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Meet the author

Reality television – programmes that feature ‘ordinary’ people as the stars of the show – is hugely popular now. Turn to a TV guide anywhere in the world and the chances are that a substantial chunk of the programmes being broadcast will be reality shows. That means a huge number of programmes actively looking for people to appear on them … people like you, in fact.

There are probably several reality shows that you enjoy watching; perhaps one or two that you quite fancy appearing on yourself? So how do you get to find out which programme needs contributors and what are they looking for?

Along with practical information and guidance to help you navigate your way through the TV selection process, this book features insider advice from broadcasters and talks to people who have successfully appeared on television themselves – everything you need to maximize your chances of appearing on your favourite show.

Katherine Lapworth


1: Only got a minute?

What makes someone get picked to appear on a TV programme while another is overlooked?

It’s not about making yourself stand out in an extravagant way, nor do you have to have done something exceptional. But you need to be able to sell yourself and get noticed amongst thousands of other hopefuls by being memorable in some way.

Imagine bumping into a stranger in a bar and finding yourself thinking, ‘Hello, you’re a bit different. I’d like to know more about you.’ That’s the kind of person who gets picked and it’s the reaction you want to get from the programme makers when you apply.

The application form is usually the first chance you get to introduce yourself so filling it out properly is crucial. No doodles needed; just some really good anecdotes that will help fix you in the producer’s mind and show you’ve got a sense of humour. You also need to show at every stage of the selection process passion, enthusiasm, honesty, energy and charisma.

When it comes to filming, be prepared for a rollercoaster ride. The process can be long, a bit confusing and definitely challenging but if you throw yourself into it fully, you’ll really get something out of appearing on television and your performance will be compelling to watch.

There are a huge range of programmes to choose from that need ‘ordinary’ people as their stars. Choose carefully: from half-hour quiz shows to demanding makeovers, there will be one for you but you need to have a genuine desire to appear on a show and, yes, that can be just to have some fun. Fame and fortune won’t necessarily come knocking afterwards but you can have an exhilarating and, sometimes, life-changing experience.


5: Only got five minutes?

In 1948, Candid Camera was broadcast in the US; it was the first programme to use ordinary people as the stars of the show. From then on, TV began to recognize the entertainment value of using Joe Public in its reality shows and now there are a huge number of programmes which feature members of the public.

And that’s your first task if you want to get on a TV show – choose the programme that is right for you. Watching from the comfort of home is very different from appearing on a show. It can demand blood, sweat and tears so make sure you:

 


	like what participants are asked to do

	get to know how contributors are treated

	understand the kind of questions they get asked and

	are comfortable with those questions.



Who to appear as

Do you want to appear:

 


	as a member of the audience

	as yourself or

	would you like to set yourself up as an expert?



Being part of the audience is a great way to see how a studio-based programme is put together. Remember that a half-hour programme does not take half an hour to record so you should be prepared to be there longer.

If you want to appear as yourself, you must have a genuine reason to want to go on a show. Just wanting to have a fun experience is a good enough reason so be honest with yourself – and the programme makers – about why you want to go on a show.

The job of a TV expert is to entertain and inform; add ‘reliability’ and ‘easy to work with’ to that list and you have an expert who will get asked to appear on TV regularly. Knowing your subject, though, is not enough. You have to be known in your field – whether it’s tiddlywinks or astro-physics – as the person to go to.

There is another way of appearing on television and that is as an extra. You don’t have to be a professional actor but a little drama experience is always helpful. Most extras join a casting agency or website as a way of finding work.

Where to find shows that are looking for people

Once you have decided the kind of show you would like to appear on, you need to find out if they are looking for people. An announcement at the end of the programme is the traditional method but, with the advent of the internet, finding out the information has become so much easier. Go to the TV channel or network websites to see which shows are casting; alternatively, visit the website of the independent TV companies which make the programme you are interested in.

The application form

The application form is usually the first chance you get to sell yourself to a programme; the forms can be downloaded from a programme or channel website. Before filling it out, check what the programme is looking for. If you don’t match the requirements (age, sex, geographical location, problem, etc), they will not even bother to read through the form so don’t waste your time or theirs.

Interviews and auditions

The production team need to know that you can tell your story, not just write it down, so they will either speak to you over the phone or in person. For television, being able to talk is more important than writing.

In some cases, auditions can involve thousands of people. Like speed dating, you need to sell yourself in a very short time so you must be switched on and focused from the word ‘go’. There are several techniques that you can use to prepare yourself to shine in an audition including:

 


	breathing exercises

	using inspirational music

	sizing up the other people in the queue around you

	visualizing the judges sitting in front of you, asking questions.




10: Only got ten minutes?

Quizzes, makeovers, documentaries, talent and talk shows are very different programmes but one thing they have in common is that they use ordinary people, not professional broadcasters, actors or sportsmen and women, as their contributors – people like you, in fact.

Being part of a reality TV show can be exhausting, demanding and, at times, traumatic. Emotions and opinions are what make memorable television and the stronger they are expressed, the more ‘entertaining’ it is for the viewer. It will depend on the programme but it can mean your highs and your lows being recorded and broadcast for all to see. Your private life may no longer be your own and suddenly you become public property.

Practicalities

Details, checks, expenses, contracts … these should all be discussed fairly early on in the process so that you know what to expect. If you are unclear on any point, at any time, ask for an explanation.

TV companies have to check everything carefully because they have a duty of care to the people that they deal with. With programmes that are putting people (quite literally in some cases) under the knife, the programme makers have a responsibility to test contributors to make sure they are who they say they are and that they are taking part for the right reasons.

Some of the tests you may get asked to do are:

 


	psychological/psychometric testing

	medical checks

	identification

	criminal checks, such as CRB.



These checks are as much about protecting you as they are about covering the TV companies’ backs. Don’t worry about all the forms and tests. Practically every programme has some or all of these so they are not making an exception for you. Again, if you don’t understand and don’t know why you are being asked to do or sign something that isn’t clear, just ask for an explanation from your researcher or producer.

Reasonable expenses tend to be paid if you are out of pocket but it is not a given. Makeover programmes which look at people improving their house, for example, aren’t there to foot your renovation bill. Most programmes will not pay you for your time either. If you cannot afford to take time off work to make a programme, then don’t expect a TV programme to cover your monthly outgoings.

Filming

You’ve been chosen because the programme makers believe you are the right person to help them make a great programme. It can be a bit of a rollercoaster ride from now on but you will get a lot more out of the process if you just go for it.

This is a new world with its own rules and behaviours. It’s a bit like going abroad to a strange country. It may seem odd to you but it’s perfectly normal to the crew. Ignore the oddities and concentrate on what you and the others are meant to be doing in front of the camera.

The golden rule is to assume that the cameras and microphones are on and recording everything you say and do so think before you speak! And ask the sound engineer to turn off your microphone if you need to go to the loo.

Things can and will be shot out of sequence which can be a bit confusing. It will come together during the editing process so don’t worry about the order of how and when things happen.

There will be moments of intense activity and then ages waiting around for things to happen; something important may well be happening but you are not required at that time. Try to go with the flow and don’t lose focus.

Filming is a repetitive process and shots will be taken and retaken. Don’t worry if you are asked to repeat something; it’s not that you have necessarily done anything wrong. The lighting might need changing, the director wants a different angle to give more options for editing later, they want it done again but faster … or slower.

How you look on camera is important. The trick is not to do or wear anything that distracts the viewer; people will remember that and not what you wanted them to notice.

You will be judged against the standards of the professional presenters so you need to get it right. The production team are on hand to help you so ask them for guidance if you are not sure but here are a few tips that will be useful:

 


	Always assume you are in shot even if someone else is talking so keep looking alert and interested.

	Look at the presenter and not the camera. If you are slightly uncomfortable looking at the presenter, choose a spot just over their shoulder and fix on that.

	Smile – it helps to reduce the tension in your face and will make you feel, as well as look, relaxed.

	Studios get warm once all the lights are on so dress for that.

	Accept the offer of make-up. They won’t make you up like a clown. It is there to give you a healthy glow and prevent you looking too greasy and shiny.



Afterwards

You won’t be part of the editing process and it is unlikely you will get sent a preview tape of the programme. So the first time that you see the final programme is when it’s broadcast. Remember, the producer will have edited the programme to make it entertaining for the viewers. The programme is not out to stitch you up but some things may not be as you remember them.

One of the more common complaints from contributors is that they had a huge amount of fun recording the programme but very little of those moments are left in the final edit. The point is that people having fun in reality television is not as dramatic as seeing people under stress.

Summary

We like watching our fellow men, women and children in all sorts of situations. We love to see people struggling with a problem and – hopefully – overcoming it; whether that problem is too much weight or a badly behaved toddler that won’t go to bed. Who hasn’t sat at home trying to answer more questions than the contestants in the firing line? Reality television is a popular choice for both network and viewers alike.

If you want to appear on a reality programme, go into it for the right reasons. It’s not just about being famous or getting your picture in the gossip magazines. Some people will win a prize; others will get a fresh start in life; while a handful may win that recording contract or leading role of a lifetime. The majority will experience an exciting, exhausting but ultimately enjoyable episode in their life when they were the centre of attention and the focus of a TV programme.
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