
Reality Television
With a Purpose

That’s right. Reality television with a  
purpose. A concept that jangles the
nerves of anyone who has seen recent

advertisements for My Big Fat Obnoxious
Fiancé, but a concept that has been highly
successful for Mark Saxenmeyer (BA ’89, 
journalism), a reporter for WFLD Fox News,
Chicago, and the executive producer, writer,
reporter, and co-host with reporter Darlene
Hill of The Experiment in Black and White
(2001) and its successor, The Experiment: 
Gay and Straight (2002). These revolutionary
broadcasting projects aimed to bridge the
racial and sexuality divides that exist in
Chicago and nationally.  

Using many of reality television’s gimmicks,
the two series sequestered ten strangers
with very strong and diverse perspectives
for one week, five black/five white, five
gay/five straight for the respective subjects.
Crews filmed the ensuing exchanges over
daily life and the debates provoked as 
participants completed assigned tasks, often
capturing honest, if uncomfortable, dialogue.

&

Saxenmeyer readily admits it can be hard to convince television executives and audiences that
sensitive issues such as race and sexuality can be seriously and productively explored through
a reality television format. He also notes that his stories never have followed conventional 
wisdom, nor have they shied away from controversy beginning with his reports on racial 
incidents involving a campus fraternity that happened during his stint as a student intern 
with WISC Television in Madison.

That he would produce two highly visible and gutsy series for the Fox network affiliate in the
third largest market in the United States by his mid-thirties is exceptional. The decision to push
the envelope on race in Chicago is even more remarkable for someone who had learned many
of his hardest lessons about race during his first job after college, when he was hired as a
reporter in Sacramento, California. After growing up in a predominantly white community
near Minneapolis and earning his undergraduate degree in Madison before the ethnic studies
requirement was in place, Saxenmeyer experienced California’s racial and ethnic diversity as an
exciting, new world. That world quickly became a highly charged environment following the
May 1992 acquittal of police officers charged with beating Rodney King, an African-American
driver, during a traffic stop.

Outside of his limited experience reporting on campus responses to the 1987 fraternity incident,
Saxenmeyer had little exposure to the complex dynamics of race relations before moving to
California. He recalls interviewing the president of Madison’s Afro-American Student
Association in 1987. “I didn’t understand where all this racism that she was talking about was
coming from, because I didn’t see it. I thought that it was hard for anyone to be racist because
there weren’t any black people around.”

Reporting on the riots that followed the Rodney King verdict provided a very fast education. 
“I learned about race completely by trial and error. I started out thinking that I was hot stuff,
that I was this big, up-and-coming television superstar in the twentieth-largest television 
market in the U.S. at age twenty-three. Well, I had a lot to learn, and I learned a lot of lessons
about race the hard way.”
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The Department of Political Science
invites its alumni to return to campus
to mark its centennial; to renew 
ties with friends, faculty, and the
department; and to celebrate the
department’s past and future.
(See page 5 for highlights.)
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(Continued on page 2)

. The Experiment in Black and White used 
reality television to examine racial conflict.

Experiment in 
BLACK  

WHITE



One of the lessons that has stayed 
with Saxenmeyer is that people 
become afraid to say anything or to ask
genuine questions when there is a lot
of divisiveness between groups. His
desire to make it easier to talk across 
cultural divides led to The Experiment
in Black and White. The idea to adapt

the reality show 
format for 

serious purposes
emerged from his
fascination with
the technique
used by MTV’s
Real World,

which keeps the cameras rolling and
then develops a story line from daily
interactions. “A lot of it is the idea of
making people live together. That’s
crucial, and not as a reality TV trick. 
I wanted to put people in a situation
where they would have to talk about
what they’re thinking to a person or the
camera, and where they can’t leave to
go talk about their frustrations with a
spouse or a friend,” Saxenmeyer explains.

In addition, producers built the program
around structured topics. “We didn’t
just put ten people in a house and tell
them to interact. Each day there was a
topic of discussion and they were given
written materials the night before. For
The Experiment in Black and White, we
also brought in experts to help inform
the discussion. We weren’t just going to
sit around and talk about our pet peeves
— we were there to talk about significant
issues like reparations, racial profiling,
and affirmative action,” he adds. 

Although The Experiment: Gay and
Straight followed a less structured 
format, the end result was the same: 
a very intense, honest, and at times
politically incorrect exchange about
people, stereotypes, and the reality of
daily life. “The Experiment in Black and
White was all race all the time. When
you are that concentrated on one 
subject for that amount of time, you
can’t lie, you can’t be politically correct
all the time. It’s impossible.”

This formula could not work without a
lot of trust among participants and the
two co-hosts. “We went in with the
idea that this was supposed to be an
environment where it was okay to
voice all opinions, feelings, and preju-
dices, and to work through them.”
While this may sound daunting, over
six hundred people applied to partici-
pate in The Experiment in Black and
White, and over eight hundred people
applied to participate in its successor,
The Experiment: Gay and Straight.

The ten people who committed to such
an uncensored dialogue for each series 
did not flinch, despite the fact that the
cameras were rolling, resulting in
refreshing and at times stunningly 
honest conversations.

While hundreds of people responded
to the call for participants for both
series, media critics were more resistant
to the format and the subject matter.
The most contentious issue was
whether the programs constituted
reporting that belonged on the news or
were manipulative “sweeps stunts”
designed to boost ratings through sala-
cious soap operas. Saxenmeyer knew
that he would face criticism for using a
reality show format but pushed forward,
arguing that if the criticism brought
more viewers to the series, so much the
better. His goal was to shake people
up, to get them to think, and to examine
and hopefully change their prejudices.

The end result was two series that have
been highly recognized by the broad-
cast industry and professional journalism
associations, as well as black and gay
and lesbian organizations. The series
have received regional and national
Emmy awards and the national
Edward R. Murrow Award, among
other honors. 

In addition, the projects are currently
used as conflict-resolution teaching
tools in nearly one hundred schools,
universities, churches, and workplaces
in the United States. Later this year,
Saxenmeyer and Hill will take The
Experiment: Gay and Straight to South
Africa, where they will talk about the
series and work with aspiring journalists.

In May 2004, Saxenmeyer will 
become the third person to receive 
the Wisconsin Alumni Association’s
Distinguished Young Alumni Award,
which is made in recognition of notable
career achievements and service by a
person under the age of forty.
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Awards to Saxenmeyer:
• 2004 Distinguished Young 

Alumni Award 
• 1 national and 14 regional 

Emmy Awards  
• 1 national and 1 regional Eward R.

Murrow Award
• Scripps Howard Foundation Award
• 9 regional Associated Press Awards
• 2 Chicago Press Veterans

Association Awards

“The Experiment in Black and
White” Awards
• 1 national, 2 regional Emmy Awards
• National Edward R. Murrow Award;

national Scripps Howard Foundation
Award

• National Association of Black
Journalists Award

• Chicago Press Veterans Association
awards, including its highest prize, 
the “Best of the Best” honor

“The Experiment: Gay and 
Straight” Awards
• Regional Emmy Award
• Illinois/Missouri Associated Press

Broadcasters Association award 
• Chicago chapter of the Society of

Professional Journalists award 
• National Lesbian and Gay

Journalism Association award
• Selected for theatrical showings at

nearly two dozen international film
festivals

• Winner of the Jury Prize for Best
Documentary feature at festivals in
Indianapolis and New Orleans

Joint Awards to the
“Experiment” Documentaries:
• National “American Scene” award

from the American Federation of
Television and Radio Artists

Selected Awards and Recognition
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