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Improving The Representation of Black and Asian People in the Media and Advertising

Black and Asian viewers want to see their communities, cultures and lifestyles reflected in the British media, but currently they feel that broadcasters, advertisers and programme makers are only paying lip service to cultural diversity.  Many believe that truly multicultural broadcasting and advertising will remain an impossible dream until a greater proportion of the people working in the media and advertising are from minority ethnic communities themselves – and hold positions of power.

As a consequence, in a project conducted by Connect Research in 2003, some of the key ideas put forward by viewers for improving the representation of ethnic minorities in the UK media included:

· Employ more Asian and black producers, directors, writers etc.

· Use the talent of Asian Bollywood film producers in the UK

· Employ more Asian and black people in positions of power in the media

· Appoint an Asian or black Director General of the BBC.

Other ideas related to the lack of cultural understanding exhibited by those adverts and programmes which do make it through to our screens.

While there are obvious dramatic ‘hooks’ for programme makers portraying traditional Asian culture in terms of religious beliefs, language, food and practices such as arranged marriages, Asian viewers were keen to stress the high numbers of British-born Asian people living in this country.  They wanted to see more representations of British Asian culture, including more modern Asian characters, with British regional accents, whose everyday concerns would be much the same as those of white characters.

Conversely, black viewers felt that black British culture is too often ‘anglicised’ and diluted for mainstream audiences, perhaps because the cultural hooks were less apparent.  Black viewers would like more subtly drawn black characters who are ‘real’ and recognisably grounded in the culture from which they originate.  One of the participants implored programme makers to “let black actors be black”.

Asian viewers also felt that Asian characters are rarely portrayed as happy with their culture – they always seem to be in conflict with it and younger Asian people are always seen rebelling against their parents.  This alienates the Asian viewer because the inference is that British/Western culture is superior.  To counteract this, viewers suggested showing harmonious families, greater understanding between the generations and open-minded Asian parents.

Another major theme was the need for a diverse range of ethnic minority characters to reflect the diversity of black and Asian people in Britain.  Ethnic minority viewers came up with a number of suggestions to overturn racial, gender, generational, class and regional stereotypes by, for example, depicting the lives of working class Asian people, affluent black people, assertive Asian women, sensitive black men and so on.  It is likely that many of these criticisms could be addressed by an increase in the number of minority ethnic characters in prime time, high profile roles.  When there is only one black or Asian character or a single ethnic minority family in a soap, it is very difficult for that one person or family to represent an entire community.

Complaints about stereotyping remained, in relation to the types of roles in which ethnic minorities are cast and the personae they are given.  However, feedback from viewers suggested that stereotypes can be used to positive effect when they are put across with humour and affection.  Importantly, such portrayals are most likely to be accepted by ethnic minority performers poking fun at themselves.  Two examples mentioned in the sessions were ‘Mr-Everything-Comes-From-India’ in Goodness Gracious Me and the black female character who speaks incomprehensible street slang to unsuspecting (white) members of the public in 3 Non Blondes.

There was also demand for more ethnic minority characters to feature in mainstream roles in advertising, as there appeared to be whole sectors where ethnic minorities were virtually invisible.  This was felt to be particularly true for fast moving consumer goods such as breakfast cereals, deodorant and washing up liquid.  In certain categories with a significant black and Asian customer base, ethnic minorities were noticeable by their absence, such as in the mobile phone and automotive sectors.

Ethnic minority viewers recognise that the media and advertising industries are driven by commercial concerns, but they do not believe that programmes with an ethnic theme will have white audiences turning off in droves.  

Successful crossover into the mainstream can be achieved on British television.  In this study, 3 Non Blondes (BBC), The Kumars at No 42 (BBC) and the Indian Summer season of programmes on Channel 4 were seen as steps in the right direction.  Casualty and Holby City (both BBC) feature several leading ethnic minority characters.  Asian people feel Indian culture is gaining more and more acceptance into the mainstream, with the recent Bollywood-style ads by Walkers and Halifax, the success of the stage show, Bombay Dreams and the first British Bollywood movie, Bollywood Queen, about to be released.  

The popularity of all of the aforementioned shows proves that white audiences are interested in and open to ethnic minority cultures, so the media should build on this and try to create output which appeals to mainstream and ethnic minority audiences alike.

Similarly, black people feel black culture is at the cutting edge of urban youth culture, influencing trends in music, fashion and language.  At any time in 2003, a snap shot of the Top 40 reveals how heavily the UK charts have been influenced by what can be termed ‘music of black origin’.  At the time of conducting this work, “Where is the love” by Black Eyed Peas was No 1 in the UK charts.  The name of the band alone is a reference to a type of food eaten by black and Asian people.   Big Brovaz, Lil Kim, Blu Cantrell (a former No1), Sean Paul, Nelly, P Diddy and Lemar were black artists in the UK top 20. Isn’t it now time for the ethnic minority presence in the music business to be replicated in TV and the media generally?

Conclusions and Recommendations

The media is often seen as a force for social change.  However, in the case of British ethnic minorities, the media is felt to be lagging behind reality by not fully reflecting the multicultural society which Britain is today.  Progress has been made, particularly in the advertising industry, but there is still more work to be done.

Recommendations arising from this project were:

1. A concerted effort needs to be made to recruit more ethnic minorities to work in the media and in advertising to facilitate the cross fertilisation of ideas and better cultural understanding between white programme makers and ethnic minority audiences.  Young minority ethnic people should be encouraged to train in fields such as broadcasting and journalism.  Continuing Professional Development and other career enhancement programmes should be used to help existing ethnic minority staff move up into senior positions within advertising agencies and media organisations.  

2. Advertisers and media organisations should recognise the commercial benefits of embracing cultural diversity, in terms of the positive impact it has on the bottom line.  The ethnic minority population is growing faster than the white population and it has a younger age profile.  It has also been estimated that the annual disposable income of ethnic minorities is £32 billion.  Therefore, ethnic minorities represent a significant target market, which is currently under-served.  Furthermore, other research which we have conducted among white viewers suggests that they want and expect to see ethnic minority characters on television.  Witness the viewing figures for the first episode of the BBC’s all-black sitcom, The Crouches – over three million people tuned in, representing a fifth of the available viewers.

3. It is important for programme makers and advertisers to recognise and appreciate the diversity within and between ethnic minority communities.  For example, differences by age, generation, gender, religion, life stage and class exist within the ethnic population just as they do in the general population.  Drawing out these differences will make for richer ethnic characters and a wider range of dramatic and comedic situations.

4. Ethnic minorities want ethnic minority characters to be represented as part of the mainstream, but they also want these characters to retain their cultural identity.  This can be achieved through salient cultural reference points such as the character’s speech and intonation, their mannerisms, the food they eat or the way they dress.

5. Cross cultural campaigns would also be appreciated i.e. campaigns and programmes which show interaction between different ethnic minority communities, such as Asian and black couples, or groups of friends with people from a range of ethnic communities.

6. As the saying goes, it is virtually impossible to ‘please all of the people all of the time’. The same character who is a positive portrayal for one person is unrealistic and tokenistic to another.  Thus, some black people considered Dr Trueman (from Eastenders) to be a positive role model for black men because of his professional status and well spoken, polite manner, while other black people complained that his character was a wimp.  The implication here is that programme makers and advertisers should not be so wary of offending people that they create bland and uninteresting ethnic minority characters (as ultimately, these will fail to connect with either the mainstream or ethnic audience).  Portrayals should be balanced between the positive and the negative, showing British ethnic minority communities ‘warts and all’, with people from all walks of life.

7. Advertisers should consider developing executions and campaigns which address the following perceived gaps in mainstream advertising:

· Positive images of ethnic minority families – including two-parent black families and extended Asian families

· Ethnic minority characters using everyday consumer products

· Appealing representations of Asian and Chinese people

· Multicultural advertisements which appeal to ethnic minority children and young people.

8. There may be scope for advertisers to use executions developed for specialist channels in the mainstream and vice versa, to reflect the increasing integration between ethnic minority culture and white British culture.

For further information or to discuss your research needs in this area, please contact Karen Roberts at Connect Research on 020 7385 0006.

