          Twelve strangers file awkwardly into a blandly colored room, not sure of what to expect or what will happen within the next few hours. Some are exhausted from the slew of events that just occurred; others are nonchalant, going through the motions, exposing their blasé attitude towards their surroundings. They have all been subjected to a rigorously scrutinized process known as the television pilot test, a process that “links […] producers, texts and audiences, […] the agents of intertextuality through which texts interrelate in a network of meanings that constitutes our cultural world” (Fiske 221). With their responses, ideas and conjectures, the moderator deciphers what their needs, wants and desires are regarding a particular show. The reports that later follow are a testament to the idea that the media company that sponsored the study indefinitely believes that “there is an underlying unity in society enabling the media to serve everyone’s interest in the same way”; the audience is regarded as “agents who can exercise influence over [the media]” (Williams 50-1). However, from the perspective of an academic well versed in media studies and as a participant in the media-making world, I came to realize that out of all the audience research methods used by the television network, Music Television, or MTV, pilot testing was perhaps the one method most steeped in media theory, unbeknownst to the moderator, the media company and participants of the focus group. Various schools of thought have surreptitiously influenced the formulaic process each moderator follows when conducting a focus group. As a result, this has compelled me to question and more closely examine whether or not the media-makers lack of media theory knowledge somehow affects the manner, whether positively or negatively, in which they conduct their research. 

         According to academics, the study of media theory is the core or essence of any kind of research conducted regarding the media. Theory in itself “is the questioning of presumed results and the assumptions which they are based; [therefore] the nature of theory is to undo, through contesting and postulates, what we thought we knew” (Culler 17).  It debunks what is considered common sense. For this very reason, the producers of media are aware that their product, once in the hands of the consumer, becomes a distinct and unique entity structured to fit the needs and desires of an individual consumer. “Commodities, like mass produced literary texts are selected, purchased, constructed and used by real people with previously existing needs, desires, intentions and interpretive strategies” (Radway 501). Therein lies the biggest challenge for media creators: to have the audience comprehend and interpret what would be considered the producer’s preferred meaning, or as Stuart Hall would describe, the “dominant-hegemonic position;” that carries the practices and ideologies of the dominant culture embedded within the text (Hall 516). In television, in order to determine what meaning the audience receives from that given text, media researchers conduct a myriad of studies, the most frequently used being the pilot test. Pilot testing involves an array of methodologies, such as surveys and poll taking that give results in a mostly empirical fashion. The focus group involves the ethnographical portion of the study where the researcher is allowed a more personal and direct contact with his/her subject, allowing him/her to vocalize his/her opinions. 

         The television network decides which shows to have tested based on whether the show is brand new, never before seen, or already on the air but not performing up to par. Pilot testing involves a series of studies that are gathered and analyzed in order to determine the pros and cons of the particular program, and how that program meets the needs and desires of its intended audience.  The process first begins by having a shorter version of the show, excluding commercials, recorded on a tape and approved by various executives to be pilot tested. Most times, the network hires an independent moderator to conduct the research to try to avoid biased results that may arise by the unwarranted influence a representative of the network could have on the participants. Other times, due to financial constraints, the network representatives conduct the research themselves keeping in mind that the results may skew in a more favorable manner because of his/her presence. For three days or more, various participants representing a smaller portion of a given demographic watch the condensed version of a television show in an amphitheatre full of gadgets to record their every move. Each participant is given a dial, which allows him or her to indicate on a second by second basis how much he or she liked a certain segment of the program. There is also an option on the dial to tune away, or rather, pretend to switch the channel to mimic real life viewing habits. After watching the show, they are then given a large survey that contains questions specifically addressing the contents of the show from its music, graphics, and host down to the concept, pace and flow of the show. Towards the end of the survey, there are open-ended questions where participants can freely write their honest opinions regarding the show, known to researchers as “verbatims.” When the final reports are written exposing the results of these tests, those verbatims are used to emphasize key points that are made to accurately describe the audience’s opinions. Once all the surveys have been collected, the large group is then divided into groups of ten or twelve participants and all taken into individual rooms where the focus group segment of the study is conducted. 


         MTV, a cable network heralded by a variety of trade magazines as a leader in youth culture, depends quite heavily on the results of pilot testing, particularly the focus group, in order to better gauge their audiences desires. As a part of the MTV Networks family owned by Viacom, this entity embedded within the superstructure fights to have its own unique identity among the growing number of cable channels targeting their particular demographic of 12-34 year olds. Even within its own family, which consists of other networks such as BET, VH1, Comedy Central, Nickelodeon, SPIKE, and TV Land among others, MTV tries to maintain its edge or superior knowledge on all things youth. As New York Times writer, David Carr, once stated, MTV is a “persistent brand of adolescence.” (New York Times: “New Reality Show Goes In Search Of Nice Girl;” 3/28/2005). 

         Yet, even with such high regards and accolades regarding their extensive research on youth culture, MTV is never satisfied with the research they currently have and adamantly pursue their audience to keep up with their ever-changing tastes. Regardless of the fact that they are owned by Viacom, MTV is careful not to believe that “the class which has the means of material production at its disposal, consequently also controls the means of mental production, so that the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are on the whole subject to it” (Marx 39). MTV is aware that the “seeming power of the media to mold, express or capture is partly illusory since the audience in the end, disposes” (McQuail 57). This is the mantra that most people in the company adhere to without realizing that inadvertently they are bound in an inevitable theory known as hegemony. The global entity known as MTV plays a significant role when research is conducted on any of the content aired on the channel. The participants, just by knowing that they are there to see an MTV show, seem to automatically bring to the foreground what they consider to be MTV codes, basing their opinions on whether or not the program fits those sets of codes. What MTV is inadvertently doing is maintaining the ideology through the audience’s consent by always reminding them that they are there to cater to their wants and needs. MTV “strive[s] to secure the consent of subordinate groups to their leadership, rather than as a consistent and functional ideology working in the interests of a ruling class by indoctrinating subordinate groups” through the research methodology known as focus groups (Strinati 171). 

         Three distinct focus groups were viewed in order to highlight and comprehend the processes involved in media-making audience research. All three focus groups resulted in the network taking action to either tweak the shows based on the ideas of their consumers, or completely do away with the entire concept, officially taking it off their green lit programs slated to air during that upcoming season. A company called ASI Entertainment, a market research firm based in California, conducted all three focus groups. This company established in the 1960’s was first a program research division of Columbia Pictures and then evolved into an independent resource for the entertainment industries. They boast a large client base that use their services, along with MTV, other channels include TNT, Showtime, FOX, Cartoon Network, Animal Planet and a myriad of others. The two independent moderators used by MTV for these focus groups both have extensive backgrounds in education and theatre, but no background in market research itself. Instead, as their website says, what they provide is “a vast creative background to the world of research and program testing” (www.asientertainment.com). 

         After viewing these three focus groups, it was evident that ASI trains their personnel to follow specific rules along with a set script when conducting focus groups. In all three tapes, the participants would file in first, take their seats and wait for the moderator to appear. For all three focus groups, the participants were all male due to the channel’s ongoing campaign to recruit male viewers since the channel currently skews heavily female. Once the moderator entered the room, they would introduce themselves and make it clear that they were first and foremost independent moderators who had nothing to do with the company that requested the research be conducted. He would try to make them feel at ease by speaking at their level, referring to the popular daytime talk show, Jerry Springer, when emphasizing how rowdy it could get if people did not agree with each other’s opinions. The moderator would then say, “This is about you. I don’t care about how your mother, your girlfriend or friend would see this show. I just want to know how you felt and what your opinions were.” By stating this at the beginning of the session, the moderator is establishing the idea that “the media [is there to reflect] the diversity of their audiences,” that they are truly interested in what every individual has to say. Yet, he then goes on to tell them that the room is being observed by his “colleagues” and that there are hidden cameras and microphones in every corner, picking up their every move, letting them know that “those [were] the secrets” (moderators words). Even though this could be considered backstage knowledge, letting the participants know exclusive information to make them feel more comfortable it also subconsciously feeds into their mind the idea that people from MTV could be, and are watching them. This is how MTV inadvertently establishes itself as the ruling class that “[wins] control of their [participants’] hearts and minds through [this] process of negotiation, mediation and compromise” (Gramsci 54). The mere mention of MTV itself is enough to provoke a certain way of thinking in their participants.      

         As soon as the introductions are said, the moderator then begins to ask a variety of questions about the program the participants had just viewed. He first asks the participants to rate the show on a scale of one to ten, ten being the best and one the worst. The participants write their responses on a name card sitting in front of them and then are asked individually why they chose to rate the show as they did. ASI makes it a habit of calling on their participants individually without warning. Yet what is blatantly noticeable is the fact that in all three focus groups, the first person to be called on would always be vague in their answer and never fully elaborate on their reasons for rating the show as they did. As the moderator would go around the room, the participants would all mimic the response of the first person, agreeing with what the person before them said. “People tend to conceal their views if they feel they are in a minority and are more willing to express them if they think they are dominant” (McQuail 462). Therefore, in all three focus groups there seemed to be no participant who would deviate from the rest of the group’s opinion, all agreeing or disagreeing with whomever the first person was to be chosen. Interestingly, at times, the participants would agree with the moderator if he would bait them into responding a particular way. For example, when the participants would suddenly become quiet, he would chime in and say, “Well, the show was funny” to which the participants would all nod their head in agreement and then elaborate on which specific segments they thought were amusing. The moderator was inadvertently playing the role of opinion leader, feeding the participants their response with questions that would require what is considered socially acceptable answers. 

         The moderator then takes the participants through various segments of the program asking them about different elements of the show. He first asks them if they understood the concept of the show, what the producers were trying to convey. For all three focus groups, the participants seemed to have all undergone a preferred reading of each text, precisely describing what they say and what they felt the true intention of the channel was. After establishing what they content was, the moderator then asks them about the host of each program. Surprisingly, for all three focus groups, the participants would always mention how the show was a “typical MTV show,” following what they considered were the channels codes. When asked to elaborate what a “typical MTV show was” the participants would go on to say that it was “perhaps the cheesy music and hot host” but none could essentially go into detail on what specific codes dictate what an MTV program is supposed to look like. Since they would be preoccupied with what MTV’s intentions were all along, they would phrase their responses by saying “I think the MTV viewer would like this,” completely removing their true opinions and thoughts from the discussion. It seems as if the “consumer always confronts a text or practice in its material existence as a result of determinate conditions of production” (Storey, 1996, CSSPC: 5). The participants cannot for a given moment separate themselves with what they consider to be MTV-ness. For those few hours that is all they know. 

         Perhaps the most interesting portion of all three focus groups was the participant’s preoccupation not with the content of the shows but with the appearance of the show’s personalities. It seemed that for all three shows, which featured female hosts, the participants’ main concern was whether the hostess was “hot and sexy” enough for their visual pleasure. The moderators would ask if the host was clear in her message, if she did a good job, but all the responses he would get was either “she was not attractive enough” or “she was hot.” All participants agreed that the hostess’s “hotness” would persuade them into tuning in to the channel. As outdated as Laura Mulvey’s theories of the male gaze may seem today, they seem relevant to the MTV male viewer. The participants were more concerned in objectifying the female on screen for their own pleasure and MTV does everything possible to cater to their needs. By using certain camera angles, including filming just the upper half of the body, MTV is reestablishing the “traditional exhibitionist role [for women]…their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (Mulvey 397). However, all the participants felt that even though the host was great to look at, her role, as Mulvey would emphasize, was not important in furthering the plot of the program. In fact, most participants felt that the host even speaking was something the show could do without. Just having the host visible was enough to satisfy their needs. 



         As the focus group would come to an end, the moderator would ask if there was anything else left to discuss regarding the program. In all three focus groups, the participants, exhausted from the day’s events, would all nod “no” in unison. They would then all leave the room to be compensated for their services. Once all the focus groups were done and recorded, all the information gathered in those three days of research sessions would then all be compiled, analyzed and then sent to the television network to then determine the meaning of all the information that had been gathered. The analyst within the television network is then left with the task of condensing all the data into a simple report for the producers, tweaking the information to satisfy the company’s needs. In the end, what ends up happening is a compromise among the company and its audience, wherein the audience for one night gets to believe that they have a say in what content is aired on the channel and the channel can claim to their audience that they are there to serve them and only them. The analysts weave these stories to appease their superiors along with the producers of the shows, careful in choosing their words and verbatim from the surveys so as to not offend any of the inflated egos within the company. 

         Yet, if ASI and MTV would allow their employees to become familiar and understand various media studies theories, they would perhaps be able to conduct more efficient research on their audience and truly gauge what their needs and desires are. “Theory guides research by helping scholars to organize how they gather their facts and observe the world” (Williams 18). Instead, the manner in which ASI lunges into their research suggests that they lack an understanding of how a television audience works, even after forty years of an established business. Rather, it seems they have taught their employees how to bait their participants into responding in a way that satisfies their powerful clientele. “Theory designates a mode of logical, skeptical and judgmental inquiry” (Leitch 30), which is ASI’s deficiency. Once ASI understands that an audience is not just simply a commodity but, rather, that that “essentially human practice of making meaning goes on even in a world increasingly dominated by things and by consumption” (Radway 501), then they will be able to truly claim that they are the “leaders in market research” (website). True social researchers “frame our story…and to contribute to human understanding and decency” (Postman 16-7). However, it seems inevitable that in this capitalist society, “commodities produced by the culture industry are governed by the need to realize their value on the market. The profit motive determines the nature of cultural forms” (Strinati 63). This looming factor will continue the vicious hegemonic cycle, unbeknownst to the viewer and inevitable for the producer, the audience remaining fickle yet seemingly predictable.  
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