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WHY YOU SHOULD CARE ABOUT THE LATEST REPORT
FROM THE DIRECTORS GUILD OF AMERICA
by Adrienne Anderson, Founder & Programmer
International Black Women’s Film Festival

OCTOBER 2, 2012, SAN FRANCISCO, CA -- On September 27, 2012, the Directors Guild of
America (DGA) posted a disturbing report “…analyzing the ethnicity and gender of directors
hired to direct primetime episodic television across broadcast, basic cable and premium
cable1.” Most people will gloss over the report and assume that it’s regurgitating information
about the dearth of minority directors on television; but to dismiss the report is a mistake –
especially if you’re interested in the representation of women of color in these roles.
Aside from being a leading advocacy group for directors in the television industry, the DGA
has a number of “diversity” steering committees whose sole goal is to advocate, increase and
track minority hiring in the entertainment industry. Their report drills down deeper than most
studies because they appear to be closer to the demographic.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
The DGA report gives us a fuller picture of diversity
hiring among broadcast, basic cable and premium
cable, especially in regards to women of color.
Black women directors have always been over looked
and under-reported for years in gender and ethnicity
studies about their industry. Often lumped into the
African American or “Minority” category, the more
accurate count of Black women directors has been
overshadowed by the heavily promoted and highly
visibly accomplishments of the few success stories such
as screenwriter Shonda Rhimes (“Scandal”, “Grey’s
Anatomy”) and media powerhouse Oprah Winfrey -whereas these women may be powerful in their roles,
they are not directors.

DGA Report Assesses Director Diversity in Hiring Practices for Episodic Television
DIRECTORS GUILD OF AMERICA (DGA) REPORT, 2011-2012
www.dga.org

According to the DGA report, only 4% of all “television episodic” directors are “Minority Female”. This low
representation has been a recurring theme especially when Black women are extricated from the general label
of “minority,” which encompasses several large ethnic minorities and races. Where there are a lack of Black
women directors, it belies the impact that Black women have in popular culture and in consumer dollars. Black
women as a whole make up 64% of labor force compared to 60% of non-Black women2 and are expected to
be a majority of the $1.1 trillion dollar buying power of African Americans by 20153. However, that power
doesn’t translate to controlling their image in popular culture, specifically television.
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The low representation of Black women directors underscores a larger problem of how
Black women are portrayed on television. Though there is no guarantee that a Black
woman director or writer will portray a Black woman any differently than a
mainstream director –or at all-- it does follow the logic that more Black women
directors will provide a wider diversity of the Black woman’s experience on the small
screen. Arguably, whether or not a Black woman director will make adjustments to a
character’s motivation or delivery are indeterminable; however, we cannot benchmark
how an increased number of Black women directors will fare in the industry until we
have a consistent, respectable sample to compare and evaluate.

90%
of Black female
respondents felt that
the media perpetuated
stereotypes of Black
women4

Increasing the number of Black women directors for episodic television can also impact what we view. In the
JEZEBEL.com article “It’s a Good Time to Be a Black Woman, Except on TV,” they reported a 2012 survey by
the Washington Post and the Kaiser Family Foundation and found that 90% of Black female respondents felt
that the media perpetuated stereotypes of Black women4. According to this same article5:
Since 1974, there have only been two hour-long dramas with an African-American woman in
the starring role, and HawthoRNe was one of them. The No. 1 Ladies' Detective Agency was
the other. VH1's Single Ladies — which is getting a new star, Denise Vasi — is considered a
comedy series. (JEZEBEL.com)

REALITY SHOWS DON’T REALLY ‘KEEP IT REAL’

LOVE & HIP-HOP: ATLANTA // VH-1

FRANKIE & NEFFE // BET

Hollywood has found a way to tip-toe around diversity hiring by flooding the market with “reality” television
shows that don’t require the usual contracts negotiated and monitored by unions like the Writer’s Guild of
America or the Screen Actors Guild (SAG-AFTRA). These shows usually provide higher ratings and higher
entertainment value, but not due to clever writing or intriguing plots, but to the antics of the most outrageous
personalities on the show. Reality shows are inundated by the Black women stereotypes6 on television with the
grossest and most negligent offenders being the “Love & Hip” and “Basketball Wives” franchises, “The Bad
Girls Club,” “The Real Housewives of Atlanta,” and the cancelled “Frankie and Neffe,” “I Love New York,”
“Flavor of Love,” and “Tiny & Toya.” (Some argue that critics are pushing a middle-class, Black bourgeoisie
agenda on these shows, which has somehow turned the argument for positive representation into a “Blackerthan-thou” discussion that fails to address how reality shows are now so ubiquitous that there’s no such thing as
“real-life behavior” on these shows regardless of the class of the viewer or critic.)
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TAKING ACTION

64%
of Black women are
in the labor force,
compared to 60% of
non-Black women2 .

An optimal solution for the low representation of Black women television directors would be for the general
American population to speak with their spending dollars, their voices and their remote controls (i.e., responsible
viewership); however, it’s imperative that African Americans aggressively express what we will and won’t accept
in regards to our collective viewing habits.
American television shows are the most accessible and powerful outward expression of American culture and
values to a mass audience and if we do not impact that expression through responsible action, then those shows
will continue to feed into the established stereotypes of African Americans that have endured in one form or
another since the founding of the United States.
The goal of responsible viewership is not to censor the American
right to free speech or to censor what someone chooses to watch,
but it is to exercise the power of African American consumer
spending and to use that spending power to let companies know
that we will not support their product or service if they choose to
support shows that intentionally support Black stereotyping. It’s also
a way for Black women to use their power as 64% of the labor
force to underscore that we are going to be diligent about who is
(and is not) hiring Black women directors.
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Television networks listen to money… and research and development. In addition to your consumer dollars,
there are focus groups and marketing companies that cater to broadcast networks, basic cable and premium
cable stations. If you want to increase your voice on what you do and don’t like, sign up to participate in these
groups –for free. (No focus group or marketing company will ever charge you to participate.) One group that I
use often is Viewer’s Voice7 (formerly Contemporary Consumer panel) - http://www.viewersvoicepanel.com/. It
can be a drop in a big bucket, or you can organize a group of people to join you in these focus groups to voice
of what you will and won’t tolerate in television programming.
Another way to express responsible viewership is to send a letter or an email to specific networks and shows. If
you are viewing something that you find unsettling, let them know. If you are noticing a pattern of egregious
shows on a particular network, then view their programming for the year (it usually comes out in September and
is found under their press releases or front page). Note how many shows reflect the DGA’s report outcomes
(that is, who is directing the show) and let that network know that you are disappointed in the offending show
and how you purchase goods with their sponsor, but you may change your spending habits if the station’s or
show’s diversity practices don’t improve. Include your friends, your fraternity/sorority, your family, your place
of worship, and other organized groups to send a collective letter or petition campaigning for better
representation of minority women directors. (You can also find studies to support your findings on the
International Black Women’s Film Festival [www.ibwff.com] page under “Industry Reports.”)
Finally, you can always support the efforts of groups that advocate for better representation of Black women in
film and television, like the International Black Women’s Film Festival. Groups like mine work year-round to
combat negative stereotyping and the work we do often goes unrecognized, except when you attend an event
and notice just how many creative, talented, and qualified Black women there are in the industry. Hopefully,
you’ll share your experience with television networks and explain how you’ve personally met and witnessed
accomplished Black women directors; tell your television networks and shows that you expect to see more of
them working with these women. Otherwise you will gladly spend their sponsorship dollars elsewhere or just
change the channel, like a responsible viewer.

REFERENCE:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

DGA Report Assesses Director Diversity in Hiring Practices for Episodic Television
“Report: The State of the African American Consumer,” Nielsen, September 2011
Ibid.
The Washington Post, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/polls/postkaiserpoll_110211.html
“It’s a Good Time to Be a Black Woman, Except on T.V.,” http://jezebel.com/5878507/its-a-good-time-to-be-a-black-womanexcept-on-tv , JEZEBEL.com.
“Has Reality TV Become Black Women’s Enemy?,” http://www.theroot.com/print/41415, The Root.
Viewer’s Voice, http://www.viewersvoicepanel.com/Home.aspx

Report compiled by Adrienne Anderson (director@ibwff.com) for the International Black Women’s Film Festival (www.ibwff.com).
Why You Should Care About the Director’s Guild of America’s Latest
Report by Adrienne M. Anderson is licensed under a Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License.
Based on a work at http://www.ibwff.com/industry-reports.
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