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still contributing significantly to the narrative. This shift outside of the Producers’ sphere 

of influence is illustrated below:  

  
Figure 4: Diagram of narrative agency within Survivor: Samoa 

 

 

 Each component of the diagram was explained at length in chapters 6, 7 and 8, 

but can best be understood in relation to each other. There are three circles that, like the 

traditional model, each represent narrative agents. The diagram’s intersection points and 

overlaps distinguish aspects of the narrative when Producers were the primary agent, 

when the character was, and when the two worked together in creating narrative. For 

example, the action was almost always considered a result of the character and the 

Producers except when it occurred outside the realm of the show. At that point, the pink 

portion outside the other circles represents the plot that happened after the show had 

aired. This was beyond the scope of this project but will be of interest in future research. 
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The blue circle, which is also the largest, represents the Producer’s agency within 

the narrative. As I described in chapter 6, the Producers’ agency extended over all the 

content for each episode. The scope of their control ranged from the location chosen for 

each season to the minutiae of edited b-roll to highlight that locale. The Producers were 

the formal gatekeeper of our view into the world of Survivor: Samoa. Specifically, in 

chapter 6, I pointed out 3 dominant areas of control that helped to understand the 

importance of the Producer’s decision-making: format, casting and cinematic devices.  

 The yellow, medium sized circle represents the character’s agency. As detailed 

extensively in chapter 7, there are three primary components of the character’s ability to 

shape their own identity within Survivor: Samoa. First was appearance. How the 

individual looked and their style (from hair to clothing) was something that reflected their 

personality, whether consciously or not. Next, what the characters said and how they 

said it was all part of their unscripted voice. This aspect of their performance operated 

outside the Producers’ authorial turf and allowed for personalities to emerge through 

accent, choice of words and other unscripted nuances. The final segment of yellow, 

labeled strategy was the result of personal perceptions of the game, life experiences, and 

relationships formed with tribemates. Each character’s strategy was unscripted; when a 

character voted, he or she did so based on alliances or other influences that did not 

include the Producers’ interference.  

 The final narrative level of my diagram is the action, or the plot of Survivor: 

Samoa. The pink circle marks the importance of action on character creation and format, 

but is not part of the cinematic devices, unscripted voice or appearance. Action was the 

result of a character’s strategic game play, and the way in which the characters were 
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created throughout the show (through the combination of casting and format). However, a 

small piece of strategy is left outside the action sphere because there were some instances 

in which strategy did not relate to plot. For example, several random attempts were made 

to divert the audience from an obvious elimination by suggesting a character would vote 

for one and not the other.   

The action that occurs after the show ends was not referenced in the results 

because it would require another doctoral project to cover the implications of each 

character’s life outside the confines of Survivor: Samoa. However, it is important to 

acknowledge this aspect of the plot that extends the life of each season. When a character 

is referenced in entertainment or hard news media it reminds the audience of their 

character and adds a new point of information to their identity (Turner, 2006). For 

example, Russell Hantz recently found himself in the middle of a spoiler scandal in 

which he allegedly exposed secrets of the show to a third party. That third party then 

reported these immunity outcomes and tribal council verdicts to a website: 

survivorsucks.com (Denhart, 2011). While no formal action has been taken, Russell’s 

notoriety has followed him outside the game. 

 The green portions in the diagram, where the spheres of character and Producers 

agency meet, mark the co-opted-authorship inherent in the narrative structure of 

Survivor: Samoa. Starting from the top of the green space is juxtaposition. This is the 

point where the character’s appearance intersects with the cinematic devices utilized by 

the Producers. As defined previously, there are three types of juxtaposition that offer 

varying levels of agency for both groups: the character and the Producers. 

Complimentary, contradictory and associative juxtaposition all occur at the point where 
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character agency, in the form of appearance and language intersect with the Producers’ 

control over cinematic devices.  

 The other sections within the model point to the character creation aspects of co-

opted-authorship. This entire model can be seen as a way in which Survivor: Samoa 

creates characters within the narrative. However, as discussed in chapter 9, the creation of 

characters such as Russell Hantz and Shannon “Shambo” Waters are best described as the 

intersection of the Producers’ casting choices and program format with the character’s 

agency over their strategic game play. Character creation was essential to the show and 

its pivotal role within the concept of co-opted-authorship cannot be overstated. Without 

the substantive individual who was cast in the first place, a compelling character would 

be hard to create; the raw material would not be there.  

In summary, the diagram depicts the authorial shift from the traditional paradigm 

within Survivor: Samoa’s narrative. This sharing of narrative agency between the 

Producers and the characters has meaningful ramifications with regard to modeling 

behaviors and media effects research. Modeling effects, as discussed in social cognition 

theory (Bandura, 2001), explains how social behaviors are learned through mediated 

models after a series of rewards and/or punishments. Using this theory we can see how 

future participants on Survivor and reality shows like it might model and imitate 

behaviors that won them the prize or the all-important screen time. We see evidence of 

this taking place within the show to a great extent as characters like Russell Hantz brag 

about being the best player Survivor has ever seen. Influences from past seasons informed 

his performance. Therefore, the character’s ability to perform the self can have a 
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modeling affect on viewers, who in turn could be future contestants on the show, thereby 

influencing the series as a whole.  

Parasocial interactions (Horton & Wohl, 1956) also can affect the future of the 

series and other reality programs because of the unscripted character performances 

evidenced in this project. Throughout each season of Survivor we are positioned to root 

for or against different characters. It was clear that on Survivor: Samoa that Russell 

Hantz was the one favored to win. People either loved him or hated him, but regardless 

the feelings for him were strong. Horton and Wohl (1956) defined parasocial interaction 

as the way in which viewers develop relationships with television characters. As 

Robinson and Agne (2009) summarize, based on past research in this area, there are four 

factors that increase the likelihood of developing a parasocial relationship with a 

character on television: presenting a character in a realistic, face-to-face setting; character 

uses conversational style speaking and offers an opportunity for viewers to respond; high 

level of viewer involvement with the show; and frequent appearances of the character on 

television (p. 304).  

On Survivor: Samoa and reality programs like it, three of the four criteria outlined 

above are met. Characters on the show spoke in their own voice, and often times face-to-

face with the audience through direct address, online forums and “Sprint player of the 

game37” style voting allowed for audience interaction. Mediated effects of reality 

programming can affect audiences’ behavior and interaction with content in the way they 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

37 Throughout each episode, during commercial breaks, audiences would be reminded to 
vote for who they thought was playing the best in that particular episode. Mobile phone 
company, Sprint, sponsored this voting and offered viewers an opportunity to extend their 
viewing experience by voting. At the end of the season, audience members chose who 
was the “fan favorite” and that character won $100,000.  
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develop relationships and identify with on-screen characters. Therefore, we already have 

evidence of the potential effects on character performances since Survivor: Samoa’s cast 

was pulled from the population and part of the same culture in which the show existed.  

Reality television industry 

 Within the reality television world, perhaps the most important contribution my 

analysis can offer is a deeper understanding of the co-optation of reality stardom. My 

results support the concept long understood in popular media, but rarely examined in 

mass communications literature: characters and their performances are what make the 

reality television show. The individual personalities of the cast from Survivor: Samoa 

extend beyond the confines of the show because they also existed within the non-

televised real life. Dyer (1979) uncovered a similar explanation of how the publicity and 

public lives of Hollywood stars influenced audiences’ perceptions of their performances. 

The same process occurs with reality television participants, but since they were not 

scripted actors (unlike Dyer’s Hollywood stars who were scripted), their extra-textual 

lives truly are an extension of their performed characters.  

Clearly, it takes more than a conventionally attractive visage to be considered 

famous within the context of Survivor: Samoa and reality television in general. Russell 

Hantz was a prime example since he is not considered good-looking in the traditional 

sense, especially when compared with others on his tribe that do fit that definition: tall, 

dark and handsome. As of the typing of these sentences, Russell has appeared on 3 

seasons of Survivor, and has recently been offered his own television show on A&E 

network called Flipped. This show has nothing to do with his talents exhibited on 

Survivor, but will undoubtedly incorporate the character performance he perfected across 
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three seasons in two years. The show is based on his recent foray into construction and 

real estate in which cameras follow him as he “flips” houses in the Houston metropolitan 

in an attempt to stimulate the local economy (Hibberd, 2011). This is an excellent 

example of what Turner (2006) deemed a type of home grown celebrity. He explains,  

[R]eality TV programming enables television to ‘grow their own’ celebrity, to 
control how they are marketed before, during and after production – all of this 
while subordinating the celebrity of each individual to the needs of the particular 
programme or format (Turner, 2006, p. 156).  

His loss of the title of sole Survivor was the climatic end we needed because 

depending on your view, it either knocked him down a peg or made him the victim. The 

justice (or injustice depending on your allegiances) made his appearance in the following 

seasons all the more compelling to watch. After all, Survivor: Samoa was produced for 

popular entertainment, and it is part of a franchise to be sustained for many seasons to 

come. Russell’s villainy made him a franchise star and it was in the Producer’s best 

interest to play up to the audience’s disapproval of his actions while simultaneously 

applauding them38.  

Limitations and future research 

 As with any research design, this project is not without its faults. Limited scope 

was an issue as was my own role within the project. Due to the constraints of this 

project’s format, I could not study every single season of Survivor nor every item posted 

online or in the popular media about even one season. There seems almost an infinite 

supply of commentary on shows like Survivor.  Also, I did not have access to any of the 

characters or Producers to understand their perspectives. In the future I hope to enhance 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

38 In his blog after the finale, Jeff Probst wrote about why Russell should have won. He 
was careful not to fault Natalie’s game play, but Probst made no secret of his 
disappointment in Russell’s loss (Probst, 2009).  
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this work with the inclusion of interviews with past characters, more analyses of past 

seasons and additional cultural commentary from reputable sources.  

My bias and experience as an avid fan of the Survivor series had to work in 

concert with my role as the researcher. For example, when examining the morally 

bankrupt Russell in the first pass, I loved his antics and found him to be a great Survivor 

character. However, upon deeper consideration and analysis I understood that his 

deplorable schemes were met with disdain. Therefore, he was not the best player because 

his social understanding of whom he saw to be malleable minds was not so naïve. In fact, 

their universal disdain for behavior and bravado cost him the $1 million prize. However 

this interest in his character was matched with the Producers interest (since he was the 

most featured character) so therefore this seeming limitation allowed me to understand 

how the rest of the audience was being positioned since I too was part of the viewership. 

Also, I have studied Survivor for many years. My expertise could be a limitation 

because I might have taken certain aspects of the show for granted. In addition, I have my 

own perceptions of the various characters and how they fit within the greater scheme of 

the series as a whole. However, that knowledge of past seasons and characters is what 

allowed me to understand the importance of the characters and their potential impact 

within a cultural context and the history of reality television as a mega-genre.  

I would like to use this study to propel me into a seemingly limitless research 

trajectory. Principally there are four areas that would offer great contributions to the mass 

communications and television studies literature. First would be to test the components of 

the diagram outlined above as it might pertain to other seasons of Survivor or other shows 

like it.  Additionally, it would be interesting to see how this new narrative pattern might 
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be applied to fictional programming such as The Office or Parks and Recreation that 

attempt the mockumentary style for that reality television effect. Also, I would like to 

explore co-opted authorship concept as it pertains to media effects such as modeling and 

parasocial relationships.  Finally, I would like to test the sound byte hypothesis in which 

the utterances of clever quips affords more airtime for those characters than those with 

less interesting things to say. While it might seem a foregone conclusion, I believe a 

proper quantitative analysis would be able to measure the varying levels of success 

characters have at being able to control the narrative through their clever use of their 

unscripted words.  

 New casts of characters make Survivor compelling season after season. The 

Producers want the best ratings; so they must cast the best individuals who they can rely 

on to concoct the best character performance. The resulting narrative is suspenseful and 

complex. The way the characters present themselves, talk to each other and to the 

viewing audience through direct address is just as much a part of the story as the 

challenges and tribal councils. The purpose of this study was to explore the way in which 

this unrelated cast of characters went about the act of storytelling, unscripted and co-

opted by the Producers. My analysis yielded a new way to understand the narrative of 

Survivor: Samoa and reality shows like it. In allowing the character this much control 

over a narrative implies a promise of fame for just performing one’s own sense of self. 

This contribution to the reality television literature, and mass communications in general, 

highlights the importance of reality television as a cultural artifact of our society of 

selves.  
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erin, VP Production, Dimension Films, Executive Producer Scary Movie 

Miramax, Los Angeles, CA     January – May 2000
Intern

Internship consisted of writing script coverage, assistant work and location scouting for Ken 
Park and Steve Squillante, Managers of Development and Production 

Late Late Show with Craig Kilborn, Los Angeles, CA     January – May 2000  
Intern   

Internship provided on-set experience as a runner, talent handler and researcher for Zoe 
Freidman, Talent Coordinator and Rabih Ghoulam, Director of Research  

Syracuse University
Certi"cate in University Teaching     2010

Appointed by the Newhouse School to participate in the Syracuse University “Future Professo-
riate Program” (FPP) that prepares graduate students for a career in higher education teaching.
Participated in the FPP program for 2 years which included: a mentored teaching experiences, 
participating in monthly teaching workshops and roundtable discussions
Selected to attend the FPP conference, which is for a select few students from the university to 
collaborate with University professors on new and e#ective teaching ideas and techniques

Syracuse University 
Teaching Fellow     2009–2010

Selected from a highly competitive pool of applicants to serve as a university-wide teaching 
fellow. $e responsibilities include mentoring new teaching and instructor assistants as well as 
coordinating the yearly training program  

University Fellowship     2007–2008, 2009–2010
Nominated by the Newhouse Ph. D. selection committee, this merit-based award provides 
funding and tuition to a doctoral student with no work requirement. $e stipulations of this 
fellowship are that it not be awarded two years in a row  

Research Assistantship with Robert $ompson, Ph. D.     Summer 2008 
Based on a submitted proposal and academic excellence, this assistantship is awarded to
doctoral students whose research interests will facilitate the research interests of a 
senior faculty member 

 
Teaching Assistantship     2008–2009 

Appointed by the Newhouse Ph. D. program director, this selective award provides funding 
and tuition to a doctoral student based on meeting a teaching requirement set forth in 
the contract  

Syracuse University, S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications 
Dean’s Scholarship     2005–2006 

Awarded to an incoming graduate student based on prior academic achievement  

Teaching Assistantship     2006–2007 
Television/Radio/Film department     

2009-2010 PCA/ACA Member
2009-2010 NCA Member
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SKILLS

2007-2010  AEJMC Member
2008-2010 ICA Member 
2010  Advertising Department Professor of Practice SEARCH COMMITTEE  
2008–2010 Future Professoriate Program, Syracuse University (attended May 2008
  Minnowbrook FPP conference upon invitation of the FPP director) 
2008–2010  Newhouse faculty tenure committee 
2008–2009  Newhouse Endowed chair SEARCH COMMITTEE 
2008–2009  Newhouse Doctoral Student Organization – President 
2008–2009  Newhouse Student Representatives  
2008–2009  COM 100 program: Big Sister 
2007–2010 AEJMC Member
2005–2006   Newhouse Master’s Association – Program Representative 

Pro!ciency in Spanish and computer programs: SPSS, Adobe Illustrator, Microsoft Word, Excel, 
FileMaker Pro, Mac OS, Outlook, PowerPoint, Quicken, and HTML

Mass Communications Research and !eory
Communication "eory, Dr. Makana Chock
Media and Public Opinion, Dr. George Comstock
Media E#ects, Dr. George Comstock
Media E#ects Seminar, Dr. Brad Gorham
Q Methodology, Dr. Dennis Kinsey
Media and Diversity, Dr. Carol Liebler
Qualitative Methods, Dr. Carol Liebler
Media Sociology: "eories of Media Content, Dr. Pamela Shoemaker
Research Methods, Dr. Pamela Shoemaker
Content Analysis, Dr. Pamela Shoemaker
Research Practicum: Reality TV research, Dr. Brenda Wrigley
Statistical Methods (2 courses), Dr. Steven Maisto & Dr. Alecia Santuzzi
Cognitive Psychology, Dr. Amy Criss

Popular Culture and Television
Children and Television, Dr. George Comstock
American TV Drama 1980-Now, Dr. Robert "ompson
Critical Methods in Film and Television, Dr. Robert "ompson
Reality Television: Independent Study, Dr. Robert "ompson

American Cultural History 
Foundations of American Political "ought, Dr. Ralph Ketcham
Public Intellectuals of the late 19th and early 20th centuries: 
Independent Study, Dr. Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn
History of the Ameircan Public Philosophy, Dr. Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn
Seminar in American Cultural History, Dr. Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn
Historiography, Dr. Craige Champion
Culture and Sexual Behavior, Dr. John Townsend

SERVICE &
AFFILIATIONS

RELEVANT  
COURSEWORK
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