
requirements for involvement.   
 
Confidentiality 
 
The records of this study will be kept private and confidential to the extent permitted by law.  
Published reports will not include any information identifying information.  Research records 
will be stored securely and only the researcher will have access to the records.   
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study 

 
Participation in this study is voluntary.  Your decision whether or not to participate will not 
affect your current or future relations with the University.  If you decide to participate, you are 
free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting this relationship. 
 
Contacts and Questions 
  
The researcher conducting this study is Shawna M. Patterson.  You may ask any question you 
have now.  If you have a question later, you are encouraged to contact the investigator: 
 
Shawna M. Patterson 
[phone number] 
[email address] 
 
The following is also the contact information for her advisor: Dr. Tamara Bertrand Jones, (850) 
645-9558, tbertrand@fsu.edu.  If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and 
would like to talk to someone other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the FSU 
IRB at 2010 Levy Street, Research Building B, Suite 276, Tallahassee, FL  32306-2742, or 850-
644-8633, or by email at humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu. 
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent: 

 
I have read the above information.  I have asked questions and have received answers.  I consent 
to participate in the study. 
 
____________________  _________________ 
Signature                                           Date 
 
____________________  _________________ 
Signature of Investigator                    Date 

 

mailto:smp11b@fsu.edu
mailto:tbertrand@fsu.edu
mailto:humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu
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APPENDIX D 

 

STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
Name:      Date:  
 
Age:  
 
Gender:  
 
Ethnicity/Nationality: 
 
Hometown: 
 
Major/Field of Study: 
 
Academic Year of Study: 
 
Institution of Study: 
 
Cumulative GPA: 
 
Campus Leadership Capacity: 
 
Involvement within the Greater Philadelphia community: 
 
 
 
 
Have you ever dropped a class?  If so, for what reasons? 
 
 
 
 
Have you ever lost financial aid?  If so, for what reasons? 
 
 
 
 
Have you ever withdrawn from the university?  If so, for what reasons? 
 
 
 
 
 
Are you currently on-track towards graduation?  Please explain. 
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APPENDIX E 

 

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 
 

The following script will be utilized at the start of each interview: 

 
Good afternoon/evening!  
 
Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.  
 
Do you mind if I record this interview for my records?  I will not share the information disclosed 
today.  The purpose of the recording is simply to ensure that my notes and observations remain 
accurate.   
 
I am a researcher studying the experiences of Black college women who encounter urban media 
and culture.  My study specifically explores your interpretations of reality television shows that 
are categorized within the urban genre.   
 
My study is qualitative. This means that I will be collecting data that is inclusive of your 
perspectives, viewpoints, and overall experiences.   
 
All the information that I collect will remain confidential.  For instance, any direct quotes that 
are published in the final product will be logged under a pseudo name.  It is my hope that these 
guidelines will aid you in openly sharing your thoughts. 
 
Finally, please recognize that this is a safe space.  If at any time you do not feel comfortable 
answering a question, please do not feel pressured to do so.  I am sensitive to any requests you 
may have in concealing the particulars of your personal experience. 
 
What concerns, if any, do you have involving this study?  
 
[Be certain that the participant has completed the consent form.] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

264 
 

Interview One 
 

 
1. Background 
 

1a. Family Ties 
- When you think about your life growing up, how would you describe your relationship 

with your family? 
- Do you think your family is close?  Please explain.  
 
1b. Socioeconomic Status 
- In terms of socioeconomic status or class, how do you identify? 
- In terms of socioeconomic status, how would you classify your family? 
- Are there times when you wish that you could change your class?  Please explain. 
 
1c. Race and Gender 
- What does being a Black woman mean to you? 
- How has this definition changed since you entered college?   
- When did you begin to identify as a Black woman? 
- What influences do you think helped you to identify as Black woman?  
 
 

2. Urban Reality Television 
- Do you watch any of the following television series? 

o Basketball Wives    ○ R&B Divas 

o Basketball Wives: LA    ○ R&B Divas: Atlanta 

o Love and Hip Hop    ○ R&B Divas: LA 

o Love and Hip Hop: Atlanta   ○ Sisterhood of Hip Hop 

o Real Housewives of Atlanta 

- If so, which one(s)? 
- When did you begin watching these shows? 
- Why do you continue to watch these shows? 
- What is your favorite show?  Why? 
- Who is your favorite character?  Why? 
- Which character do you most identify with?  Why? 
- If you were a character on a show, how would you be portrayed?   

o Is this different from who you are in everyday life? 
o [If there is a difference]: Why do you think you would be portrayed differently 

than who you are? 
 
 

3. Closing 
- Are there any questions that you would have liked for me to ask during this interview? 
- Are there any considerations that you think I should be mindful of as I continue with this 

process? 
- Are there any additional comments you would like to make?   
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Interview Two 
 
1. Focus Group 

- Thinking back to the focus group, what were your overall impressions of the discussion? 
- How would you describe the experience? 
- Were there any comments that stood out to you?  Why? 
- If you could add to the discussion, what would you say? 
 

2. Relationships 
2a. Role models: 
- How would you define role model? 
- Who are your role models? 
- How did you begin developing relationships with your role models? 
- Are any of your role models on campus? 

o How did you select them? 
o What do you have in common? 

 
2b. Friendships 
- How did you develop relationships with your current friends? 
- Do you still keep in touch with friends you made before college?   

o How often do you interact in person? By phone?  Through social media? 
o If you no longer interact, what are the reasons? 

- Have you made friends in college?   
o How did you select these friends? 
o What do you have in common? 
o Do your friends watch urban reality shows?  If so, how often and for what 

reasons? 
- Would you say that you and your friends are similar? 

o In what ways? 
o If not, what are the differences? 

- Considering your closest friends, how would you describe their style of dress? 
o How would you describe your style of dress? 
o What do you think influences your style? 
o Would you say that your friends dress similarly to you? 

- How would your friendships be portrayed if you were on a reality show? 
 

2c. Significant Others 
- What qualities do you look for in a significant other? 
- How would you define intimate relationship? 
- Do you currently have one or more significant others? 

o How would you label this/these relationship(s)? 
o How long have you been involved? 
o What influenced your decision to become involved? 

- How would your romantic relationship be portrayed if you were on a reality show? 
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3. Closing 

- How would you describe your overall experience as a participant of this study? 
- Are there any questions that you would have liked for me to ask during this interview? 
- Are there any considerations that you think I should be mindful of as I continue with this 

process? 
- Are there any additional comments you would like to make?   
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APPENDIX F 

 

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS 

 
 
The following script will be utilized at the start of each interview: 

 
Good afternoon/evening!  
 
Thank you for taking the time to participate in today’s focus group.  I will honor your time by 
trying to complete today’s session within a 2-hour timeframe, however, there is a possibility that 
we may take more time.  If you must leave due to time constraints, please feel free to do so.  
 
I would like for each of you to note that I will be recording today’s session.  The purpose of the 
recording is simply to ensure that my notes and observations remain accurate.   
 
I am a researcher studying the experiences of Black college women who encounter urban media 
and culture.  My study specifically explores your interpretations of reality television shows that 
are categorized within the urban genre.   
 
My study is qualitative. This means that I will be collecting data that is inclusive of your 
perspectives, viewpoints, and overall experiences.   
 
All the information that I collect will remain confidential.  For instance, any direct quotes that 
are published in the final product will be logged under a pseudo name.  It is my hope that these 
guidelines will aid you in openly sharing your thoughts. 
 
Finally, please recognize that this is a safe space.  If at any time you do not feel comfortable 
answering a question, please do not feel pressured to do so.  I am sensitive to any requests you 
may have in concealing the particulars of your personal experience. 
 
What concerns, if any, do you have involving this study?  
 
[Be certain that the participant has completed the consent form.] 
 
One final note: Please remember to state your name prior to making a comment or asking a 
question.  This will help me to keep your responses organized. 
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Focus Group 
 

1. Please state your name, your major, and year in school. 
  

2. What does it feel like to be a Black woman on a predominantly White campus? 
 

3. Describe your first encounter with hip-hop culture. 
 

4. What do your current experiences with hip-hop culture look like? 
 

5. Share your impressions/thoughts/feelings about the following shows: 
a. Basketball Wives 
b. Basketball Wives: LA 
c. Love and Hip Hop 
d. Love and Hip Hop: Atlanta 
e. Real Housewives of Atlanta 
f. R&B Divas 
g. R&B Divas: Atlanta 
h. R&B Divas: LA 
i. Sisterhood of Hip Hop 

 
6. How often do you watch these shows? 

 
7. Did you watch urban reality before coming to college?  Please explain. 

 
8. What are your reasons for watching the shows? 

 
9. Why do you think urban reality television shows are broadcasted on television? 

 
10. Do you see any trends in these shows? 

 
11. Have you observed any of these trends on campus? 

 
12. Have you observed any of these trends among your friends? 

 
13. Have you observed any of these trends in your life? 
 
14. Closing 

- Are there any questions that you would have liked for me to ask during this interview? 
- Are there any considerations that you think I should be mindful of as I continue with this 

process? 
- Are there any additional comments you would like to make?   
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APPENDIX G 

 

JOURNAL PROMPTS 

 
 

Journal Prompt One 
 
Name:  
 
Date: 
 
Please use the following prompts to complete your entry for journal one.  The information 

shared in this journal will remain confidential.  Upon completion and submission, your name 

will be erased and replaced with your designated pseudo name.  Entries for journal one should 

be submitted to Shawna Patterson at [email] no later than Monday, December 29, 2014.  Should 

you have any questions or concerns regarding these prompts, please feel free to contact Shawna 

via email or cell.     

 
 
1.  Please describe your college transition.  In what ways was your new environment similar to 
your previous life experiences?  In what ways has college been different? 
 
 
 
 
2.  Do you feel like you have found your niche on campus?  Why or why not?  If so, how did you 
go about finding your way in college?  If not, please discuss the barriers you have experienced. 
 
 
 
 
 
3.  Why do you watch urban reality television?   
 
 
 
 
4.  Please share your thoughts on the women in these shows.  Do you know or associate with 
women similar to the women portrayed in these shows?  How are these women different than 
those you associate with? 
 
 
 
5.  Have you noticed any similarities between the women on these shows and women in your 
campus community?  How are these women different than those present on campus?   
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Journal Prompt Two 
 
Name:  
 
Date: 
 
Please use the following prompts to complete your entry for journal two.  The information 

shared in this journal will remain confidential.  Upon completion and submission, your name 

will be erased and replaced with your designated pseudo name.  Entries for journal two should 

be submitted to Shawna Patterson at [email] no later than February 16, 2015.  Should you have 

any questions or concerns regarding these prompts, please feel free to contact Shawna via email 

or cell.     

 
 
1.  Please describe your focus group experience.  Did you experience reactions or have thoughts 
that surprised you?    
 
 
 
2.  In regards to focus group participants, were there ideas that were shared that you agreed with?  
Please describe.  Were there ideas that you did not agree with?  Please describe. 
 
 
 
 
3.  How did you respond to other focus group participants when you agreed or disagreed with 
them?  Why do you believe you responded in this way? 
 
 
 
 
4.  Did you hear–or have–ideas that you had not encountered prior to the focus group?  Please 
describe. 
 
 
 
 
5.  Discuss the pros and cons of urban reality television. 
 
 
 
  
6.  How do these pros and cons connect with the experiences of Black women in the United 
States?  Further, what influences do these pros and cons have on the experiences of Black 
college women attending predominantly White colleges and universities? 
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Journal Prompt Three 
 
Name:  
 
Date: 
 
Please use the following prompts to complete your entry for journal three.  The information 

shared in this journal will remain confidential.  Upon completion and submission, your name 

will be erased and replaced with your designated pseudo name.  Entries for journal three should 

be submitted to Shawna Patterson at [email] no later than March 13, 2015.  Should you have 

any questions or concerns regarding these prompts, please feel free to contact Shawna via email 

or cell.     

 
 
1.  What does it mean to be a Black woman?  
 
 
 
2.  Please describe your overall college experience from the perspective of a Black woman 
attending a predominantly White institution. 
 
 
 
3.  Majority populations who watch urban reality television may develop perceptions of the 
minority characters portrayed in the shows.  They may subsequently apply these perceptions to 
minorities in everyday life.  Please describe your interpretations of these perceptions.   
 
 
 
4.  Have you observed—or had any experiences with—urban reality-based perceptions of Black 
women on campus? 
 
 
 
 
5.  Thinking back to the pros and cons of urban reality television, do you believe that the pros 
outweigh the cons?  Why or why not? 
 
 
  
6.  What are some things about being a Black woman who watches reality television that you 
want to share?  Are there things that you hadn’t thought about before participating in this study?  
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APPENDIX H 

 

URBAN REALITY TELEVISION LEGEND 

 
 

Atlanta Exes 

 
As the thriving music and entertainment capital of the South, Atlanta provides the ideal backdrop and 
group of ex-wives for the successful franchise’s extension. The cast, featuring the once significant others 
of an elite list of A-list men, has no shortage of fabulousness, ambition, love, and drama. 
 
Atlanta Exes stars Tameka Raymond, who once enjoyed the perks and privileges that come with being 
married to an international music superstar, and now dedicates much of her time to the charitable 
foundation she started in memory of her late son Kile, interior designer to the stars Christina Johnson (ex-
wife of Cee-Lo Green), and author and businesswoman Monyetta Shaw (ex-fiancé of Ne-Yo), who is 
busy penning a children’s book series based on the lively personality of her toddler. Also starring are 
entrepreneur Sheree Buchanan (ex-wife of former pro football player Ray Buchanan), who co-owns a 
dessert catering company and also has a business that specializes in creating custom bedazzled hookah 
pipes, and actress, comedian, and producer Torrei Hart (ex-wife of Kevin Hart). 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/atlanta-exes/ 

 
 
Basketball Wives 

 
Being the wife or girlfriend of a professional basketball player has its advantages, from sitting court-side 
at the Finals to sitting port side on your husband’s yacht. But outside the glare of the public spotlight, 
their lives may not be as glamorous as one might think. 
 
On Basketball Wives, we’ll follow the extraordinary lives of 6 women who are best friends as they juggle 
the success and stresses of building businesses, battling groupies, and searching for stability in the 
unstable arena of being the significant other to a basketball superstar. 
 
While many people may view the wives of professional athletes as being lazy and entitled, these women 
are proof that those stereotypes are often off the mark. From starting a high-end shoe boutique to 
managing a dance company to building a fitness empire, these women are chasing and realizing dreams 
and goals that underscore their place as empowered woman and not just the wife of a celebrity. 
 
And perhaps the most profound revelation is that behind all the bling, these women are really just the 
same as everyone else. Just like many women across America, they cope with the stresses of marriage and 
divorce and being a single parent, the joys and trials of raising children, the highs and lows of their 
friendship with each other. But with the pressures of fame, the temptation and fears of infidelity, and the 
struggles of raising children while their men are away trying to conquer the hard court, these women have 
to stick together as best friends and find the inner strength together to triumph against the odds. 
 
In Basketball Wives, we’ll finally get a glimpse into the secret and unique lives of the women behind 
these men, and we’ll realize that it’s not just the players they’re married to... but also the game. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/basketball_wives/ 
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Basketball Wives: LA 

 
Basketball Wives LA follows the lives of a group of women with relationships to some of the biggest 
basketball players in the game. The series is back for an explosive fourth season! 
 
Returning from last season are Draya Michele, Malaysia Pargo, Brandi Maxiell, and Jackie Christie. With 
Basketball Wives Miami Queen Bee, Shaunie O’Neal, setting up shop in LA and the addition of three hot 
new ladies the bar is set high for a very exciting season. Jackie brings in friend and notorious basketball 
girlfriend, Mehgan James. Also joining the clique are wife of player Eddy Curry and Malaysia’s friend, 
Patrice Curry, and Draya’s friend/fashion designer and ex-girlfriend of Tyreke Evens, Angel Brinks. With 
so many LA locals, Shaunie calls in old friend and outspoken Basketball Wives Miami gal, Tami Roman 
as reinforcement. With all these new personalities, sparks are sure to fly. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/basketball_wives_la/?xrs=bw_mh_sem  

 
 
Brandy & Ray J: A Family Business 

 
Superstar siblings Brandy and Ray J Norwood are famous for their incredible talent on the mic and on the 
screen. In this VH1 series, Brandy and Ray J continue to take on the entertainment world. Brandy and 

Ray J: A Family Business invites their millions of fans and new audiences inside their exciting 
professional and personal lives. 
 
Brandy and Ray J Norwood were raised in the spotlight. Brandy blew the world away in the 90’s with her 
soulful and angelic voice as a teenager, scoring hit after hit on the pop charts and earning her first 
Grammy at the age of 19. Popular for her starring role on the long running hit series Moesha and for her 
roles in films like Cinderella alongside Whitney Houston, Brandy quickly became a household name. 
Following in his older sister's footsteps, Ray J emerged onto the scene in TV shows and films at a young 
age and has become a power player in the music industry with platinum hits like “Sexy Can I”. Ray J is 
also most famous for his reputation as an international playboy having dated some of Hollywood’s hottest 
ladies and starring in his own hit VH1 reality series on For The Love Of Ray J. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/a_family_business/ 

 
 

Braxton Family Values 

 
At the start of Season 4B of Braxton Family Values the big question on everyone’s mind is will the sisters 
reunite, or remain divided. Last season, after Towanda, Traci, and Trina surprised Tamar on stage during 
her concert in Atlanta, tensions were at an all-time high. Tamar decided to separate herself from all family 
projects, and the sisters turned their focus to their own careers and lives. Now, Tamar is ready to re-
connect with her sisters, and hopes to heal the sisterhood without dwelling on past grievances. However, 
as the sisters begin to spend more time together again, and the old issues inevitably rise to the surface, 
will the fragile sister bond be broken by another Braxton family blow-up? 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.wetv.com/shows/braxton-family-values/about 
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Bye Felicia! 

 
Life in Los Angeles isn’t easy. While it may seem that a stereotypical white girl is always counting 
calories, wearing UGG boots and spending more money on clothes for their Chihuahua than on 
themselves, dynamic duo Deborah and Missy set out to manage problems that go deeper than just the 
surface. Born to mothers who were best friends, Deborah and Missy have 40 years of friendship and have 
been through it all together. Deborah’s work in Personal Development and Change Management 
combined with Missy’s training in emotional healing makes them the perfect life–coaching team. As a 
pair, they see through the excuses, break down the barriers and give girls the tools they need to conquer 
just about anything. Advocating with an edge, Deborah and Missy will motivate the white girls of LA by 
giving them the guidance they need to confront their issues. Whether you need a friend to tell you it’s 
time to leave your man or the good sense to retire your wardrobe, Deborah and Missy offer their opinions 
the only way they know how - with no nonsense and flat out comedy. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/bye-felicia/ 

 
 
Chrissy & Mr. Jones 

 
Rapper finally gets his dream-girl and they fall in love. She proposes to him. He proposes to her. And 
now, Jim & Chrissy are THE hip-hop couple with all eyes pointed at them. As tradition goes, the next 
step for the couple is obvious, but on this road to the altar, all is not as it seems. 
 
VH1's docu-series Chrissy & Mr. Jones is a look inside one of Hip Hop’s most infamous couples. As they 
weave through their own development, they’ll collide with their past, embark on new ventures, and make 
the difficult decision about tying the knot. This is a story about commitment, drama, industry, and at the 
end of the day - family. 
 
Over the course of two seasons Jim & Chrissy will attempt to find their way. How does the image of a 
stable family rack up alongside the unpredictable world of the music industry. Chrissy steers through the 
waters of commitment, disappointment, and career while Jim will learn from his past and push forward, 
or sink as his own worst enemy. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/chrissy_and_mr_jones/ 

 
 

Flavor of Love 

 
You may remember him from VH1’s hit shows The Surreal Life and Strange Love but just when you 
thought you heard your last “Yeah, Boyeee!” VH1 is hitting you with another dose of the Public Enemy 
hype-man who made sporting big clock necklaces famous. Flavor Flav was back again - for three seasons 
he was the eligible bachelor where women tried to win his heart in Flavor Of Love. 
 
After his failed romance with Brigitte Nielsen, Flavor Flav was ready for a new and true romance. Each 
season of Flavor Of Love started single women from all walks of life, selected for their expressed love for 
Flav, moved into a “phat crib” in Los Angeles and vied for his affection. With help and advice from Big 
Rick, Flav's gigantic body-guard and chauffeur, Flavor Flav dated all of the women, weeded out the ones 
who are only after his fame and fortune in order to find his one true love. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/flavor_of_love/ 



 
 

275 
 

Flavor of Love: Charm School 

 
Ever wonder what became of the girls that were so nasty, vicious and rough-around-the-edges that even 
Flavor Flav didn’t want them? What are those girls going to do? Where are those girls going to go? 
Luckily for them, VH1 had just the place to send them, a little place called - CHARM SCHOOL. 
 
Thirteen of your favorite breakout stars from “Flavor of Love” seasons one and two are back for some 
heated competition. Living as a group, learning as a group and out for themselves, these former 
Flavorettes will be rigorously trained in proper etiquette and manners before competing in challenges to 
determine their poise and grace under pressure. 
 
 
Leading these ladies down the path of self-improvement is the singularly unique Mo’Nique. Headliner of 
the films Queens of Comedy & Phat Girls, best-selling author and star of long-running hit show The 

Parkers, Mo’Nique is a self-made woman. From humble roots, she pulled herself up by her bra straps and 
with hard work and dignity found success and earned four NAACP Image Awards. As President of 
CHARM SCHOOL, Mo’Nique will tear down and then rebuild these ladies using her team of experts and 
her Ten Commandments of Charm School. 
 
Each week the ladies will focus on one commandment during a comprehensive lesson followed by a 
demanding test. Whether they’re trying to impress a famous socialite, running the world’s hardest Marine 
obstacle course, or trying to remain composed in the face of their greatest nemesis the ladies never 
thought softening up would be so hard. After each test, the girl who shows the least improvement will be 
expelled. At the end of the ten weeks, the last girl standing (with perfect posture) will be rewarded with 
$50K to put towards fulfilling her life’s dream. 
 
Hair may be pulled. Spit may fly. Fists may land. But one thing is for sure, when these ladies stab each 
other in the back -- it will be with the proper utensil. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/charm_school/season_1/series.jhtml 

 
 
For the Love of Ray J 

 
Ray J, acclaimed singer, songwriter, actor, and celebrated “bad boy” of Hollywood has lived the life most 
people only dream about - late nights and lots and lots of girls. Being in the business for long as Ray J has 
forced him question whether true love is possible. 
 
Ray J’s success has brought many perks, including many beautiful women, but it's exactly these type of 
women that has made him question his belief in love. The simple fact is, the women in his circle - the 
social climbers, gold-diggers, and groupies - are with him for all the wrong reasons. Ray J wants to break 
away from these types of girls and find that unique lady capable of restoring his faith in women. 
Ray J wanted to give love a chance, and poured his heart and soul into it. He knew he couldn't do it on his 
own so he hit up VH1 and told them he wanted to do a show like his boys Flavor Flav and Bret 
Michaels…but he wanted to do it the Ray J way - cool, young, and sexy as hell. Ray J spent a few months 
giving all types of women a chance to be his “ride or die chick”. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/for_the_love_of_ray_j/ 
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Hollywood Exes 

 
Hollywood Exes is a docu-series that delves deep into the lives of a group of women who are separated 
from some of the most famous men in America. Simply put, these girls are starting over. They all 
divorced young and got married even younger so now is when they need each other’s backs the most. 
And from raising kids to starting up a new business ... these women are ready to tackle a VERY busy 
year. 
 
At a glance, all these girls are at a different phase in their relations with their exes. Some have remained 
friends while others can’t even say their names out loud, but either way, the girls have the support of each 
other to fall back on. These women aren’t exactly new acquaintances either. Some have known each other 
even before they were married so there is clearly a strong sisterhood within the group dynamic. 
More than anything, this series will prove that through the struggles of a high profile divorce and 
separation, these women can emerge from the shadows of their ex-husbands’ fame and fortune, and show 
the world that they’re not just a trophy wife with a pretty face. This fabulous group’s quest is to establish 
themselves as independent, successful women and bring relevance, honor and fame to themselves 
separate from their exes... even if there happens to be some drama along the way. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/hollywood_exes/ 

 
 
K. Michelle: My Life 

 
It seems like mere months ago, K.Michelle was wreaking havoc in Atlanta, living life without a care or 
concern beyond what was best for her. But now, K.Michelle is living life on a whole new level. A move 
to NYC, a hit album, and bonafide super-stardom have taken K.Michelle from the crazy girlnextdoor, to 
the electric and eccentric diva, taking the music industry by storm. 
 
But K.Michelle isn’t doing this alone. From superstar producers and celebrity friends, to her core 
“family” in NYC, K.Michelle has a team in place to help her navigate life, love, and making music in the 
big city. She may look like she has it all together, but nothing is as it appears in K’s crazy world. 
Take for instance, her career. Coming off of a major success with her hit album “Rebellious Soul,” 
K.Michelle is currently on tour, and getting ready to start recording her second album. But K’s desire to 
change up her signature (and successful) sound, is being met with a cold reception from her label, who 
wants to keep K.Michelle’s brand predictable to ensure certain sophomore success. Will K’s creative 
vision be achieved? Or will her voice be silenced by critics and industry executives? 
 
And what about K.Michelle’s family? With financial success comes resources  resources that allow her 
to take better care of her 10yearold son, Chase, who currently lives in Memphis with his grandparents. 
Will K.Michelle uproot her son so that she can finally be the mother to him she has always dreamed of 
being? 
 
Luckily for K.Michelle, she has a solid group of friends helping to guide her: Paris, a true tell-itlike-it-is 
New Yorker, Nema, her glamorous roommate intheknow, Jonathan, her trusted makeup artist and 
advisor, and a reunion with Tracie, her childhood friend who could turn out to be K’s greatest enemy. 
 
K.Michelle has the life she’s always dreamed of, but is it enough? 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/kmichelle-my-life/ 
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Keyshia Cole: The Way It Is 

 
The hit series, Keyshia Cole: The Way It Is, returns for a third season chronicling, the dramatic and 
fascinating real-life story of leading R&B platinum recording artist Keyshia Cole. Watch as the luminary 
artist becomes the woman she was destined to be, leading her family and her business down the road to 
success. Get more of Keyshia Cole in Season 3's compelling and fascinating repertoire of the superstar’s 
real life challenges and triumphs! 
 
Description retrieved from https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/store/tv/keyshia-cole-the-way-it-
is/8d6kgwzl66hw 

 
 
Kimora: Life in the Fab Lane 

 
Kimora: Life In The Fab Lane is a reality show about Kimora Lee Simmons’ life and work as the head of 
Baby Phat. Kimora is, as she states, a model, a mogul and most importantly a mom. In her younger years 
she was a highly successful model. Her urban couture line baby phat and also her new line KLS have had 
international success. The show is centered around her home life, her co-workers and her designing 
career. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.sidereel.com/Kimora_Life_in_the_Fab_Lane 
 

 
I Love New York 

 
Tiffany “New York” Pollard was the arch nemesis of the house on Season One of Flavor Of Love. She 
was the returning guest from hell who somehow ended up back in the mix in Season Two. The first time, 
she went all the way to the finale only to be ousted by the beguiling Hoopz. On her return, she once again 
romanced Flavor Flav all the way to the end, only to be beaten out by big booty-ed Deelishis. These two 
failed attempts left America wondering, “Why can’t New York find love?” 
 
Well, VH1 and the producers of Flavor Of Love were moved by New York’s heart crushing 
rejection...both times. So out of the goodness of their hearts, they offered her the opportunity to find love, 
but this time she’s going to be standing on the other side of the clock. That’s right, New York got her own 
show, a mansion, and twenty men to pick from. But she’s not going to do it alone. Her mom is going to 
help. 
 
If there’s one woman in this world who is scarier than New York, it’s her mother, Sister Patterson. She 
fought Flav with words on Season One, and when she returned things got physical. She would do 
anything to get her girl away from the wrong type of man...including faking a terminal illness. She’s loud, 
she’s tough, and she thinks she knows exactly the kind of man her daughter needs. 
 
Over the course of two seasons, together these ladies put men through the paces, testing them on 
everything from their physical prowess to their “daddying” skills to their earning potential. In Season 
Two, some of the chosen contestants vying for New York’s heart have been hand-picked by online users 
and some have been chosen by Tiffany’s outspoken mother, Sister Patterson. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/i_love_new_york/ 
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LaLa’s Full Court Life 

 
It would be an understatement to say that the last year of La La’s life has been hectic. With the stress of 
an NBA trade of husband Carmelo Anthony and a move to New York City ruling their lives, this full-time 
wife, mother, and career woman had plenty on her plate in La La’s Full Court Life. La La is back again 
for another season of ten all new half-hour episodes, and now that the first family of basketball has finally 
settled in New York, life for La is bigger and better than ever! 
 
It turns out that the cross-country move to New York wasn’t just good for Melo’s career but La’s as well. 
Stepping up to the next level of business, we follow La as she launches her own makeup line, acts in a 
popular TV series, celebrates her new role on the silver screen, walks the runway in New York Fashion 
Week, and of course continues to host -- from the VH1 Diva’s red carpet to a TRL reunion. With so much 
time in the spotlight, La is at the top of everyone's “must have” list.  
 
But this “it” girl always makes time for friends, and the old gang, Kelly Rowland, Po, and cousin Dice, 
are back for more of the usual hijinks. From hitting the stripper pole and going on blind dates to jet skiing 
and being on the receiving end of La’s infamous scheming, these girls are along for the ride. And since La 
La’s circle of friends is ever growing, this season also sees her in the studio with Monica, on a play date 
with Christina Milian, sharing the Broadway stage with Alicia Keyes, chilling in Miami with Trina and 
Ciara in New York, and finally hanging out with the real basketball wives of LeBron James, Chris Bosh, 
and Alonzo Mourning.  
 
But no matter how over-the-top her public life may get, La always keeps it real in La La’s Full Court Life 
2 we get an insider look at the many struggles that this multi-faceted woman faces. She must sort through 
her conflicting emotions and choose between adding another child to her family or continuing with her 
burgeoning career. Balancing all of the people she cares for in her life also becomes a problem with old 
friends and new friends competing for attention. And things don’t get easier at home when she is forced 
to consider the faithfulness of her high-profile husband. Good and bad, life is constantly in flux for La. 
Luckily for us, she wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/la_las_full_court_life/season_2/series.jhtml 

 
 
Love & Hip Hop 
 
VH1’s highest rated docu-series, Love & Hip-Hop is taking another bite out of the Big Apple and is back 
for Season 5. Equipped with our core cast, as well as some new faces, Love & Hip-Hop follows the stories 
of the heartache, successes, and failures of the lives of NYC’s hip-hop scene… 
 
New York is truly the birthplace of Hip-Hop and the home of some of its biggest successes, even more of 
its shattered dreams and all of its secrets. Like any other tough skinned inhabitants of “The City That 
Never Sleeps”, the ladies and gentlemen of Season 5 will stop at nothing to reach the top both personally 
and professionally. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/love_and_hip_hop/ 
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Love & Hip Hop: Atlanta 

 
Love & Hip Hop: Atlanta follows the lives of Atlanta’s hip-hop elite as they take on the trials and 
tribulations of juggling both their professional and personal lives…which often intersect and unravel for 
the whole world to see! After 3 seasons of ups and downs in both personal and professional pursuits, the 
cast of Love & Hip-Hop: Atlanta have either learned from the ATL game of mixing business and 
pleasure, or are about to have the same game turned on them! With artists rising and falling, and families 
growing or being torn apart, the cast members are about to have their lives changed in ways they never 
imagined…for better or worse! Nothing is off limits as they explore the good, the bad, and sometimes 
even the naughty side of love, passion, fame, and hip-hop! 
 
ATL’s hip-hop scene is ever evolving, and this season our cast is looking to continue to be on the cutting 
edge of what’s hot in this music mecca. The Love and Hip-Hop Atlanta ladies have evolved from 
aspirational artists and businesswomen into savvy entrepreneurs, mothers, wives, and lovers who still 
struggle to deal with all of the challenges their fast-paced lives throw at them. After seasons full of 
infidelity/deceit towards their female counterparts, the men of ATL are seriously about to learn what goes 
around DEFINITELY comes right back around! The substance abuse, infidelity, and legal issues affecting 
the male cast will no longer just be blog fodder; they will learn that karma is a “biznayee!” 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/love_and_hip_hop_atlanta/ 

 
 
Love & Hip Hop: Hollywood 

 
VH1 is going back to Cali for the second season of “Love & Hip Hop: Hollywood.” Premiering on 
Monday, September 7 at 8PM*, the new cast is willing to lay it all on the line, striving to leave a 
permanent mark on the music industry despite sacrifices they may be forced to make. Devoted to 
pursuing their dreams in both career and romance, these artists must strike a balance between work and 
play against the backdrop of the Hollywood Hills. 
 
This season of “Love & Hip Hop: Hollywood” will explore one of the most complex relationships in 
franchise history. Miles, a west coast rapper, who was raised with church values bravely faces his truth, 
when he realizes he’s in love with Milan, an openly gay man. The struggle becomes complicated for 
Miles because his best friend and childhood sweetheart, Amber, is still in love with him. The season 
follows Miles and Milan’s difficult and emotional journey as they deal with the stigmas often associated 
with intimate relationships between black men in the music industry. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/love-and-hip-hop-hollywood/ 

 
 

R&B Divas 

 
R&B Divas: Atlanta (formerly titled R&B Divas) was an American reality television series on TV One 
starring several R&B singers. The show offers an inside look at how the award-winning singers balance 
their music careers and personal lives as they work towards producing an album in memory of Whitney 
Houston. The series premiered on August 20, 2012, with the premiere delivering a ratings record for TV 
One, with almost 900,000 viewers tuning in for the show's first episode. 
 
Description retrieved from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/R%26B_Divas:_Atlanta 
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R&B Divas: Atlanta 

 
Former Destiny’s Child member LaTavia Roberson and former 702 lead singer Kameelah Williams join 
original cast members Syleena Johnson, Keke Wyatt, Angie Stone and Monifah Carter as the ladies seek 
higher recognition in the music industry. 
 
This season’s 10 episode one-hour series with two reunion specials promises to not disappoint! Don’t 
miss a minute of R&B Divas: Atlanta as season three follows the new mix of Divas and their exploits in 
Atlanta as they balance a myriad of personal trials and triumphs!!!   
In addition to working on their individual careers, the ladies will also focus their energy on new 
beginnings and personal milestones. In contrast to the series’ tumultuous season two, in which this 
sisterhood was nearly destroyed, season three unveils their attempts to mend their relationships with each 
other. Additionally, this season will follow the group as they prepare for Monifah Carter and partner 
Terez Thorpe’s highly anticipated destination wedding. 
 
Description retrieved from 
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:OvttDZUrePQJ:tvone.tv/8863/about-r-b-divas-
atl-season-3/+&cd=7&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us 

 
 

R&B Divas: LA 

 
R&B Divas: Los Angeles is an American reality television series on TV One that premiered on July 10, 
2013. The series chronicles the lives of R&B singers Lil Mo, Chanté Moore, Kelly Price, Claudette Ortiz, 
Michel'le and Dawn Robinson as they balance their music careers and personal lives. It is a spinoff to 
R&B Divas: Atlanta. The reunion was filmed on August 6, 2013, with Wendy Williams as the host. 
 
Description retrieve from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/R%26B_Divas:_Los_Angeles 

 

 

Real Chance of Love 

 
Chance and Real, the self-proclaimed “Stallionaires”, do everything together. They live together, they 
produce and perform music together, they travel, date, eat, and even breed Arabian horses together. And 
on VH1’s “I Love New York” they both fell in love with the same woman. In fact, they made it to the 
final two and three respectively, and millions of viewers were stunned when New York sent them both 
home broken-hearted and accepted a wedding proposal from another man. 
 
But, for two men with so much in common, they are really quite different. Chance is a player. He charms 
the ladies with his boyish enthusiasm and speaks his mind no matter who’s listening. Real is the prince. 
The gentleman with a soft, romantic side he isn’t afraid to show. What they are looking for in a woman is 
also quite different, although in the end, they may both want the same girl. 
 
“Real Chance of Love” is the latest addition to the “of Love” franchise for VH1, the most successful 
franchise in the network’s history. The premiere episode of “I Love New York 1”, from which Chance 
and Real are known, garnered the most viewers for any series premiere in VH1 history... “Real Chance of 
Love” is most certainly in good company, and will likely be the next monster hit for VH1. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/real_chance_of_love/season_1/series.jhtml 
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Real Housewives of Atlanta 

 
Baby joy, marital drama, and unexpected faces are just some of the highlights from the upcoming season 
of The Real Housewives of Atlanta, premiering Sunday, November 8 at 8/7c. From the supertease alone, 
it’s clear Season 8 has no shortage of ups and downs. Viewers will get to go inside Kandi Burruss’ 
pregnancy and see first-hand the challenges Cynthia Bailey and Peter Thomas are facing in their 
marriage. Kenya Moore is still looking for love while also building what has been dubbed “Moore 
Manor”. (Do we smell some competition for the Dubrow Chateau down in the ATL?) Always-busy 
Phaedra Parks is embarking on life as a single mother while husband Apollo is incarcerated. Oh, and, 
Porsha Williams has found love. 
 
The season also welcomes a few new women to the mix: Facts of Life star Kim Fields, as well as former 
Atlanta Falcons and Atlanta Hawks Cheerleader Shamea Morton. And some familiar faces return, with 
original Housewife of Atlanta Sheree Whitfield dropping in. We know — we can't wait until November, 
either. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.bravotv.com/the-daily-dish/real-housewives-of-atlanta-season-8-
kim-fields 

 
 
Run’s House 

 
Rapper-turned-reverend Joseph Simmons -- aka Rev. Run -- invites cameras into his private life with wife 
Justine and their six children: daughters Vanessa, Angela and Miley, and sons JoJo, Diggy and Russy. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.moviefone.com/tv/runs-house/152192/main 

 
 
Sisterhood of Hip Hop 

 
Oxygen Media’s hit docu-series “Sisterhood of Hip Hop” season two premieres on Tuesday, June 9 at 
9pm ET/PT, following the next generation of female MCs. The empowering series returns with Bia, 
Brianna Perry, Diamond, Nyemiah Supreme and Siya as they head to the west coast to make their mark 
on the music industry. Executive Producer and Grammy Award-winning artist T.I. appears this season 
along with hip hop icons, mentors and friends T-Pain, Tank, Irv Gotti, Adrienne Bailon, Da Brat, 
Funkmaster Flex and more.  Season one of “Sisterhood of Hip Hop” delivered the network’s highest-rated 
series premiere among all key demos in 2014.   
 
Description retrieved from http://www.oxygen.com/sisterhood-of-hip-hop/season-2/blogs/sisterhood-of-
hip-hop-season-2-premieres-june-9  
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Sorority Sisters 

 
Tonight VH1’s new series Sorority Sisters  premiered, featuring a group of ladies from the most 
prominent African American sororities. The women meet up in Atlanta to see how deep the sisterhood 
runs and well, of course, there were already tears and drama. 
 
But just who are the ladies that are flaunting this Greek Life? And do they truly value the principles they 
are supposed to be upholding? Get to know the ladies a bit better and make sure to catch an all new 
Sorority Sisters next Monday at 9 PM ET/PT. 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/news/134721/whos-who-cast-of-vh1s-sorority-sisters/ 

 
 
T.I. & Tiny: The Family Hustle 

 
In the newest season of T.I. & Tiny: The Family Hustle, T.I. and Tiny continue to work on their 
relationship as their kids grow older and change every day. Niq Niq is ready to leave the nest, making her 
the first of the Harris children to move out on their own, while Messiah prepares for his driver’s license 
test. With Deyjah and Domani making the transition to adulthood, Tiny stops them in their tracks by 
showing them just how difficult being an adult can be. King’s a great older brother to Major and decides 
to take Major under his wing. Major is no longer the baby he used to be and is looking to follow in his 
father's footsteps with acting. 
 
The bond between T.I. and Tiny is stronger than ever as they embark on new adventures as a couple and 
professionally. Together, there's nothing this family can't conquer. Check out this new season as the 
Harris family continues their hustle. 

 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/ti_and_tiny_the_family_hustle/ 
 
 
Tiny & Shekinah’s Weave Trip 

 
Anyone who’s ever tuned in to TI & Tiny could tell you that Tip’s the voice of reason, the kids are the 
comic relief, and that the real deal, off the wall, and unfailingly unpredictable action lies with Tameka 
“Tiny” Harris and her crazy best friend Shekinah. They’ve known each other since before Family Hustle, 
through crazy adventures, and after all the disagreements, and there’s nothing these two wouldn’t do for 
each other -- even if they do want to kill each other some, if not most of the time. As if they’re not 
impulsive enough on their own, when these two set their minds to something, you never know what kind 
of wild ride you’re in for... 
 
Now these two best friends are doing the unthinkable -- setting out on a cross-country trip to launch a 
business of their own: a mobile weave salon. 
 
Whether they make five dollars or five thousand, we’re sure to enjoy the ride, because when Tameka and 
Shekinah get together, anything can happen! This season on...WEAVE TRIP!!! 
 
Description retrieved from http://www.vh1.com/shows/tiny-shekinahs-weave-trip/ 
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Tiny & Toya 

 
Set in Atlanta, this reality docudrama stars Tameka “Tiny” Cottle and Antonia “Toya” Carter, best friends 
whose lives have become intertwined by their connections within the hip-hop industry. Tameka is a 
former member of the group Xscape and her fiancé is hip-hop star T.I., while Antonia is the ex-wife of 
rapper Lil Wayne, with whom she had a daughter, Reginae, when she was 15. Cameras follow the pair as 
they seek new business ventures together, lean on each other for advice and comfort, and ultimately try to 
carve out their own niche away from the crazy world they’ve grown up in. 
 
Description retrieved from http://lotr.moviefone.com/tv/tiny-toya/206396/main 
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